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Aches and Pains from the Chairman’s Armchair 

Our September Open Day was as successful as we could expect, given that we shared 
the day with the Great North Run. We put on a good display with lots of models including 
our new 7¼ Tich and my Topaz steam launch. We had a fair number of people stopping by 
to have a browse and a chat and we might even get a couple of new members. 

 

The top track seemed to be busy most of the time and this was reflected by a reasonable 
amount of donations. I have to say that I was a little disappointed with the low turnout of 
members. We had only just enough to run the event. I realise that there will always be 
some who are on holiday or perhaps ill, but we have almost 50 members, so where were 
you? 
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It has never been easier to communicate and we use as many ways as possible to get the 
message across to our members. Our preferred method is email which also serves well to 
facilitate the distribution of the Oily Rag six times each year. Are you one of our postal or 
hand-delivery members who could use emails as your communication and delivery 
method? Let me know. Our WhatsApp Group also keeps members up to date on other 
interim aspects, such as whether we are running or not each weekend, and frequently 
provides a wonderful forum for discussion on all manner of subjects. Could you use that? 
Again, let me know. 

I welcome any “outside” contributions to the Oily Rag. Just email them to me at 
secretary@csmes.co.uk 
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Aches and Pains from the Chairman’s Armchair (continued …) 

I’ve just received the invitation for the Meccano Challenge, to be held at Shildon on 21st 
October. We will – I hope – be putting on a small display of models and having a nice time 
seeing the children’s Meccano creations. 

Over the last couple of months the traverser seems to have formed a habit of not wanting 
to work properly at the end of a running session. As I was not there at the time, I couldn’t 
get a proper ‘handle’ on the fault. All I could do was guess. Well, yesterday (20 September) 
I was there when it happened, so I had a good look and came to the conclusion that it was 
a lack of air pressure that was the cause, the pressure was down to 50psi instead of 75psi. 

At the time I built the new controller, it didn’t even occur to me that it might need a low 
pressure alarm, but maybe it does. At least that way people will know what’s wrong. I’ll 
have to look into what’s required. As many of you will be aware, this episode has given rise 
to some very interesting discussion on our WhatsApp group, and it may well be that we 
need a new compressor, but I leave it to ‘them what noes’ to see to that. 

 

Just Sit and Listen 

Our Thursday maintenance mornings tend to follow a predictable pattern. 

On with the kettle, tea and coffee made, two biscuits, others arrive, repeat steps two and 
three and then out we go to do any necessary bits and pieces. Predictably repeated 
routine. 

Thursday 24th September was different … very different. 

We had finished the maintenance tasks of checking the reluctant traverser, putting the Big 
Tich away in readiness for the next stage of its commissioning and were about to depart 
for home when three gentlemen walked in. Two were locals who had called to the Park to 
visit the Boat Club, the third and eldest was from a far distant parish and had another 
interest – radio-controlled model aircraft, but it was his former career which was of greater 
interest – he was a former steam driver from the Southern Region of British Railways, 
working out of Nine Elms Depot in London. 

For 45 minutes he re-lived his first day on the railway, then his time as a Cleaner, a 
Fireman, a Driver, the Saturday he drove the Bournemouth Belle, the other days when he 
drove the local turn delivering the milk churns, the four hour wait for a connecting train 
delayed by snow in the winter of 1962/63, the conversion to electrics, his retirement and 
then his time as a volunteer at the BlueBell Railway in West Sussex. 

Some people listen to these accounts as a member of a paying audience, I got it free, all I 
needed to do was just sit and listen. 

 

Any Colour You Want – As Long As It’s Black 

Henry Ford said you could have his Model-T any colour, as long as it was black. 

In fact, the Model-T was offered in several colours before 1914 and again after 1928. 
Black was imposed in the middle years for one reason – the moving assembly line. Black 
Japan enamel dried faster than any other finish available, and paint drying time was the 
bottleneck which caused delays on the assembly line. 

Henry Ford did not prefer black, he preferred speed, and black was the only colour which 
could keep up with the assembly process. 



The Track Work Continues … 

Let me remind you about our top track, which opened on the first Sunday in June 1981. 

A booklet was produced for the Society’s Diamond Jubilee in 1991 in which we are 
informed that the new track was 888 feet long. What the booklet does not tell us is that the 
track was apparently laid with the rails partially recessed into the sleepers and, whilst 
absolutely fine initially, as the months passed its condition deteriorated such that in about 
1983 it was taken up and replaced. 

 

 

The modified design involved the track 
held higher above the sleepers and kept 
in gauge by cross ties drilled through the 
rails with spacers to keep the gauge. 

It can still be seen today since it forms 
about half of our track. 

One apparent shortcoming of this type of 
construction is that if the cross ties are 
installed a bit higher than intended, any 
locomotives or rolling stock with deeper 
than normal wheel flanges will strike the 
spacers and wear them away, with 
probable similar damage to the wheel 
flanges. There are a number of places on 
the track where this is evident. 

The carriages we use were replaced in 
2019 and inspection shows that the 
present carriages have ample clearance 
for the wheel flanges. 

 

 

 

 

In 2017 about one-third of the track from 
a point adjacent to the steaming bays 
near the top of the hill, through the station 
platform and down the hill to just behind 
the bus stop was renewed to a welded 
design. 

The weld was applied to both sides of the 
rails, a method of construction which 
does not lend itself to easy adjustments 
of the gauge should it be necessary. 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Our recent project has replaced about 30 
metres of the 1983 track with a 
refinement of the welded design. 

On this track design the weld is applied to 
one side only and appears to lend itself to 
easier adjustment of the gauge should it 
be necessary. 

Since there is the possibility of water 
intrusion into the unwelded side of the 
joint the new section has been treated to 
a liberal coat of Hammerite (clearly 
evident in the photographs) and then a 
coating of Waxoyl to thoroughly 
waterproof the joint. 

 

 

 

 

Time for Change 

In August’s Oily Rag I explained the saga of the batteries. Within a week or two we had 
eight new batteries and, using the information I set out in the table in the August Oily Rag, 
we decided which batteries were useless and which ones would be retained to serve as 
spares. 

Like those they had replaced, the new batteries used an AGM or Absorbent Glass Mat and 
were far different to the standard lead-acid batteries of even 10 years ago which consisted 
of lead plates submerged in a pool of liquid sulphuric acid. 

AGM batteries have revolutionised this internal chemistry. In the Glass Mat design the 
liquid acid is entirely absorbed into ultra-thin, highly porous fibreglass mats sandwiched 
tightly between the lead plates. Because there is no free-flowing acid AGM batteries are 
completely sealed, highly vibration resistant and can handle massive electrical loads 
without venting gas. They are essentially industrial power banks designed for modern 
vehicles to handle hundreds of engine restarts and power a constant stream of electronics 
while the engine is turned off at a red light. 

If charged with a traditional old-school charger, pumping out a high and unregulated 
voltage the high voltage causes excessive internal heat, forces the internal pressure relief 
valves to vent precious hydrogen gas and permanently dries out the glass mats. Once an 
AGM is baked from overcharging it cannot recover. 

You’ll recall when you got a new battery for your car when cars were much simpler. Old 
battery out, new battery in – done! Not so with AGM batteries, for modern cars feature a 
Battery Management System by which the car’s computer tracks the age, degradation and 
charging history of the old battery, gradually increasing the alternator’s charging voltage to 
compensate for wear. If you drop in a brand new AGM battery without telling the computer 
(via a diagnostic scanner “battery registration”) the car will treat it like an old, worn out 
battery and overcharge it, destroying it within months. 



While standard batteries can tolerate being deeply drained and recharged a few times, 
AGM batteries are engineered for high power delivery and rapid recharging, not deep 
cycle depletion. If you accidentally leave your interior lights on overnight and drain an AGM 
battery completely flat, charging it back up with a basic charger or jump start can 
permanently sulphate the internal plates, dropping its maximum capacity drastically. 

You’ll need to use a modern, microprocessor-controlled “smart charger” such as NOCO or 
CTEK that has a dedicated AGM Mode to regulate voltage safely. When replacing your 
AGM battery, ensure the technician uses an OBD2 diagnostic tool to reset the BMS 
register the new battery specifications to your car’s computer. If you need a jump-start, 
follow proper safety protocols to prevent power surges that can fry both the car’s computer 
and the AGM battery’s internal components. 

AGM batteries are technological marvels built to handle the electrical demands of modern 
vehicles, but they are high performance units that demand precision care. Treat an AGM 
battery with old school charging methods or skip its computer registration, and you’ll find 
yourself buying an expensive replacement far too soon. 

 

CHARGE !! 

So, with our new shiny batteries on the shelf, it was an ideal opportunity to review our 
charging system. Clearly the old system of “connect – switch on – come back next week” 
was proved unsuitable for the AGM batteries. The chargers were compatible, we just used 
them in a sub-optimal way. 

Peter’s move to one week on and three weeks off over the winter months was step in the 
right direction, but we still had them on 24/7 over the summer. 

We have now moved to timed charging using four timers, each of which handles three 
batteries so they’re not overloaded on start-up. The batteries used on Saturday charge 
from 5.00pm Saturday to 5.00am Sunday and switch off for the rest of the week. The 
Sunday batteries follow a similar principle – just a day later. 

 

Feeling the Pressure 

Peter’s initial article mentioned the reluctant traverser. At first we though it may be a 
software problem with Peter’s magic control system or its sensors, but since it usually 
worked fine at start of play at 10.30am and didn’t become reluctant until we packed up 
after 3.00pm we were a bit doubtful on that diagnosis. 

Our suspicious minds turned to the air pressure in the system. In 2023 we had turned 
down the air pressure to comply more closely with the Pressure System Safety 
Regulations 2000 (PSSR) but had to ensure the traverser still worked at the lower 
pressure. The ideal fix would be to obtain a system which, at its ideal operating pressure, 
was completely outside the scope of the Regulations. 

So, faced with a servicing cost and a potential certification fee we looked at a replacement. 
Paul Stephenson had a smaller compressor in his home workshop, so it was brought up in 
late September and installed to try it out. Would it be powerful enough to shift the 
traverser? We need not have worried, it had ample oomph, so a visit to Machine Mart saw 
us walk out (yes, after paying for it) a new compressor which would take us out of the 
scope of the Regulations completely. Now fully installed with a new pressure regulator, air 
filtration system and oil lubricator, it occupies less space as well. 

 



Compressor for Sale 

With the new compressor installed and working, we have the old Clarke compressor 
available for sale to any Club Member. 

 

 

The plate suggests it dates from 2013, it works perfectly well, but its continued even at low 
pressure brought us into potential conflict with the Regulations because it was capable of 
operating above the minimum bar/litre limit. 



It comes as seen, it has no certification, there’s no 6-month warranty and you’ll need to 
provide your own transport. 

If you wish to submit a bid, just drop me a note. Having run many similar processes in the 
past (sometimes worth millions I should add) I’ll treat any bid in complete confidence until 
the closing date for submission of bids which is 12.00 noon on Sunday 1st November. That 
should give you enough time to think! 

 

Did You Know … 

Custard powder was “invented” by a chemist, Alfred Bird, whose wife had an allergy to 
eggs. 

 

The Track Work Continues … 

2026 has certainly been a topsy-turvy year for us. Due to the prolonged cessation of 
running due to the replacement of track we did not start our weekend running until June, 
and by the time you read this Oily Rag the season will be close to its end. 

We hope to use October – usually favourable weather – to get the next phase of the track 
replacement done. This time there’s only two complete panels to renew, rather than the 
five we did during the first round. Armed with the experience of the first phase it is hoped 
this next phase goes a bit smoother … and quicker. 

This time we’ll be concentrating on two panels at the top of the hill where the track bears 
left at the engine shed. 

 

Great Engineers Schools Challenge Final 

Once more we will be participating at the Great Engineers Schools Challenge Final which 
will take place on Wednesday 21st October at Locomotion at Shildon. The Great 
Engineers Schools Challenge itself is a competition between participating schools where 
the children produce Meccano masterpieces around a theme. 

Our participation is by way of a display of our models, some working, some static, by 
which we promote the Club. I have no doubt that Peter and I will be there, but is there 
anyone else who wishes to come along for a very enjoyable day? 

 

Models in Miniature 

On the weekend of Saturday 26th and Sunday 27th September I attended a stand at the 
inaugural Models in Miniature, an event arranged by the Stephenson Rail Museum at 
Middle Engine Lane in North Tyneside. 

The Museum usually operates a Sunday-only standard gauge passenger shuttle from the 
Museum down towards the river to a point where the Percy Main engine shed used to be, 
using either the Museum’s Class 03 or Class 08 shunters, or, when a steam driver is 
available, their resident steam locomotive Ashington. 

It also has a short, twisty and far from level 7¼” track on which a top-and-tail service is 
operated. 



 

 

 

My arrival on the Saturday coincided with 
“steam up” for the trio of 3” traction 
engines, the air full of that unmistakeable 
choking perfume. These traction engine 
lads are a friendly lot, and once I had 
introduced myself one of the lads handed 
me four items, two orange and two silver. 

The orange items were 3-D printed items 
to act as patterns for a casting, the silver 
items were the aluminium rough castings, 
and the intended destination of the 
castings, once fettled, was the gear 
casing mounted high on the engine’s right 
side. He thought I could make better use 
of them on my display and explain them 
without the hindrance of smoke wafting 
around. True enough, there was a lot of 
interest in them. 

Our little stand inside the Museum’s main 
hall highlighted the static engines which 
we usually show at our Open Days, on 
this occasion brought to life using Ken 
Chicken’s fridge compressor. 

Alongside me in the museum’s main hall 
was the 16mm Garden Railway stand 
with its R/C operated live steam engines 
… yes, I spent some time finding out how 
these work. 

This 7¼” Sweet William – I hope I have 
the correct name – is in process of being 
rebuilt and adapted with a trailing axle to 
make it more suitable for use at the 
Museum. 

 

 

 

 

 

There’s also a Romulus which 
masquerades under a different name, 
also under restoration. 

 

 

 

 



One of our exhibits was a model of the 
world’s first working steam locomotive 
built by Richard Trevithick, whilst in the 
corner of the Museum’s main hall was the 
world’s third working steam engine – 
George Stephenson’s Killingworth Billy, 
alongside the Harton Coal Company’s 
No. E4 dating from 1909, which I saw 
regularly as a youngster, with Westoe 
Colliery being barely a half-mile from my 
home. So, question for the day is – what 
is the world’s second working steam 
engine? 

Behind me was the superbly restored 
North Eastern Railway Parcels car. 

Ah, but I had to do a double take when I 
saw the very nicely turned out Bantam 
Cock which brought to mind Paul 
Stephenson’s ongoing project to get his 
own V4 running again. 

Saturday is a day when the Museum 
does not usually operate so was quieter 
than usual. What would Sunday bring, 
with it being their usual operating day. I 
soon found out. The Museum usually 
opens at 11.00am, but even when I 
arrived at 9.30 the crowds were 
gathering. 

Perhaps they had turned up early to get 
their fix on more of that choking perfume. 
The Museum does not have any 
overhead string by which to power its 
preserved prototype Metro train, but my 
arrival on Sunday made me think they 
had reverted to steam power – no worry, 
the Metro was hiding the resident steam 
loco Ashington being coaxed into life. 

The combination of Ashington, three 3” 
traction engines and three 7¼“ engines 
really challenged the notion of smokeless 
zones! 

The Museum was barely open when a 
chap walked up and asked if I wanted a 
steam boiler, he just wanted rid of it. 
Never one to look a gift horse I said yes 
and just as I started talking to some 
visitors he returned with something 
tucked under his arm, and then promptly 
departed. 

 

 

 

 



 

The “steam boiler” was actually a factory! Well, sort of, it was a representation of a factory 
with a boiler, an engine, a layshaft and three little machines. A quick bit of research 
showed it to be of German origin, a Wilesco D161 Steam Engine with Accessories, and it 
was in very good condition. A look on eBay suggests these things go for about £150. 

 

There was also a small engine with a 
flywheel which, after a bit of cleaning and 
a drop of oil from the aforementioned 
Romulus’ oil tank soon worked a treat 
using our little compressor. I suspect it’ll 
need to stay in our hands, little fingers 
might be just too susceptible to being 
prodded into the wrong place at the 
wrong time. 

Together, these might turn out to be ideal 
items to interest the children visiting our 
displays. 

A very popular exhibit over the weekend 
was without doubt the little Stirling 
engine, and many hands – both cold and 
warm – were proffered to power it, with 
varying degrees of success. 

Roll on, next year! 



Looking Forward 

There will only be a few Passenger Running Days remaining for this year, after which work 
will resume on replacing track panels. 

 

Sunday 11th October – Members’ Running Day 
We’ll let our members have a final fling for the season on Sunday 11th October, an 
opportunity to get all steam and sparked up to run, polish, photograph, talk about and 
generally celebrate their models – both steam and electric, and anything in-between. Get 
nicely dirty and oily whilst having a good natter about all aspects of your engineering 
masterpieces, surely the best advert of an engineer’s art. The session (weather and 
Members permitting) will formally start at about 11.00am, after Committee has finished, 
although non-Committee members are able to access the track from about 10.00am 
(subject to there being two members present). 

I know there’s a number of steam tests booked for the day. 

 

Wednesday 21st October – Great Engineers Schools Challenge Final 
At Locomotion in Shildon, we will be participating at the Great Engineers Schools 
Challenge Final which is a competition between participating schools where the children 
produce Meccano masterpieces around a theme. 

Our participation is by way of a display of our models, some working, some static, by 
which we promote the Club. I have no doubt that Peter and I will be there, but is there 
anyone else who wishes to come along for a very enjoyable day? 
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