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August Meets 
 John Power and Angela Wharton had a get-together at the beginning of 
August and Sal and Deborah Mele had a meet last Saturday. 
 John’s layout is nothing if huge. Long stretches of track, huge radius 
curves an long trains were the order of the day. If you want to run a 20 or 
30 car train, this is the place to do it! Great fun and the huge yard made it 
easy to “social distance.” Beautiful work John!
 Sal is the group’s mechanical genius. He has built everything from 
working machine tools, draw bridges to a working funicular. Amazing 
stuff and every time you see his creations you are enthralled. Thanks Sal 

and Deborah. (see pages 3 – 8 for pictures courtesy of Kim W.) 
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Mele Meet







A Railroad Adventure by Art Sylvester

Is This the Train to Tucson?

During 1957 and 1958, I had a summer job working for a mineral and land surveyor in the little town of 
Patagonia, Arizona, about 20 miles north of Nogales and the Mexican border. I thought it would be fun to while
away some spare time with a couple mining claims of my own. My surveyor boss recommended I have a look 
on Red Mountain a few miles east of Patagonia. I did look and located three prospects on which the previous 
claimants had dug some prospect pits and holes in the mountain, and which were not currently claimed. With 
his advice and the help of my Patagonia friends Joe and Pancho, I filed the proper claim papers in the Santa 
Cruz County Clerk’s office for claims named Andes 1, Andes 2, and Andes 3. 

The middle of the three claims, Andes 2, had a 1500’ long adit (a horizontal, tunnel-like excavation that is open 
at only one end) with a track for ore cars down most of its length. It was a spooky, exploratory hole, nearly a 
quarter of a mile long, dark as the inside of a bag. Just exactly the kind of prospect to wool around with. Its 
ceiling had caved in here and there; we explored it with miners’ carbide lamps. We found an old rusty ore car at
another abandoned mining prospect, trucked it to Andes 2, and set it on the tracks at the entrance to the adit to 
make Andes 2 look like a real working mine. We did the necessary assessment work to hold the claims for the 
first year. All of these efforts were merely a lark; we had no intention to do any real mining. 

Assessment work was required on each claim every year to hang on to the claims. In those days, the assessment
work comprised either digging a pit 4’x4’x8’deep, or excavating a rock face 10 feet high on each claim. That 
sounds like a lot of work and it was, but we had to do it and file an affidavit of completed work with the 
County, or someone else could jump our claims. Joe and Pancho had done assessment work before; they knew 
how to acquire and use dynamite to blast the rock. My job was to shovel away the blasted rock. The work took 
about a week for all three claims.

I was going to school in Claremont, California, when it was necessary to do assessment work for the second 
year. Therefore, I needed to find my way to Patagonia somehow with neither car nor money for a train or bus 
ticket, so I decided to make the trip by hopping a freight train. I managed to convince my friend Barry to go 
with me during spring break. 

We sneaked into the SP freight yards in Colton on a dark and stormy night seeking an eastbound freight train to 
hop, any train, just so it was heading east. We carried a couple of new pick handles, believing we could use 
them against any hobos that might try to rob us, penniless as we were, and then we would be able to use them 
for the assessment work once we arrived in Patagonia. 

We did find an eastbound train and walked almost its entire length expecting to find an empty box car that we 
could climb into, but no. Instead all we could find was some space out in the open on the front end of a skeleton
flat car bearing a load of 18-inch diameter, steel pipe. Right then and there we should have given up the trip and
gone back to Claremont, but we were young and dumb. 

Boy golly was it cold on that wild night! The train raced along at 60-70 mph so that the wind chill factor made 
the apparent temperature somewhere near freezing, and rain stung us like a swarm of hornets. The route went 
from Colton through San Bernardino, through Banning Pass, past Palm Springs to Niland at the south end of 
the Salton Sea. There the rain ceased and the train stopped so that the freight conductor could walk the length 
of the train to check for hot boxes. We were wet and very miserable; we had neither anticipated nor dressed for 
such weather. 

We hopped off the pipe car to find another place to ride, hoping we had missed an open box car in Colton. All 
of a sudden, out of the pale gray of dawn, a voice hollered at us: “Hey, you guys, where are you going?” We 
were sure the man behind the voice was a railroad bull looking to arrest us, or beat us with a club, or at least to 
make sure we didn’t get back on that train. We meekly replied: “We’re going to Tucson.” Indeed, he 



was the freight conductor and he asked: “Where are you riding?” “Up in front of those pipes” we replied. 
“That’s not a very good place” he said, then he proceeded to lead us farther down the train to another flat car 
with a load on a wooden deck that he said would be better and safer. Maybe it was, but we were still out in the 
open – and still wet and cold. 

The conductor didn’t find any hot boxes, so the train resumed its journey to Phoenix. Even though it was now 
daylight by the time we crossed into Arizona, the sun was shrouded by clouds and it didn’t much help to warm 
us. When we arrived in Phoenix, the yard master saw us from his position in a tower and yelled at us. We didn’t
understand him and whatever he said didn’t sound pleasant, so we hopped of the train and made like we were 
leaving the yard. We sneaked back into the freight yard a few minutes later, found a train that was pointed south
toward Tucson, found an empty box car, and climbed aboard. Just then a couple hobos walked past us and 
casually asked us, as if it were a passenger train: “Is this the train to Tucson?” We guessed and hoped it was. 
They wished us well and walked on down the tracks to another empty freight car.

The rest of the trip was uneventful. The train slowed to enter the Tucson freight yards, and we jumped off just 
before it did so that we wouldn’t encounter another angry yard master. Joe and Pancho were there to meet us 
and drove us the 62 miles down to Patagonia.

We did the assessment work without incident, but Barry contracted a serious cold as a result of the chilly train 
trip. I don’t remember how we returned to Claremont, but I have a vague recollection that Barry’s father came 
for us, because Barry was so sick. 

Joe and Pancho did the assessment work in the next year, but eventually our zeal to hold the claims waned, and 
we gave up doing the assessment work, thereby releasing the claims. Shortly afterward, a fellow “jumped” the 
three Andes claims and then sold them for $600 apiece to a big mining company that believed a huge deposit of
copper lay beneath Red Mountain. Plenty of geologic signs do indicate that a large body of copper ore does lie 
deep beneath the mountain. The proposal to mine it by open pit methods was shelved, however, when the 
company realized most of the mountain top would have to be removed just to get to the ore body.

The heydays of train hopping or “riding the rods” in the US were the 1900-1930s. Prospective riders typically 
went to a rail yard where the trains were stopped and crews could be changed. Depending on the size and 
layout of the yard, riders may have had to climb aboard a train while it was moving; doing this is known as 
"catching on the fly.” A lot of men were maimed or killed when they failed to catch the fly and fell under the 
train.

In the 1900-1920 days of wood frame freight car construction, steel truss rods supported the underside of the 
car to provide it with the strength to carry heavy loads. Four or more of these truss rods could be under the car 
floor running the length of the car, and hobos would "ride the rods." Some carried a board to place across the 
rods to lie on. Others would lie on just one rod and hold on tightly. Riding the rods was very dangerous, 
because when a train moved at high speed, the cars could bounce and rock violently if the track was rough, and 
rock ballast might be tossed up which could strike a rider. Moreover, most railroads employed fierce railroad 
conductors, called “bulls,” who mercilessly kicked stowaways off their trains. Ernest Borgnine portrayed a 
particularly savage “bull” chasing after the wily and inveterate train hopper, Lee Marvin, in the movie 
“Emperor of the North.” 
Train hopping is illegal today just as it was in 1959 when I did it.



I Stand Corrected
A number of years ago, at the request of the then newsletter editor, Gary Olmstead,  I did a series of brief 

biographical sketches about past “characters” in the GCGRS. (I think he was desperate for filler material 

for the newsletter)! Up until now no one has challenged my memory of those long ago friends and events. 

(Most of those past “characters”are no longer able to communicate with us mortals). And then, like a 

spectre from the past, I get the following from el Jefe emeritus, Russ Reinberg. JL

 

Somehow I stumbled on your article from November 2010(?) about Bill Orluske, other characters, and me. If 
the subject ever comes up again you can resort to the following clarifications of that article. The reason I wrote 
it is because I'm about the only one of the original crew both literate and alive. Well, that and the obnoxious 
combination of coronavirus lockdowns, ten days of obnoxious weather, and the freedom to do whatever the 
heck I want because I’m retired.

The first "El Jefe Grandissimo" was Bob Cage, not Bill Orluske. Bob, along with Bill, "Don M. Scott, Railroad
Man", Charlie Schlosser and a handful of other clever and creative guys founded the Gold Coast Garden 
Railway Society around 1986 but a few may have met informally in 1985. I stumbled in about six months later. 
I found the motley assemblage of lunatics, misfits, miscreants, and perverts to be an unusually good fit with my
… shall we say … “unusual" personality. I avoid almost any kind of organization but I joined Gold Coast at 
once so you can assume the guys were rather, uh, odd. Worse, several became close friends.

The concept of a society rather than a club was deliberate. Clubs have presidents and rules and politics; 
societies don’t (or at least shouldn’t). Our society went beyond that because it was specifically "unorganized". 
That meant no rules, politics, formalities, or committees. If any member voiced an idea we expected him to 
carry it out alone unless somebody else volunteered to help. Remember the story of "The Little Red Hen"? 
Usually things went pretty much like that.

A few months after I joined Bob Cage became tired of writing the newsletter, asking people to host meets, and 
suggesting direction for the group. He called a meeting to choose a new Jefe. As you might expect, nobody else
was stupid enough to want the job so I was the only volunteer and became the second El Jefe Grandissimo. The
title was a lot more glamorous than the reality.

I used to be a TV news anchor and reporter so I found creating the newsletter actually to be fun. Some other 
aspects were less fun, such as asking people to host meets. I borrowed my approach from Ivan the Terrible and 
"volunteered" hosts. As it turned out, one or two members thought the definition of "member" was limited to 
"guest" and left the group when I volunteered them to host a meet. The result was a much happier and more 
compatible society.

Back then outdoor railroads were brand new and, from time to time, we would hear of an unusually talented 
hobbyist. We encouraged those people to join Gold Coast even if they lived in Orange County, Los Angeles, the
San Fernando Valley, or Santa Barbara. A couple of modest guys were too shy to join so Bob Cage, Charlie 
Schlosser, The Railroad Man, and I paid each a surprise visit and made him an offer he couldn't refuse. We 
ended up with the country's leading outdoor train group; everybody knew about Gold Coast. We had the 
majority of the country's best layouts and modelers.

I resigned as El Jefe one evening after an abusive phone call from Bill Orluske. In those days I would write the 
newsletter and Bill, as treasurer or secretary or whatever, would supply the mailing list to a member in Orange 
County who owned a printing company. We used to schedule a meet every month and the newsletter had to go 
out a couple of weeks before each meet to notify everyone.

One month Bill was away on vacation, the meet was a week away, and Bill's pal, who did the printing and 
mailing, objected when I asked him to mail the newsletter without Bill's approval. I explained the reason for my
urgency and persuaded him to send out the mail.



A week or so later Bill phoned. He yelled and screamed that I was "undermining his authority" and refused to 
let me speak. Remember the society's rule of unorganization where nobody had any authority and how, if any 
member wanted to change things, we expected him to take full responsibility? When Bill stopped yelling I said,
“Bill, you have just assumed full authority for the society. Effective right now you are the new Jefe."

As things worked out it was for the best. By then most English speaking garden railroad groups in the U.S., 
Canada, and Australia were receiving and reprinting the Gold Coast newsletter. So I turned it into a magazine 
and began publishing Outdoor Railroader. When my distributor, Kalmbach, bought Garden Railways and tried
to limit OR's distribution because we were outselling them on newsstands, I changed its name to Finescale 
Railroader and expanded its content to include some of the best work in the smaller scales.

As I recall, within a few months of Bill's tirade and after some nasty shenanigans at my expense, Don Scott and
others expelled Bill from our society and Don became the fourth Jefe. If there ever was a meeting to decide 
that, I wasn't there. I had backed out of Gold Coast politics completely.

A few other notes about John’s 2010 article: Despite his impressions, I've never had a problem weathering a 
model and plenty of photos of my weathered models have appeared in print. I'm far from the perfectionist John 
thinks I am; I just work on something until, under the circumstances, it's the best I can do even if many others 
can do it much better.

And, for me, the scale-gauge issue was never about what a hobbyist wanted to do. It's your hobby so it is your 
right to create rules, or break them, for your layout or models. On the other hand, for the sake of a healthy 
hobby, I wanted manufacturers to produce accurate models because they appeal to everyone; toys and 
inaccurate models have a much more limited market. Ultimately in 1993 a couple of live steam companies and 
then Bachmann, Accucraft and some others validated the wisdom of that approach; everyone bought their 
products and, as long as the hobby remained healthy, they were very profitable.

I never had more fun with anybody than with the people from the Gold Coast Society. As a group they are the 
nicest bunch I've ever associated with. Some rank among the most talented and clever hobbyists in the country. 
After 25 years of publishing and, much of that time, doing almost nothing except model railroading, it became 
time to back away. I still build the occasional model and shoot the occasional photo. What I really miss, though,
are the crazy adventures I enjoyed with my Gold Coast pals, far too many of whom are gone. Nothing I've ever 
done was more fun.

Russ

WESTLAKE PUBLISHING
www.westlakepublishing.net



Sigel Meet September 19

The Siegel Repair Crew has been busy repairing Gary Siegel’s Santa Cruz to San Jose
mainline. Many thanks to those who have put in a lot of hours fixing track, weeding, building, 
painting and repairing bridges,  re-ballasting and repairing damage that resulted when the 
neighbors moved the fence to encroach on the railroad. The Siegels have a meet scheduled for 
9-19-2020 at 11:00. If this changes I’ll send out an addendum to the newsletter. The new 
protocol is for social distancing, masks, and bring your own lunch.

There is no longer a balloon track at the 
Santa Cruz yard. There will most likely be 
some run around tracks at the end of the 
yard, but no way to turn engines. There is 
some discussion about the possibility of a 
turntable at the north end of the yard but 
that will probably not be ready on 9/19.



Odds and Ends

Thank you everyone for contributing articles for the newsletter! Art’s adventure

 on the train to Tuscon is great. Thank you Russ Reinberg, el jefe Grandissimo

emeritus for the history lesson.

Donations: Send $10 to Bruce Kuebler. Make your checks out to Bruce Kuebler, GCGRS in 

memo.

Check out our website for more articles and past issues of the newsletters. Thanks to Gary Olmstead, our 
webmaster.  https://www.gcgrs.com/

Check out the Facebook page courtesy of Kim Whitaker. Kim posts many pictures from meets. I’m sure you 
can find yourself in at least one of those pictures! Thanks Kim.
https://www.facebook.com/groups/145996342219253/

Make sure you sign up for Groups.io if you have not done that yet. Make sure to look at the polls on Groups.io 
Again, check your email for the invite or request to join by going to  https://groups.io/g/GCGRS  and hit the 
'join' button.

Please send me articles, write-ups and pictures about your projects and ideas. It works best for me if you send 
your articles in Word (doc, docx, etc), Open Office (.odt), Libre Office (.odt), or anything like. .txt files. If you 
send me files in a .pdf format make sure they are editable. That makes it much easier to incorporate your 
articles into the newsletter. Thanks! 

Please, everyone stay healthy,

J��� Ly�n


As a reminder, the Gold Coast Garden Railway Society is not a “club” or any other type of 

formal organization that schedules, organizes or sponsors meets. We are a group of friends 

that get together to share our garden railroads with each other. Individuals send out a 

notice via the newsletter, Groups.io or Facebook that they are opening their layout to others 

in our group and they host and organize their own meet. It is up to each host to follow state 

or local laws as regards to size and type of gatherings. Stay safe. 




