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"Tower Toiling"
by Dan L. Merkel, #2207

There are many unanswered questions in life; 
probably most of them are more important than this 
one but it's the topic of my mental exercise today, 
so here goes:  why do we do the things that we do?  
I don't know. I don't know why when I work on my 
model railroad, I sometimes get all caught up in kit-
bashing cars. At other times, I'm really deep into 
painting things. Still other moments are spent on 
the actual layout itself, wiring, track-laying, etc. 
Then I come round to buildings. But even that goes 
in phases; sometimes it's  landmark structures for 
my downtown, other times it might be a little shed 
here or a small shanty there. There seems to be no 
rhyme or reason to the way my mind flits around 
from one project to another. Perhaps  this explains 
my latest modeling interest, interlocking towers.

It's beyond the scope of what I'm writing about to 
tell you all about them. Needless to say, before the 
modernization of signaling and the mechanization 
of remote switches, interlocking towers played an 
important role in maintaining a smooth and safe 
flow of railroad traffic all over the rail system. So 
they seemed to be everywhere - and they were. If 
you include signal towers and other towers that 
were in place to guard important cross-overs, 
diamonds and critical locations, there are all kinds 
of them to choose from.

It is the normal pattern here to concentrate on the 
Nickel Plate and to try to duplicate her 
characteristics  in model form but I'm going to stray 
from the path a little and share some things that 
I've been doing that may give you some inspiration 
in your modeling efforts. No one is  saying that 
these are the right ways or the best ways to do 
things; it's  just that they work for me and they may 
just work for you as well.

THE ALTO TOWER

Several years ago, we made a trip to Altoona, 
Pennsylvania, home of the world famous 
Horseshoe Curve. Perhaps that is where my 
interest in interlocking towers  got started as 

Altoona is also the home of the venerable ALTO 
Tower. Even though it started as a standard 
Pennsy design, it has changed through the years to 
adapt to changes in the industry and still plays an 
important role today as the gatekeeper of traffic 
that rolls over The Curve. After spending some time 
watching trains from the bridge just to the north of 
the tower and getting some great pictures, I 
decided that it had to be modeled.

I was able to get photos from three of the four sides 
of the tower. Side four, the south, was pretty well 
protected by trees, bushes and that latest of 
railroad property appointments, a fence. But, from 
what I could see and could photograph, I had 
enough to get started. I picked on a door, thinking 
that it was probably 36" wide so that became my 
starting point for all measurements. From the 
photos I got some rough dimensions then laid out 
the basic wall shapes on my computer. I decided 
early on to not try to match windows exactly but 
chose windows from Tichy that seemed close. I 
added these to my drawings and when I was done, 
had a pretty good representation of the basic 
structure. While it is outside the bounds of this 
article, I didn't use a CAD program to do this  but 
rather a simple drawing program. It isn't as hard as 
you think it might be and it really speeds up the 
whole construction process. Back to the model...

After laying out the walls, I reversed them then 
printed them on sticky label paper. Avery makes 
one that is a full sheet so you can simply trim the 
finished drawing, peel the label from the backing 
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then stick it to the back side of the stock you are 
using for the walls  of your project. It is important 
here to align the drawing with any characteristics of 
the stock such as clapboards or board and batten 
shapes. Otherwise, your building won't be square.

Once the label material is  in place, you simply 
take your sharp Xacto knife and a metal straight 
edge and go to work on the lines. Usually, a few 
quick scribes and a careful snap will knock out the 
outside edges  of the walls. Window and door 
openings are a little harder but using the 
guidelines, a good file and some patience, you will 
have your basic walls  completed. It is  time 
consuming, as I think the ALTO Tower model had 
something like 15 window and door openings in it. 
Remove the label material from the back of the 
stock and you should be good to go. Since 
completing this project, I've learned that if you 
cover the back of the stock with masking tape, it is 
much easier to remove all the sticky material from 
the wall pieces. Those labels sure do stick well!

The roofs of the structure are nothing more than 
simple trapezoids and triangles  cut to fit. This is 
where the drawing software is really helpful; you 
can try a few pieces on paper, cut them out, tape 
them together and see how they look. Only after 
you get the right shapes, you can print them on the 
label stock and use them as you did for the walls to 
cut the roof sections.

Okay, you have roof sections, wall sections and 

doors  and windows. It's  time to assemble 
everything then add a few details, and you are 
done. Corner joints  almost always need reinforced. 
I'm a firm believer in Evergreen Plastic rectangular 
stock for this  task. I like to use as big a piece as 
reasonable given the circumstances. Sometimes, 
just a small piece will fit but even that adds extra 
strength to the structure. Incidentally, for odd 
shaped corners (not 90°), I like to use round stock, 
either solid or tube shaped. Simple geometry tells 
us that no matter what the angle, round stock will fit 
it nicely. On rare occasions, I can get away with L-
shaped stock. We will talk about that later on.

Extra details that I added include corbels from 
Tichy, a chimney which is nothing more than some 
square wood stock with brick paper wrapped 
around it, window glazing and window shades. 
Don't let the window shades scare you. All they are 
is  a piece of masking tape that's been stuck to the 
inside of the window. If you aren't worried about 
interior detail, you don't even need to tear the tape 
straight since the cut edge is what I usually use for 
the window blind's bottom edge. 

So much for ALTO Tower. I know it's  not NKP, 
but it is pretty impressive to people when they 
see a photo of it hanging on the wall of my train 
room then later find the same building on the 
layout itself.
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The Stilted Tower

The Pirate and his Crew (a little email group that 
I'm a part of) were having a discussion of 
interlocking towers recently. Specifically, the 
subject was towers  that were built up on stilts. 
Now as far as I know, the NKP didn't have any of 
these but other roads in the Midwest did, so there 
are, or at least were, plenty of examples of them. 
In fact, there is  at least one that has  been 
restored and another preserved that I'm aware of 
within a reasonable distance from here so they 
are almost local. And, if they are "local," they may 
need to be modeled if they are of interest to me. 
Another deviation from the norm here... I realize 
that most roads including the Nickel Plate tended 
to standardize the basic design of things like 
towers and stations. 

But, in my world, I like some variety so I have no 
problem having "one ofs" represented on my line. 
Again, this allows me to model a variety of 
structures and not get caught up in the boredom of 
cranking out 6 or 8 of the same thing just because 
that's the way the real railroads did it. After seeing 
some of the photos of old stilted towers, I decided 
that I needed one.

Probably my favorite interlocking tower model is 
the old AHM/IHC/Tyco Interlocking Tower. I'm told 
that it is of a B&O prototype but it still looked about 
"right" for my model so it provided the raw 
materials for this tower kit-bash.

First, I cleaned all the parts so that they were 
free of flash and other things that might affect a 
proper fitting of the walls. Next, I cut the bottom 
portions of the walls from the tops. For simplicity, 
I chose to make the cut right under the band of 
shingles that separates the two stories. This 
made a great guide for my razor saw and also 
allowed me to cover up any imperfections in my 
cuts rather easily. 

After cutting the walls apart, I cleaned the cuts  up 
with a few passes of a nice big mill file. I also 
cleaned the bottoms as I'm going to use them for a 
project later on. Next, the four walls  were 
assembled and held in place with rubber bands 
while the glue set. In the meantime, I decided 
rather arbitrarily that my tower would be about 
twenty feet up in the air (good visibility, you know) 
so I cut four pieces  of L-shaped stock for the legs 
that also reinforced the corner joints. These were 
glued into place on the inside of the walls  and 
aligned with the tops so that the legs sticking out 
would be of equal lengths. While you are letting 
things dry and cure, you can cut four additional 
pieces of L-shaped stock to serve as the middle 
legs. They really won't support anything but the 
tower looked heavy enough to justify the extra 
support. These short pieces are glued back-to-back 
to form a T shape.

Once everything has dried, you can begin to 
measure and cut bracing for the tower legs. If you 
have done a good job with keeping things nice and 
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square and straight, all the cross braces should be 
about the same and the bracing between the legs 
is  the same as well. As I remember, the space 
between all the legs was about the same distance. 
That was just a stroke of luck; the kit was just the 
proper size for that to happen. To give the tower a 
beefy look, I did put in plenty of bracing even 
though most all of it was for show. The L-shaped 
beams that were used for legs allowed plenty of 
surface on the inside to attach the braces, and to 
cover slight differences in their lengths (read "hide 
your cutting errors" here). 

Since the pieces were all the same length, a 
Chopper comes in really handy here. Set the length 
and you can crank them out without much thought.

Once all the bracing was in place, I turned the 
structure upside down so that there was no weight 
on the legs while they were drying/setting. I didn't 
want the weight of the structure to bend the legs a 
little and cause things  to dry crooked. You will want 
to leave things  set for at least a day to make sure 
they are all cured and dried.

The trim pieces on the kit are cast separately so 
painting is a snap. I cleaned all of the trip pieces 
from their sprues then removed any flashing. Next, 
I stuck them to a piece of cardboard using double-
stick tape. A couple of coats of paint and they were 
ready to be used. Painting the main structure is 
easy as well. First, I sprayed the legs  a kind of red 
primer color. After a couple of days, I masked them 

off and painted the rest of the structure gray. I'm 
keeping a general paint scheme of gray walls and 
green roofs  for all of my "company" buildings. By 
the way, if you choose to use rattle cans for 
painting, don't forget to mark which ones you are 
using for your color "standards."  When you run out 
and you are standing at your favorite paint store 
looking at about ten different colors of green, it is 
hard to remember just which one you use. 

Again after waiting a couple of days for the gray 
paint to dry, I masked off the center section of 
shingles and hit those with a shot of green. I also 
painted the roof the same color to match. Remove 
the masking tape and allow everything to dry and 
cure thoroughly before moving on.

The additional height rendered the original steps 
with the kit useless, so I cut a section of Central 
Valley steps and railings to the proper length. I did 
use the original kit landing and railings though. As 
to the rest of the structure, it was pretty much 
assemble it according to the kit's  instructions. The 
only other substitute I had to make was to use a 
section of Central Valley ladder stock since the kit 
supplied one was too short due the the extended 
height of the legs.

I'm glad I didn't attach the roof permanently 
because at the prodding of some of my model 
railroad friends, I added a little detail to the tower's 
interior. This  amounted to a floor section painted 
gray and painting the walls kind of a light pastel 
green. For the levers  to the interlocking, I simply 
cut several pieces of small Evergreen Styrene 
stock to about 7/8" (for HO scale) and then cut 
some slightly larger stock to serve as spacers for 
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use on the floor. A few of the levers I left in the 
down position but most of them were in the up 
orientation. I think I had twenty levers  in all. I didn't 
paint them but I probably should have as they look 
much bigger being white than if they had been 
painted some darker color.

The only portion of the project remaining is the 
connecting rods from the tower to the ground. I was 
stumped on this one for a while as I didn't have 
anything that seemed thin enough to do the job but 
then I remembered a package of florist's  wire that I 
had laying at the back of my work bench. One look 
and I decided that it would be perfect. And, it was 
already painted. 

To build the rod assembly, I first cut two pieces of 
thick plastic about two inches long and about 3/4" 
wide. I had twenty levers in the tower so decided 
that I needed twenty rods going to the ground. So I 
marked out two rows of ten holes on each side of 
the plastic piece. Using some double stick tape, I 
glued the pieces of plastic, one on top of the other 
then drilled holes through both of them using the 
marks I had made earlier. I took the two pieces 
apart being careful to mark them so I knew their 
proper orientation. I put a piece of masking tape on 
the bottom of one of them so that the wires 
wouldn't poke through and went to work threading 
wires that I had previously cut about three inches 

long. I first put the wire through the top piece, the 
one without the tape. I put a drop of CA cement on 
the end then put that into the hole on the bottom 
piece, the one with the tape. This left the top plastic 
plate free to move up and down the wire. The first 
few wires were easy but for the last ones, I really 
needed tweezers to get them in their proper place. 
When all twenty wires were in place, I set this 
assembly aside to dry; again, the bottom piece had 
the wires glued in their proper holes, the top ones 
were still loose.

The next day, I was able to turn the tower upside 
down and set the bottom side of the rod assembly 
on the floor piece. I carefully adjusted the top piece 
that was still loose to the correct height according 
to the length of the legs and added a few drops of 
CA to hold it there. After that set, I simply cut the 
excess wires off of the top then turned the entire 
assembly over and glued the top plate to the 
bottom of the floor. It sounds confusing, but if you 
think about it and look at the pictures  of the finished 
project, I think you will see how it was done. As it 
was, I'm about 1/16" too short but that's better than 
the rod assembly being too long. It doesn't quite 
touch the ground but a little bit of ground cover will 
take care of that.
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Paint and assemble the final details  like the lamps, 
the ladder and the chimney and you should have 
yourself a very nice stilted tower for your layout. 
Best part is  that you won't find too many others like 
it on anyone else's layout. And, when someone 
compliments you on it and asks you where you got 
it, you can smile ear to ear and say, "I built it 
myself!"  Now that's satisfaction.

KITBASHING AN ERTL TOWER

My most recent tower project is a lot more simple 
than the other two. It is based on an old kit that was 
available when Ertl thought they might want to 
have a shot at the HO scale train market. Their 
efforts came up short but for some reason, there 
are a ton of these towers still around. It seems as 
though there are always 3 to 4 of them on Ebay at 
any given time.

Once again, I didn't want my tower to look just like 
anyone else's, so I looked for a way to modify it to 
make it different. I had seen one that someone 
had added a bay window to it so gave some 
thought to that possibility. But upon a little 
reflection, I decided that I didn't want to copy his 
work. So instead of a bay window, I opted for a 
boxy addition to the second floor opposite the side 
of the stairs and doorway. 

The Ertl kit reminds me of some of the original 

DPM building structure models. 

The parts are very thick, all of the details are cast 
in, and everything is  "thick," meaning that what 
detail there is isn't all that sharp or fine. But, you 
play the hand that's dealt to you, and away I went. I 
first cut away the windows that would be covered 
up by the addition. I did leave the two end ones, as 
I had intended to glue in some clapboard coverings 
for windows that would no longer be in use. This 
seems to be common with many interlocking 
towers; they start out with big windows and over 
time, those windows are either made much smaller 
or removed completely. I have a theory that this  is 
due to either the increased cost of fuel for heating 
or because as remote signaling became better and 
better, the need for visual contact of oncoming 
trains was diminished. For whatever reason, closed 
in windows on an interlocking tower are a pretty 
common sight. Cutting and gluing these pieces was 
a very easy first step; so far, so good.

Measuring from the bottom of the second story 
door to the top of the wall section, I cut clapboard 
siding to create new wall sections for the addition. 
The space between the closed off windows was the 
length of the front wall of the addition and the 
space from the wall to the edge of the roof 
overhang served as the other dimension of the 
addition. Next it was time to cut the walls for the 
windows. This isn't easy, but again, measure, 
measure, measure then cut, and you will usually be 
okay. Deliberately cut things just a little tight then 
clean up the openings with a file and the windows 
will fit just like they were designed to. I had some 
Tichy windows in the scrap box that seemed to fit 
with the rest of the structure so I used both single 
and double units. I also trimmed the double unit 
windows where they met to allow them to sit 
closely together. At first glance, it looks like a set of 
four windows instead of two sets of two. 

Again, I painted the windows by simply putting 
them on a piece of cardboard with some double 
stick tape and spraying them with the appropriate 
green color. The rest of the windows and doors on 
the structure were painted with the same color of 
green as were the steps  and the railings for them. 
Finally, the roof got the same green, and painting 
was done except for one small detail that I'll 
mention later.
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It's final assembly time, so I first glued the four 
walls  together and reinforced the joints with 
rectangular plastic stock. Next, I assembled the 
three sides of the addition and reinforced those 
corner joints with smaller rectangular stock. To 
attach the addition to the wall of the tower, I first 
added a small piece of plastic stock on each side of 
the wall to serve as  a gluing guide. I added another 
one to the bottom where the addition floor would 
set. I glued the windows into the addition, cut and 
fit a small floor section for it then put the addition in 
place and set everything aside to dry.

While waiting on this, I did work on the stairway. As 
I mentioned earlier, the details on the kit are rather 
crude and the stairs pointed this out rather 
dramatically. They were thick. I almost went to my 
stand-by Central Valley stairs but then decided that 
these would probably be okay since they were on 
the back side of the structure and wouldn't show up 
at all. Once the railings, stairs and landing platform 
were dried, I painted them as well.

Final details like window glazing came next. I got 
an old plastic box from someplace a long time ago 
and that material was the best for window glazing. 
The box was big, so I still have plenty of it in my 
scrap box, but over the years, the supply has 
dwindled some. After cutting the pieces of window 
glazing to size, I carefully cemented them into 
place being careful to not get glue on the glazing 
where it would show. Next, I added the stairs 
making sure that they touched the ground properly. 
I added a chimney/smoke stack from the scrap box 

and touched it up with a little brick red and black 
paint. The building was ready for the roof to be 
attached so it was done... but it wasn't!

Do you remember that earlier I mentioned one 
small detail that needed painted? Well, I cut the 
side walls of the addition just a bit too long and so it 
stuck out past the roof overhang just a little. I fixed 
this  by adding a small strip of plastic stock and 
painting that green to match the roof. It looks like it 
belongs there! The only other detail I added were a 
few corbels  under the addition for show and 
supposedly a little extra support.

It was only after I had shared the pictures of the 
finished structure with some friends that Bill Quick 
pointed out that the tower looked a lot like some 
DL&W towers that were in the Western New York 
State and Buffalo area where the Nickel Plate had 
passenger connections  with the Lackawanna, so 
the tower does have a bit of a Nickel Plate 
connection to it after all. 

So there you have it - three tower projects, one 
scratch-built and the other two kit-bashed. Three 
totally different looking towers and several different 
modeling techniques that just might help you 
should you decide to try one of these or should you 
apply those techniques to a different project. 
Nonetheless, they were fun and after all, that's 
what this hobby is all about.
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