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T
here are a variety of details 
available for structures in 
many scales, including electri-
cal panels; downspouts; and 
heating, venting, and cooling 

(HVAC) equipment. Details you don’t 
find as often are those related to fire sup-
pression systems.  

Though you may think of automatic 
sprinklers as a recent invention, they’ve 
been around since the 1870s. A sprinkler 
system consists of 6" to 8" pipes that 
carry water from the source (usually a 
public water main) through shutoff and 
check valves to the building, where they 
rise to ceiling height to feed the sprinkler 
piping and sprinkler heads. The various 

components that make up an automatic 
sprinkler system are shown in ❶ on the 
next page.

What to model

If much of an automatic sprinkler 
system is underground, what is there to 
model? More than you’d think. 

On a building exterior, commonly 
visible items include an outdoor shutoff 
valve, a fire department hose connection, 
and a water motor gong that serves as an 
alert that the sprinklers have been acti-
vated. In warmer climates, where tem-
peratures don’t get below freezing, the 
pipes are usually attached to the side of 

AUTOMATIC SPRINKLER 
details to buildings

Even in the 1895 setting of Don Ball’s HO scale Stockton & Copperopolis, automatic sprinkler equipment could be found on 
buildings. Since Don’s model railroad is set in California, the water pipes for the system are on the building’s exterior.

Hydrants, alarm bells, 
valves, and other details 
add an extra level of 
realism to structures 
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the building. See ❷ in the upper right 
corner of this page.

In colder climates, where frozen pipes 
are more of a concern, sprinkler risers 
look different. Pipes and other weather-
sensitive parts are located inside the 
building. You can usually identify where 
the riser is located by looking for other 
telltale details ❸.

Temperature also dictates the type of 
fire hydrants used. In warm locations, 
wet-barrel hydrants are common ❹. 
Water is present in this style of hydrant. 
The valves for the connections are on the 
sides opposite the hose connection.

In colder areas, dry-barrel hydrants 
are used ❺. The valve nut on the 

hydrant’s top connects with the valve, 
which is buried in the street to keep it 
from freezing.

On your layout

A group of modelers, Mark Davidson, 
Tim Merkel, and myself, got together to 
determine which parts would be needed 
to represent an automatic sprinkler sys-
tem. All of the components in ❻, oppo-
site, are 3-D printed and are available 
through Tim’s 3-D Model Railroading 
website (3dmrr.com). 

In ❼ you can see automatic sprinkler 
details that would be typical for a build-
ing exterior in a warm climate. Photo ❽ 
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❶ Typical layout. This illustration shows the various components of an automatic 
sprinkler system from the street to the building. Not every structure has all of the 
features shown. Kellie Jaeger illustration

❷ Sprinkler riser. Pipes carry water 
from the public main to the building. 
The pipe rises to the ceiling to feed the 
sprinkler pipes and heads. 
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❸ Cold climate setup. In locations where temperatures regularly dip below freez-
ing, pipes and other weather-sensitive parts of the riser are moved inside. These 
are the details on the back of a former Kmart store in Wisconsin. Cody Grivno photo
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❹ Wet-barrel hydrant. Water is 
present in this style of fireplug, which  
is used in warmer climates.

❺ Dry-barrel hydrant. This style of 
fireplug is common in colder areas. The 
valve nut on the hydrant’s top connects 
with a valve buried in the street.
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shows how to model a building where 
freeze-sensitive equipment is located 
inside the building.

If you’re looking to add some next-
level details to your structures, consider 
an automatic sprinkler system. The  
parts may be small, but they pack a  
big punch. 

Don Ball of Blue Springs, Mo.,  
has written more than a dozen  
articles for Model Railroader  
magazine, many focusing on his  
circa 1895 HO scale Stockton & 
Copperopolis layout. “A signal for flag 
stops” was published in the January  
2018 issue.

Automatic sprinkler system glossary
An automatic sprinkler system consists of many parts. Here’s a list of terms to 
help you better understand what the various components do. – Don Ball 

Alarm bell. Activates when water is flowing in the sprinkler system or fire 
department connection. 
Alarm check valve. Maintains water pressure on the system and channels 
water to the gong if system is activated.
Dry-barrel fire hydrant. Used in areas where temperatures get below freez-
ing. The valve controlling the water flow is buried in the ground.
Fire department connection. Allows the fire department to connect hoses to 
the sprinkler system to boost pressure.
Outside screw and yoke valve. Controls water flow to the sprinkler system. 
The valve is usually mounted on vertical risers.
Post indicator valve. Operates a sprinkler water main valve buried in  
the ground.
Retard chamber. Prevents bell from operating due to minor water surges.
Two-inch drain. Used to drain or test system. 
Wet-barrel fire hydrant. Used in warmer climates. The valves for the hydrant 
are located on the visible part of the barrel.

An outside screw and yoke valve is a common sight on many retail and 
industrial buildings. The red box with the lock contains spare sprinkler heads.

❻ Modern modeling. Tim Merkel 3-D 
printed sprinkler system parts in HO 
scale. Among the details shown here  
are an outside screw and yoke valve, a 
fire department connection, an alarm 
check valve and bell, a post indicator 
valve, and dry and wet hydrants. 

❼ On the layout. Don used the 3-D 
printed parts to add a sprinkler riser  
to the exterior of a building on his HO 
scale layout. He used styrene rod to 
model the pipes and gauges.
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❽ Keeping it simple. Even when water pipes aren’t visible, details like an alarm 
bell, wall valve, and fire department connection add visual interest to a building.
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