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Welcome to the latest issue of the NKPHTS Modeler’s 

Notebook!   

 

Next to engines and cabooses, boxcars are generally the most 

popular type of freight car, both in model form and in the real 

world. Even in these days of unit trains full of coal gondolas 

and container flats, boxcars still carry a railroad’s name and 

image from city to city, and are the most recognized type of  

railroad freight hauler. 

 

This issue is all about modeling Nickel Plate boxcars. I’ll  be 

starting a regular series on how to model older wood-sided 

NKP boxcars that “should” appear in every issue, and 

longtime NKP modeler and contributor Dan Merkel also 

chimes in with a clever kitbash for unusual all-steel car. 

 

 

RAY The NKPHTS Logo and the name NICKEL 
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Nickel Plate Road Historical & Technical Society, 

Inc. 
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MODELING THE NICKEL PLATE ROAD’S WOOD BOXCAR FLEET: 
NKP 25873 

 

Part One of an Ongoing Series 
By Ray Breyer 

 

 
 
Sometimes, modeling the Nickel Plate Road is really simple, especially in HO scale. Take a Berkshire or GP9 out of the 
box, couple it to a string of freight cars, tack a 700-series caboose onto the tail, and away you go! Sometimes it’s a bit more 
challenging than that, like assembling a wood kit for a 1000-series caboose or redetailing a USRA light Mike into something 
resembling a 600-series engine. Sometimes though, it seems to be darned near impossible, especially if you’re modeling 
any time before WWII. 
 
These days, I find myself drawn to modeling the late 1920s/early 1930s. To me, the fabric of the time is far more interesting 
and varied than more popular modeling periods, and I like the “pioneer spirit” of not modeling the same thing as everyone 
else. Having to research more, scrounge for modeling elements more, and having to do more total assembly of models 
appeals to my creative side in ways that modeling the 1950s or 1960s never could.  
 
And that’s what led me to one of my latest modeling project: Nickel Plate Road wood-sided boxcars.  
 
Hopefully, all of you have read my article on these cars in the Winter 2014 edition of the Nickel Plate Road Magazine. That 
article was actually an offshoot of this one, and was the culmination of my efforts to research the topic in order to better 
understand how to model these cars. The subject is a large one, and I could have easily have filled several magazines with 
content! And honestly, that’s what I’m planning on doing now. 
 
Once I immersed myself in the research I had collected and thought that I had a fairly decent handle on the topic of NKP 
(and New York Central) wood-sided boxcars, I began seeing trends that actually helped in a modeling context. And once I 
began comparing the prototype to readily-available models, I realized that modeling a fleet of prewar NKP boxcars could be 
done relatively easily. 
 
So in an ongoing series of articles, I hope to share how to model some of these boxcars with you. Some of the projects will 
be simple and some not-so-simple, but all of the projects will give you good representations of Nickel Plate boxcars of the 
1906-1950 period (and beyond: you post-1950 modelers will need these cars in your MOW strings!). Each article will focus 
on a single type of car, and each article will build upon the others by sharing common carbody elements, similar techniques, 
and similar “modeling shortcuts”.  The end result will be good looking freight cars that capture the historical “feel” of what the 
prototype should look like, without getting bogged down by pure prototype accuracy. 
 
So let’s get started! 
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MODELING NKP 25873 
 
I’ll start off this series with as simple a car conversion as I could find. 
 

 
 
This is NKP 25873, one of the 4,300 25000-series boxcars build between 1906 and 1910. These cars were the first “large” 
boxcars that the Nickel Plate owned, and for more than 20 years were THE Nickel Plate Road boxcar, accounting for more 
than half of all boxcars owned through 1924, and a third through the mid-1930s. 
 

 
An as-built NKP 27757 hauls a state fair project out of Statesville, NC, some time right around WWI. Short haul LCL 

movements like this one (about 150 miles) are one reason to model the pre-WWII period, and why you need so many 
boxcars in your fleet! 
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These boxcars, like basically all NKP freight cars built before 1929, were a common New York Central freight car design, 
built by the tens of thousands for all NYC-affiliated railroads. The cars were in revenue service on the NKP from 1906 until 
1941, and were rebuilt several times, with many variations in details. Some of these cars survived in maintenance of way 
service well into the 1970s, with most getting N&W paint. With such a long service life and with so many small differences in 
details due to rebuilds, you could easily build 20 of these cars and not have any two look exactly alike! 
 
 
The first step in any modeling project is to identify what you’re going to use. Post-WWII modelers have a huge array of 
models to choose from (most completely accurate right out of the box), but modeling older equipment can be challenging. 
While there are many good resin kits on the market that work for a wide variety of cars, short boxcars have been largely 
ignored. Scratchbuilding a boxcar is an option, and is something I’ll get to in a later installment, but I was looking for 
something far more user friendly than that for most of my fleet’s needs. 
 
About the only low-cost options for pre-1920s boxcars in styrene are the old MDC/Roundhouse (now Athearn) “Old Timer” 
boxcars and refrigerator cars. While generic, these cars are in GENERAL very similar to tens of thousands of freight cars 
built between the 1890-1920 period, and can be used as the starting point for a wide range of conversion projects.  
 

 
A stock Roundhouse “Old Timer” reefer kit. While most future projects will revolve around this basic kit, this specific model 

was built using the short boxcar kit with cast-on side doors. 
 
 

The basic models evolved over the years, and both the reefer and boxcar are widely available on the secondhand market as 
kits. Optimally the “new” reefer body is the best kit type to use, since it comes with separate ends and roof, has easier door 
hardware to remove, and has a plastic, not metal, underframe. These features allow a modeler to more easily convert the 
basic model. Today, this model is available from Athearn as RTR only, but they’re not too difficult to disassemble. And a 
good soaking in 91% isopropyl alcohol will remove the factory lettering easily. 
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A quick check of the model’s basic dimensions confirmed that the model would work well as a starting point for an NKP 
boxcar conversion. Any kitbash is an exercise in compromise (as is all modeling), so some differences were to be expected. 
But almost nobody will ever notice a couple of inches’ difference here and there.  
 

 
 
Overall this kitbash is about as simple as I could find. All you need to do is build the kit as it comes in the box, add a few 
“spruce up details”, and add paint and decals! 
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We’ll start off this project with the underframe. 
 

 
 
This is simply a matter of adding the needle beam and queenpost castings to the underframe, adding the trussrods, and 
adding brake gear details. You can be as thorough or as basic with all of these details as you like; I chose a middle-of-the-
road approach for this specific model by adding full brake rodding, but omitting the train air line (which I almost never add to 
ANY freight car), and ignoring the fact that the car should have six trussrods, not four (this is supposed to be a simple 
kitbash, remember?) 
 

 
 
Always add the brakes and other underframe details before adding trussrods to a car. Otherwise they’ll get in the way! First, 
glue the kit’s queenpost/needle beam assemblies into place; the real cars all came with six trussrods, but four was sufficient 
for this basic NKP car project (others will have the correct number!), so I used the kit’s stock parts as-is. 
 
The new kits come with very nice KD brake cylinders; consider replacing the OLD Roundhouse K brake castings with Tichy 
or Bowser brake details (these cars never received AB brakes). The brake levers are spares from Tichy detail kits, the 
lever’s hangers are 18” grab irons, and the rods are .015” diameter wire (which are slightly thicker than normal for 
durability).   
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Once the glue has dried on all of the underframe components it’s time to add the trussrods. Adding trussrods isn’t actually 
very hard at all, and once you’ve done a few cars you can add them in your sleep.  I use an ancient spool of six pound 
fishing line for my trussrods (I bought it in high school in the early 1980s, and am nowhere near close to using it all up!). 
 

 
6 pound fishing line, circa 1986. 

 
Roundhouse kits came with black string for the trussrods, and some modelers hand craft theirs out of individual pieces of 
brass wire.  I learned a long time ago that neither process was very fun. 

 
My method is easy: add a knot to one end of a piece of line (long enough to do all four rods at once, plus some extra), 
thread the line around the car but NOT onto the queenposts (keep the line off to the side), adding Tichy turnbuckles to each 
line (some of those “spruce up details” I mentioned!). Pull the line a little taught,  clamp the free end of the fishing line when 
you’re done threading, and use super glue to fix the line in place on the inside of the underframe. When the glue is dry (I 
wait a day), add the line to the queenpost “claws”, center the turnbuckles, and super glue them all in place (I use a sewing 
pin to add a SMALL amount of glue where I need it). 
 
These plastic underframes come with nice stirrup steps with a fine cross section. MEK them into place, and that step is 
done. If your kit doesn’t have them, or if you prefer stronger metal stirrups, drill holes for A-Line straight stirrups into the 
car’s underframe and super glue them into place. 
 
With the underframe done we can turn to the car’s body. The first step here is to decide if you want to leave the cast-on 
grab irons in place or not. 
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Since for me, this was an exercise in getting a “fleet” car into my roster rather than a fine-scale, highly detailed model, I 
decided to leave the grabs on. They’re not clunky castings, and actually look pretty good. Once the car is rolling on a 
sceniced layout the lack of free-standing grabs isn’t really apparent (except in photos). So the grabs stayed for me.  
One thing that I did do to the ends was to eliminate the kit’s cast-on brake staff and platforms. These are the weakest part of 
the kit’s detailing and had to come off to make the rest of the car look decent. Carving off cast-on details is generally no fun 
at all, so I “cheated” a little here. Several of my other Roundhouse model conversions include replacing the ends 
completely, so I had several extra “A” ends available (the ones without the brake platform). 
 

 
A plain “A” end compared to a “B” end with cast-on brake staff and platform. As you can see, it’s far easier to just use two A 

ends instead of having to slice, sand and scribe! 
 
If you’re only going to have only one of these cars on your roster, you’ll need to do some cutting. Using an Xacto #17 chisel 
blade, CAREFULLY remove the detailing, being sure to cut AWAY from your body parts. Slicing off cast-on details on 
models means WHEN a blade will skip and get away from you, not if, and you don’t want to stop an Xacto blade with your 
hand! With the platform and staff removed, lightly sand the area and if necessary, carve in new board separation lines with a 
dental pick (you can use the tip of a #11 blade and a straight edge, but a dental pick is faster & easier). 
 
With the B ends stripped of their details, MEK the ends to the sides, MEK the kit’s stock roof to the body, and let the glue 
dry. At this point you’re ready for details! 
 

 
At this point you’ve got something that looks like a boxcar. 
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Detailing the sides is simple, since each side only requires nine parts, five of which are NBW castings! 
 

 
 
Wood boxcar construction includes lots of small details that the Roundhouse model doesn’t have. In this context that’s 
actually a good thing, since we’ll be able to add NKP-specific details to a blank palette! From left to right the extra details 
consist of a left side doors stop (a chunk of scale 4x4 material and five small Tichy NBWs), a door bottom skid plate (a 
reinforcement only added to a very few NKP doors, so leave this detail off of most of your cars) made out of scale 1x8 
stock), a solitary lower edge door guide from Tichy’s wood door detailing kit, and a right side door stop, also from Tichy’s 
door hardware set. MEK everything into place as per the photo (no fine measurements needed here, just get stuff close!), 
and you’re done.  
 
We’ll detail the ends next, leaving the brake staff and platform as the absolute LAST detailing step (don’t want to break it 
off!). 

 
 
Again, this is about as simple as it gets. I added two extra Tichy NBWs to the ends, and added a coupler cut lever made out 
of .015” florist’s wire and two plastic Tichy eyebolts. Add these details to both ends of the car now; we’ll worry about the 
brake staff and platform just before painting the car. 
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Now, we can turn to the “difficult” part of this conversion: scratchbuilding a new roof! 
 

 
 
Trust me, this is about as simple a “scratchbuild” as you can find, especially for a major part of a freight car. 
 

 
 

The 25000-series boxcars were built in several batches over a period of five years. The first cars had all-wood roofs, while 
the bulk of the later cars received Chicago-Cleveland Car Company flexible metal roofs. The NKP found that both roofs 
were prone to leaking, and starting in the ‘Teens began replacing them with either Hutchins or Murphy metal roofs. We’ll 
add a Murphy roof to this model, since they’re so darned simple to make. 
 
On a model, we only really have to care about recreating things that we can see. On a model of a Murphy steel roof that 
means a flat piece of plastic representing sheet steel, with plastic strips representing the ribs. I build my roofs in bulk, and 
can easily do half a dozen of them in about an hour. The process is fast, and will give your old, generic Roundhouse 
boxcars a very realistic and unique look for very little time invested. 
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The first step in scratchbuilding a roof is to remove the running board supports on the existing wood roof, which we’ll be 
using as a “sub floor”. Drag your #17 blade back out and slice them all off. You don’t have to be particularly careful about 
this process, since the metal roof overlay will completely hide any gouges or imperfections. 
 

 
 

Next, draw roof rib gluing guides and cutting lines on a piece of .010” thick plain styrene. (As a note here, I’ve tried using 
thinner plastic, both .005” and .008”. Both will melt too much once you add the roof to the car, at least if you use MEK or 
some other solvent-based adhesive) 
 

 
 
The length and width of the roof overlay is exactly the same as the kit’s roof, with no overhang. My measurements were an 
actual 5.095” by 1.35”; double check your measurements before laying out your own roof. Add a cutting line down the center 
ridge of the roof, since you’ll have to fold the roof in half. Then draw guide lines for each of the ribs, which are all a scale 
three feet apart. 
 
Cut out the roof overlay, and cut a bunch of ribs. Prototype Murphy ribs were 2-1/2” x 5-3/4”, but I usually use slightly 
SMALLER ribs for a finer look, and substitute scale 2”x4” material. Cut each rib a couple of scale feet longer than they need 
to be; we’ll be using the extra length as a handle. 
 



 
Nickel Plate Road Modeler’s Notebook        Volume 19, June 2015                   Page 13 

 

 
 
Now, it’s time to glue the ribs on. There’s absolutely nothing fancy, high-tech, or super precise about this process. Simply 
add a small amount of MEK along the rib guide line (I actually use the brush that comes in the bottle; don’t tell anyone!), 
grab a rib with your tweezers, and lay it along the line. I use fine point “reverse action” tweezers that you squeeze to OPEN, 
for finer control of parts. They make modeling a lot simpler and pain free, since you don’t have to think about keeping the 
tweezers clamped, and the part in place. 
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Notice that my workbench gluing surface for this sort of work is a piece of glass (out of a cheap 8x10 picture frame). Any 
excess MEK splashed around will wick between the plastic and the glass, and the part can be easily removed by “popping” 
the work off the glass with an Exacto chisel blade once the glue is dry. 
 
I simply place the roof ribs by eye, and don’t worry too much about the rib being at EXACTLY straight across the roof. Then 
again, I seem to be pretty good about eyeballing things like this. If you want to, use another piece of glass as a gluing guide, 
laid across the top of the roof. This will take a whole lot more time to make a roof, but will definitely give you well-spaced 
and even ribs. When done, your roof will look something like this. 
 

 
 
Add a little more MEK along the edges of each rib, to make sure that they’re completely glued down to the surface of the 
roof. Just don’t use TOO much, as you don’t want to start melting through the parts. 
 
After the MEK is completely dry (a couple of hours), trim off the excess rib material. You can use an Exacto #17 blade here, 
but using HIGH QUALITY sprue cutter (the ones made by the Swiss, not the Chinese) is far faster. 
 

 
 
Next, score the roof down the center and fold it into two still-joined pieces. The trick to this is to only cut about half way 
through the roof overlay and to GENTLY fold the roof slightly, until the roof “snaps” but doesn’t break into two parts. It’s no 
big deal if it does break into two parts, but having a single roof piece is a whole lot simpler to handle and add to the model. 
(Are you all starting to see a theme here? I like to keep my modeling as absolutely simple as possible, while trying to wind 
up with something that looks good!) 
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Lay a metal straightedge along the roof, and make several LIGHT cuts along the entire roof until you’re completely through 
the ribs, and into the roof a couple of passes. This part of the process can be tricky. If ribs pop off they can be re-added 
afterwards. If, more commonly, your roof or ruler wants to wander around, try clamping everything together and then make 
the cut. 
 
With the roof folded it can be glued to the model. Test fit it first, and trim off any excess overhang if necessary (it happens 
occasionally). Since everything’s plastic and already test-fitted, I just slop on a LOT of MEK onto the kit roof until 
everything’s good and wet, and then apply the overlay. You’ll have a couple of seconds of working time to make sure that 
the roof is in position properly. Rub down the overlay with your fingers to make sure that everything’s down nicely, and 
clamp the end corners if needed (with rubber bands). 
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We now need to add the running board supports. You can either use Tichy’s roofwalk supports, or if you don’t have any 
handy (or ran out of them like I did!), you can make your own. There are several ways to do this: add pieces of straight 
styrene stock to the ridge and sand it smooth, cut and add wedges of styrene, or as I’m doing here, just add the outside 
EDGE of the running board supports. In this case, they’re 1x3 stock, cut long and glued into place. 
 

  
 
Once the MEK dries, trim off the excess, again with those great Swiss sprue cutters. 
 

 
 
It’s then an easy process to glue the running boards to the roof. Again, I’m using the kit’s piece here. It’s about twice as thick 
as it should be, but it’s just fine for a fleet car. 
 

 
(this running board came with a casting flaw, so I replaced the board with a piece of 4x6 stock) 
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Add the longitudinal running boards, and then add the running board end supports. Again, think “simple”: these are just two 
pieces of scale 1”x2” glued into place. 
 

 
 
They extend past the running boards in this shot, but a quick trim with my sprue cutters fixed that! 
With the underframe, body and roof done, we can now turn to the B end brake hardware. 
 

  
 
All of these parts come off of the Tichy K brake set. You’ll need parts #5 (brake platform support x2), #6 (brake platform), 
#12 (brake staff support), #13 (bottom brake staff support), #14 (brake wheel), and the relief valve, which isn’t given a 
number on the sprue (it’s right above part #12).  
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If you’ve never assembled these parts before and are used to a more modeler-friendly one piece casting like those found on 
steel boxcar kits, don’t worry: this really isn’t difficult to do either. The real trick is to add the staff first, and to add everything 
else around or on it. Start by super gluing the staff (I use .018” brass wire, cut a bit long) into the lower support. Once the 
glue is dry, slide the top support onto the staff, and position everything. MEK the supports in place, and let the glue dry. 
Next, make sure that the brake platform will fit; usually, I have to enlarge the hole that the rod goes through. MEK the 
supports to the platform and MEK the platform assembly into place. With that all done, MEK the relief valve into place (and if 
you want, superglue a .008” rod from the valve down to the bottom of the car). Finally glue the brake wheel into place. 
 
And congratulations! The boxcar is complete. Time to add paint and decals. 
 
 
PAINT, LETTERING, AND TRUCKS 
 
Now that the modeling portion of this project is done, it’s time to decorate it and get it on the rails.  
 
Nickel Plate wood boxcars were generally painted a pretty generic “boxcar brown” color. But what exact SHADE of boxcar 
brown did the railroad use? 
 

   
 
Yeah……good luck trying to figure THAT out with 80-odd year old black & white photographs.  I’ve even poked around 
under a couple of these cars, looking for paint chips. No Luck. So I just go with whatever “milk chocolaty” medium brown I 
like at the time. Usually, that’s plain old Boxcar “Red”, sometimes lightened a bit with white, or darkened a bit with some rail 
brown, or even reddened a bit with oxide red for variety (wood boxcars painted the same color didn’t LOOK that way for 
long). Overall, all the NKP boxcars in your fleet should be “thematically similar” in overall brown color, but don’t be afraid to 
change things a bit. Besides, the different colors act as a good base for weathering. 
 

 
 
Pick a color, any color. All of these color swatches are from well-lit, high-resolution 1950s and 1960s era photos of NKP 
steel boxcars. I try to stick close to the color third from the left. 
 
In general, NKP boxcar painting standards didn’t change a whole heck of a lot over the decades. Usually, the railroad’s 
specifications called for brown overall on visible surfaces, unpainted trucks, and white lettering. At some point starting in the 
mid-1920s, the NKP added a specification to paint “anything metal on the body” black, or at least with “asphaltum” sealant, 
which LOOKED black. That meant black metal ends and roofs, and for a time under AMC control, doors as well. Things got 
confused in the 1940s and 1950s, but these cars were long gone by then. 
 
I wanted NKP 25873 to look like a car painted in the early 1920s, before the application of the black paint. I prime all of my 
models to give then an even base coat, so the model received an overall coat of light gray primer. Once dry (I usually wait a 
few days) I shot the model with an overall coat of boxcar red with a small amount of oxide (maybe one part in five). The 
underframe was painted with a 50/50 mix of rail brown and grimy black overall. When the paint was dry, I added a coat of 
gloss sealant to the body (but not the underframe) and let everything dry for another few days. 
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Then it was time to decal the model. When I started this project there weren’t any good steam-era NKP decals available at 
all, aside from one set of 40’ boxcar decals from Westerfield. Those decals are for completely different cars, and the art for 
the pre-1940s lettering isn’t actually complete, nor QUITE the best. So, I had to create my own decals! 
 
OK…..full disclosure here. I actually didn’t make these decals: a friend did the artwork FOR me, based on my research into 
these cars, and we had Rail Graphics actually do the printing. Dave Campbell is another 1920s era NKP modeler, and is an 
amazing modeler (see his LE&W caboose kitbash article in the Fall 2011 issue of the Modeler’s Notebook). It doesn’t seem 
that there’s anything in this hobby that he CAN’T do, and his decal artwork is second to none (he’s currently doing work for 
several other modelers besides me, as well as for his own layout’s freight car fleet). 
 

 
MORE full disclosure: Dave and I now sell these HO scale decals, as well as a few other NKP sets.  

Email me at rtbsvrr69@yahoo.com for details. 
 

The decals will work for the 25000-series boxcars in any of the ways they were painted from 1905 to 1940. My model will 
represent a car painted around 1924 and reweighed in 1928. 

 
 

mailto:rtbsvrr69@yahoo.com
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Lettering a wood-sided boxcar is tricky, since there’s no really easy way to get the decals to settle into the gaps between the 
boards, besides doing it the hard way. First, apply the decals conventionally (floating in warm water until the paper falls off, 
placing them in a small amount of Micro Sol, and letting them dry, finally settling then with Walthers Solvaset). Once the 
decals are dry, use a razor or fresh #11 blade, and carefully cut the decals along EVERY gap. When that’s done (tedious!) 
add another coat of Solvaset. Multiple applications MAY be necessary until the decals really settle in. Finally, after letting 
the setting solution dry for a day or so, add an even coat of Dullcote to the model, and weather to taste. 
 
I use Kadee #58 couplers for all of my models (it’s easier to keep ONE type of coupler in stock, rather than several), and I 
usually drybrush a little oxide red onto them. For trucks you can either use archbars or T-section Bettendorfs; this car 
received T-section trucks, spray painted rail brown (the NKP never painted their freight car trucks), with Life-Like metal 
wheels painted grimy black. 
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And……you’re done! If you’ve successfully understood my ramblings, you’ll now have a great representation of a 
1920s/1930s NKP wood boxcar that you can’t find as a kit or RTR model anywhere. Now go and build a dozen more! 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
(Future installments of this series will focus on building more accurate models of a wider array of NKP short boxcars, and 
maybe even a few 40-footers.  Stay tuned!) 
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MODELER’S REFERENCE 
NKP Lettering Diagram for Short Boxcars, 1940-1950 

Drawing from the NKPHTS Collection 
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Nickel Plate Road 40 Foot, Single Door, End Door Boxcars 
By Dan Merkel 

 

 
 

   
This...                      plus this... 

     and a whole lot of sanding gets you... 

 
A model of THIS! 
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     I'm not sure why, but I've always been fascinated with models of unusual freight cars.  Not so unusual that 
they steal the show but rather something unique that still blends in with the rest of the model railroad car fleet.  If 
you are modeling coal hauling for instance, you might have 25-30 “normal” hoppers but then throw in a three-bay 
or maybe a war emergency wood-sided one just for variety.  And so it is with the car I modeled here... it fits in 
nicely with a normal NKP boxcar fleet yet has an identity all its own. 
 
    I’m always looking for fun and different modeling projects, and a friend and I were discussing various “unique” 
Nickel Plate boxcars, and their post-WWII rebuilt cars came up.The NKP rebuilt most of their wood-sided 40-foot 
boxcars into all-steel cars in the 1940s, and that included an odd batch of 100 cars that looked like plain old 
single door boxcars, but which ALSO had end doors, for occasional use hauling buses and fire engines around. 
End doors on a double door box were fairly common, but ends doors on a plain old boxcar definitely puts these 
cars into the “unique” category. 
 

 
Originally numbered 25000-25099 when rebuilt in 1947, these cars were renumbered in 1951 and 1952 into the 4300-4399 

series, to make way for new W&LE cars being repainted. 

 
     Before I go any farther, let's set a couple of rules... first, I'm NOT a rivet counter.  Those folks have their place 
in the hobby but I'm not sitting at their table.  I like to model at “arm's length;” if it looks good at arm's length then 
it is satisfactory to me.  Second, I do like to build models.  I'd much rather spend an evening or so on a kit than I 
would simply buy an RTR model and put it into service on my layout.  Finally, I don't mind a little cutting & 
hacking here & there to come up with something out of the ordinary... that dreaded activity of kitbashing.  For 
that, I thank Art Curren, a frequent contributor of kitbashed structure articles to MODEL RAILROADER and 
RAILROAD MODEL CRAFTSMAN.  Art made it sound simple enough that I wasn't afraid to try it and the results 
proved that the effort was worthwhile.  So with this in mind, let's get started.   
 
      This model is so simple that it could well serve as a first ever kitbashing project.  We are only going to 
salvage one piece from one car and graft it onto another one for our finished model. The basic model for this 
project is the venerable Athearn 40 foot, single door boxcar.  Athearn has no doubt made hundreds of thousands 
of these things and they still are relatively easy to find on eBay or at a model railroad swap meet.  The end door 
comes from a model that Model Die Casting/Roundhouse made quite a few years ago, a single-sheathed, 
double door, 50 foot boxcar with an end door.  They made three different versions of this car so if you go looking 
for one, don't be confused.  From time to time, an eBay seller River City Railroad has these cars listed.  You can 
do a search in the HO scale train section of eBay with the search string “RCR” and his listings will usually come 
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up.  The auto door end looks like this... 
 

 
 

     While it is kind of an ugly process, there isn't much to save from the 50 foot car shell except maybe the roof 
walk, so pop that off and hack off the end door casting.  I made my rough cut with a razor saw then trimmed 
away & filed off the excess material.  Once you have cut away all that you can, it is time for some serious elbow 
grease to remove some of the material from the back of the casting.  I found that a coarse sanding block worked 
well for this step.  Sanding like this did create a lot of dust so you may be more comfortable wearing a dust mask 
to avoid inhaling the dust particles. 
 
     The sanding took forever but I eventually got the piece pretty thin.  I stopped from time to time and looked at it 
closely to be sure that I hadn't sanded completely through the piece.  While that wouldn't be a disaster, it could 
create a bit of a problem that you would be best to try to avoid.  Pay particular attention to keeping the piece flat 
and the sanding uniform so that the piece lays flat on a smooth surface.  When you are done, wash the part in 
warm, soapy water to remove all of the sanding dust; you will have the end door casting ready to use. 
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     Now, let's turn our attention to the Athearn 40 foot boxcar that will provide the body of the model.  Identify the 
“A” end of the car (the A end is the end without the brake wheel & details).  This is the end that we will be 
sanding smooth.  Pop off the roof walk and again, using the sanding block, remove all of the details of the A end 
of the car.  Again, you want to be careful to keep the car flat on the sanding block to uniformly remove the ladder, 
the tack board and the end ribs.  The plastic used on the Athearn car must be a little softer as it seemed to go 
more quickly than sanding the door piece previously. 
 

  
                                    Here is the A end...                               and here it is with the detail removed. 

 
     Well, it's all downhill from here.  Be sure to clean the sanding dust from the boxcar body with warm, soapy 
water.  Before you get the glue out, test fit the two pieces together to be sure that they are both flat and that one 
piece doesn't rock on the other one.  Note also the location of the part on the car body... there is really nothing 
here to guide you other than a good eye so check it out carefully. 
 
     Once you are sure that you have a pretty good idea on where you want the end door casting to go, apply glue 
to both the casting and the car body then carefully position the casting and set it aside to dry completely. 

 

    
 

      The finished car body is ready for final assembly.  Replace the roofwalk then assemble the car per Athearn's 
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instructions.  You will want to watch the clearance on the endpiece since Athearn had a small notch there to clear 
the draft gear box.  You may need to do a little bit of filing to allow this to fit accurately.  A trip for the car body to 
the paint shop and you will be ready to attach the underframe & brakewheel.  Appropriate NKP decals will finish 
the project. 

 
 

You can use a similar process only substitute a 40 foot double door boxcar and you will end up with another 
interesting and unique model.  In the photo below, I actually used a single door car and a set of double doors 
from the Athearn 50 foot double door car.  I used the same technique to add the end door so you can have it one 
of two different ways... or make one of each car like I did. 

 
 
     With the exception of the painting, the project should only take you a couple of hours to complete.  The end 
door removal is easy, as is the sanding of the boxcar body.  If you have never tried something like this, believe 
me it is simple and would make a great “first time” kitbashing project.  Best of all, you end up with a unique car 
and you did it yourself. 
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ALONG THE LINE 
 

 
As one of the most prolific patternmakers for resin models in HO scale, Frank Hodina has satisfied the prototype modeling 
community for decades, by producing masters for models offered by several different manufacturers. Thankfully, many of 
those models are of Nickel Plate cars. Here’s an example of one of Frank’s finished cars, which was offered as a kit by 
Sunshine Models about a decade ago. Frank’s starting up his own resin model company, so we’ll hopefully see this car 
offered for sale again!          Frank Hodina photo 

 

 
Dave Campbell is hard at work churning out models of 1920s NKP boxcars. A future installment of “Modeling the NKP’s 
Wood Boxcar Fleet” will describe how to model these cars, including the characteristic and never before offered corrugated 
steel ends.    Dave Campbell photo 
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Here’s an example of a prewar NKP auto boxcar (pre-World War One!), on Jonathan Grant’s Sweethome Chicago layout. 

The kit is available from Westerfield Models. 
 
 

 
When Eric Hansmann isn’t busy weathering refrigerator cars (see last issue), he’s working on Nickel Plate boxcars. Here’s 
his efforts on a well-used NKP 16481, a basic Branchline Yardmaster line 1937 AAR car. 
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MODEL A NICKEL PLATE TRAIN 
(in HO scale) 
By Ray Breyer 

(all photos author’s collection) 
 

 
Paul Stringham photo, May 5, 1954 

 

In this installment of “Model a Train” we’ll look at another Peoria Division freight. The above photo is of train 

#62, an eastbound that left Peoria Yard at around 10:30 in the morning. It’s seen here passing through Farmdale, 

IL, about twenty minutes into its six and a half hour trek to Frankfort. 

 

This train is interesting, in that it seems to be organized into small, but pretty well-defined blocks of cars. There 

are also enough odd car types to make the train stand out from a more mundane mainline freight, and to make 

people question if it’s realistic or not. 

 

The engines are simple enough: two RS-3’s (engines 544 and 550). That’s a manageable amount of power for just 

about anyone’s layout, and easily modeled in any scale. While decaling an RS-3 in the multi-stripe scheme might 

be a little daunting, Athearn has recently released their RS-3 model in NKP paint, so in that scale the problem’s 

solved! Atlas has also released NKP models in HO and N, and Weaver did them in O scale many years ago. 
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The first freight car in the train is a NWX refrigerator car: 

  
These cars are available in HO, N and O from Atlas (in HO, as the old Branchline kits). 

 

The next three cars are REALLY interesting: 

 

 
 

This is a US Navy helium tank car and two idler/spacer gondolas heading from Excell, Texas to Akron. Excell 

was on the Santa Fe, and was the epicenter of U.S. helium production. Akron was a major blimp aviation center, 

hosting both US Navy and Goodyear blimps. This photo was taken in 1954, which means that this is one of only 

seven cars of this type (USNX 100-1007).  
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The two spacer gondolas are unidentifiable, but the one closest to the engines does seem to be a USRA mill gon, 

which means that it could be an ex-W&LE 71000-series car. The other gondola could be anyone’s, but to ME it 

sort of looks like a Pennsy G28. 

 
 

Helium tank cars were made by both AHM as a plastic kit, and by Ambroid as a wood craftsman kit. Both are still 

available on the secondhand market. USR mill gons are made by Walthers, and PRR G28’s are available from 

F&C.  

 

The next group of cars fits in nicely with Dan Merkel’s article in this issue: 

 
 

These are six NKP steel rebuild boxcars: three each of the 4000-4149 series double door cars, and three of the 

4200-4224 or 4300-4399 series single door cars. Six auto parts-carrying cars all heading eastward seems to 

indicate parts traffic heading from Kansas City towards Toledo or Detroit. Sunshine used to make resin kits of all 

of these NKP rebuilds, but they’re very rare these days and command HIGH prices. Kitbashing is an attractive 

alternative! 

 

Next up are two colorful tank cars: 
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With their light color and large domes, these cars are most likely A.E. Staley tank cars, carrying corn oil. 

Accurate models of these cars were available from Southern Car & Foundry, and stand-in models with good paint 

schemes (for both the company’s white and orange cars) are available in all scales. 

 

Sadly, after these tank cars, the rest of the train sort of fades into the distance. 

 

 
 

There seems to be another 33 cars behind the tank cars, including two blocks of reefers, three more tank cars, one 

hopper, and several boxcars. Overall, the engines are hauling 45 cars in train #62, which was a lot of cars for that 

train (which was regularly cancelled due to lack of traffic). In general, the reefers in Peoria Division trains were 

full of produce, and the boxcars full of everything under the sun. Tacked onto the end should be an ex-LE&W 

short caboose. 
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THE NKPHTS MODELER’S NOTEBOOK NEEDS YOUR HELP! 
 
Are you a Nickel Plate modeler? Or a modeler of the Wheeling & Lave Erie, the Lake Erie & Western, the Clover 
Leaf, or any of the predecessor roads that went into creating the Greater Nickel Plate? Do you have a digital 
camera? Would you like to share what you’re doing, or what you know, or your tips and techniques on modeling 
the NKP? Then have we got the forum for you! 
 
This issue of the Modeler’s Notebook marks the rejuvenation of the e-zine, which can become the greatest 
resource available for modeling and showcasing NKP models. Ultimately, the plan is to issue the virtual 
magazine quarterly, but that means that the editorial board of the NKPHTS will need YOUR help in adding to its 
contents! 
 
We’re looking for just about any and all submissions for the magazine. Full-length features, small one to three 
page “mini features”, and stand-alone photos are all welcome and desired. So long as the subject matter is at 
least somehow NKP-related, it’s fair game! You say that you aren’t a writer? No problem: the NKPHTS editorial 
staff is here to help. With good quality cameras coming standard with just about every smartphone these days, 
taking photos couldn’t be simpler! (so long as they’re relatively well lit and in focus, that is) And we’d love to see 
your work in all scales and skill levels: S, TT, High-Rail and live steam are all as welcome as O, HO and N. 
 
So share your love of Nickel Plate modeling today! To talk to the editorial staff about a submission, or to submit 
an article, please contact the following: 

 
 
Ray Breyer (Editor, NKPHTS Modeler’s Notebook) rtbsvrr69@yahoo.com 
Thomas Gascoigne (NKPHTS Publications Director) publications@nkphts.org 
Bill Quick (NKPHTS Modeling Editor) modeler@nkphts.org 
John Fryar (NKPHTS Internet Services Director) webmaster@nkphts.org 

 
 

 
NKP 86649, a Westerfield model of a 1917-built double sheathed auto boxcar, rolls along the mainline. 

Unknown model builder, Ray Breyer photograph. 
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