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The Power of the Notes Not Played

It goes without saying that there are many
ways to enjoy the craft of building model trains.
For some of us, it involves an interplay between
our the models and our impression of real trains.
Unless we happen to be professional railroad-
ers, that impression of real trains is informed.
at some level, by the simple pleasure of standing
trackside and watching trains roll past. For many
people. their enjoyment of the hobby is increased
by the degree to which a model railroad captures
the impression created by those moments.

If watching real trains is one of the major
sources of inspiration for model railroaders, it's
safe to say that the highlight of train watching
is, obviously, that dramatic moment when a train
rolls past. I always hope that when someone sees
train roll through a model railroad scene I've put
together, it invokes the memory of the mass of
the locomotives shaking the ground. the collec-
tion of percussive noises from the passing cars,
and the smells of diesel exhaust and hot brake
shoes — all of which typify the climactic highlight
of train watching. Add in the emotional engage-
ment a train watcher has with the actual subject,
and the experience is amplified.

In photo 1. taken on Bob Fallowfield’s HO lay-
out depicting CP Rail’s operation in Woodstock,
Ontario, in October 1980, a leased Chesapeake &
Ohio GP30 leads a hot freight past a very recog-
nizable scene. The whole scene is believable for
even the most well-informed local railfan. The
CP often leased GP30s from Chessie during that
time period, and everything about the scene —
including the bridge. barn, and rolling farmland
— is completely appropriate for that place and
time. For me. operating this train on Bob’s layout
invoked a memory of photographing leased Balti-
more & Ohio units the Toronto, Hamilton & Buf-
falo Railway not far from the location depicted on
Bob’s Layout.

Photo 2. however, demonstrates something
I think is more important than all of the great
things that Bob has done in the scene in photo
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1. This photo captures what we do during the other 95
percent of the time we spend watching trains. That is,
it captures the time between trains. This time is usually
filled taking in the banal details of railroading: roadbed,
track, switch stands, idle freight cars, overgrown vacant
space around the railroad. and so forth.

I've spent a few decades performing and occasionally
teaching music professionally. One of the most impor-
tant lessons for any accomplished musician is one well
suited to being taught by Yoda. Inexperienced musicians
are generally fixated with speed and complexity, which
is a natural impulse driven by their obsession to be good
players. The talented and determined musician comes
to discover that they have it only half right, at best. It
takes time for a student to master the full complement
of skills, which includes the sometimes elusive ability
to give context to the complex and dramatic passages
in a musical piece. That context is best accomplished
by deploying the power of the notes not played. It is the
space between notes in the less dramatic passages that
sets up the impact of the more powerful parts of a musi-
cal performance.

If Yoda was a model railroader. I imagine him in-
structing young Jedi modelers to witness how Bob per-
forms the art of model railroading in the same way that
an accomplished musician might approach an impro-
vised solo. Bob marshals just enough of the common-
place in this scene to make it believable, and therefore
make it represent the quiet time between trains. So
many modelers only get it half-right when they give in to
the temptation to fill their layout with all of the dramatic
moments in their repertoire of train watching experi-
ences. Do an inventory of your own memory of and take
note of how much time you spent looking at scenes like
the one in photo 2. Compare that to the number of times
you might have witnessed the drama of the photo 1. If
you're honest. and your memory is true, you'll find that
this scene and many like it created the context for the
life-long memory of that one sunny autumn afternoon
in 1980 when you caught foreign leased power on your
favorite road, pulling a heavy train out of a river valley.
on their knees and roaring in Notch 8.

Hunter Hughson



Above (Photo 1): A leased C&0 GP30 leads westbound on Bob Fal- Below (Photo 2): An assortment of CP Rail boxcars quietly rust next to CP Rail’s
lowfield’s HO layout. This scene depicts a rural location on CP Rail’s freight shed at Woodstock. Scenes like this have been replayed countless times
Galt Subdivision, near Woodstock, Ontario, in October 1980. while railfans wait patiently for the next train.
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