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W
hen I was building 
my HO scale New 
York Harbor —
Lehigh Valley RR, 
featured in the 

November 2018 issue of the NMRA 
Magazine, I decided to include a subway 
line. The loop of track under the Mott 
Haven neighborhood in the Bronx fea-
tures a stop at the Grand Concourse 
Station, with two passenger entrances on 
the platform and two at street level.

There were no HO scale subway sets 
on the market when I started the project. 
I found an out-of-production Walthers 
Proto 1000 four-car R21/22 set on eBay. 
The direct-current models did a nice job 
depicting Metropolitan Transit Author-
ity’s (MTA) No. 2 train. 

Later, MTH released a four-car R-17 
subway set in MTA’s sliver-and-blue 

scheme with Digital Command Control 
and sound. I converted the layout to 
DCC and replaced the Walthers subway 
set with the MTH offering, calling it the 
No. 5 train.    

 
Prototype history

The New York City subway system 
started in 1904 and grew into three rail 
networks, the IRT (Interborough Rapid 
Transit Co.), IND (Independent Subway 
System), and BMT (Brooklyn-Manhattan 
Transit). In 1965, all 25 lines became the 
Metropolitan Transit Authority.

Starting at the top of the Bronx, the 
Red Line (MTA train route 2) begins at 
Wakefield (241st Street). Nearby, the 5 
route starts at Eastchester (Dyre 
Avenue). These two trains meet at East 
180th Street, then the rail lines split at 

149th Street — Grand Concourse 
Station, not far from Yankee Stadium.

In Manhattan, the No. 2 line heads 
west, then south, while the No. 5 train 
goes straight down Lexington Avenue.

At the end of Manhattan, near City 
Hall and the Financial District (Wall 
Street and South Ferry), both trains 
cross under the East River to Brooklyn 
(Borough Hall), ending at Flatbush 
Avenue (Brooklyn College).  

Grand Concourse Station

To model the Grand Concourse 
Station, I first cut an opening in the 
benchwork frame side and backdrop so 
visitors could view the below-layout 
scene. Then I pasted a stone wall sheet 
around the opening, as seen in the photo 
at the top of this page. 
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Metropolitan Transit Authority R-17 
subway car 6562 eases up to the Grand 
Concourse Station on Michael Collins’ 
HO scale New York Harbor — Lehigh 
Valley. The scene is illuminated with a 
bookshelf light-emitting-diode fixture.
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Next, I built the raised platform using  
poster board. I then installed a stamped 
foam sidewalk and painted it a weath-
ered concrete color. 

One hallmark of the station is the tile 
walls. I printed a picture of the tiles on 

glossy photo paper. Then I used my com-
puter to make appropriate signs. Three-
dimensional details include benches and 
restroom doors.

I used Micro Engineering bridge 
parts to model the support columns.  

I added N scale tunnel portals for the 
passenger entrances on both ends.

To further enhance the scene, I 
installed two Walthers newsstand kits 
(933-3773). One is named Wayne’s World 
for my friend Wayne Sittner. The other is 

Digging into the Big Apple

This in-progress image shows how the subway line fits under Michael’s HO scale New York Harbor — Lehigh Valley RR. The 
opening for the Grand Concourse Station is partially visible behind the craft paint bottles.
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called Chuck’s Wagon for friends Chuck 
Davis and Chuck Huthmaker, complete 
with two horses to reinforce the Western 
theme. I populated the platform with an 
assortment of Preiser figures in various 
poses waiting for the subway.

In the viewing window [See bottom 
photo, opposite. — Ed.], I installed a 
third rail, station sign, dwarf signal, two 
electrical control boxes, a vent, and Atlas 

HO scale hairpin fence (0774). I weath-
ered the scene to capture the look of a 
well-used, underground train station. 
The scene is illuminated with a light-
emitting diode bookshelf lamp.

The layout backdrop is attached with 
hinges and secured to the frame with 
wing nuts on screw studs protruding 
through the hardboard. If necessary, the 
entire backdrop can be lowered.

Running trains

When I give visitors a tour of my rail-
road, I run the subway without telling 
them. They hear the subway sounds, 
then I activate the station announcement 
and horn. I point out the surface vent on 
top of the layout as the subway rolls by. 
A 2 x 6-inch opening in the side affords a 
quick glimpse of the passing train.

Finally, I show visitors the station 
scene, which amazes them. As the train 
approaches the station with its horn 
blowing, it passes the platform and I 
again activate the next station announce-
ment. Then I use the buzzer sound, also 
known as jingles, a few times to re-create 
“subway talk” between the motorman 
and conductor.

I stop the train halfway around the 
loop so visitors can hear the conductor 
apologize for the delay. Then I start the 
train, bring it up to the station, and ease 
it to a stop at the platform. You can hear 
the passengers depart and the conduc-
tor’s safety comments. 

Michael cut an opening in the benchwork and hardboard backdrop where the 
Grand Concourse Station scene would be located. The Budd Rail Diesel Car is 
making a test run on the subway track. The backdrop is in the lowered position.

The 149th Street subway entrance is visible to the left of the tunnel portal at 
Patriot’s Plaza. Sidewalk artists, food carts, and a New York Police Department 
vehicle reinforce the Big Apple theme of Michael’s layout. 

	 June 2024	 29

For variety, I cut open both sides on 
one of the MTH Electric Trains R-17 
subway cars so the seated and standing 
riders are visible, along with the station 
platform. This often leads to visitors 
sharing their stories of riding subways. 

Celebrating success

A picture of the platform was 
included in a 7-foot backdrop that I 
entered in the Celebration of Models 
contest at the 2017 National Model 
Railroad Association National Con-
vention in Orlando, Fla. It earned second 
place in the Kit Built Display category. 

In addition, a picture of the Grand 
Concourse platform took first place in 
the Photo-Model Print People’s Choice 
Awards at the same event. 

Adding a slice of the Big Apple’s rail-
road scene to my HO scale layout has 
been an enjoyable project. If you’re look-
ing to try something different in the 
hobby, consider modeling a subway. 

Michael Collins is National Model 
Railroad Association Master Model 

Railroader No. 157. He lives in Pembroke 
Pines, Fla., and is an active member of 
the Florida Citrus Model Train Society 
(fcmts.org). You can learn more about 
Michael’s HO scale New York Harbor —
Lehigh Valley RR layout and see videos of 
trains in action on his YouTube page. 
Search for @michaelcollins9520. 

Michael cut the sides off one of his MTH 
Electric Trains R-17 subway cars so 
visitors can see the seated and standing 
passengers inside. The open sides also 
provide a view of the station platform 
behind the car.

Tile walls serve as the background for the station scene. Michael used poster board 
to model the raised platform. He then added two Walthers newspaper stand kits 
and several Preiser figures to the scene.


