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COMME-N-TARY: Utility Poles	 
Tips for modeling this common right of way detail in N Scale
Modeling in the hobby’s most eNgaging scale

Improving and modifying out-of-
the box N scale utility poles ...

Utility poles are a little like the postman; often 
there but seldom noticed. Although these 
poles are disappearing from today’s railroad 

right-of-way, they were once as common as 40’ box-
cars. And, like those boxcars, although they look 
similar, there are many variations.

A Little History                                
How is it that these poles ended up along the 
railroad right of way? Samuel Morse (the inven-
tor of the telegraph) was contracted by the U.S. 
Congress to build a telegraph line from Baltimore 
to Washington in 1844. His initial underground 
attempt proved a failure so he strung the wire on 
overhead poles. He followed with an advertise-
ment for:

“700 straight and sound chestnut posts with the 
bark on and of the following dimensions to wit: 
‘Each post must not be less than eight inches in 
diameter at the butt and tapering to five or six 
inches at the top. Six hundred and eighty of said 
posts to be 24 feet in length, and 20 of them 30 feet 
in length”.

Morse’s success prompted telegraph companies to 
look for land to lay a network of lines between cit-
ies.  Turns out, land for this grid was already there. 

Figure 1: This line of poles shows the variety inherent even in modern 
utility poles.
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The first railroad to offer use of its right of way for a tele-
graph line was the Delaware and Hudson Canal Company in 
Pennsylvania where poles were installed beginning in 1850. The 
New York and Lake Erie realized the utility of having the lines 
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Figure 2: The rust on these transformers shows that the poles and wires 
have been in service for a while.

Figure 3: End poles often have one or 
more wires to stabilize them. 

along the tracks and telegraphed the first train order 
in 1851. Prior to the telegraph, trains operated strictly 
in accordance with timetables and often had to suffer 
considerable delay waiting for a late opposing train. 
That, or risk an unscheduled meet. With the stringing 
of telegraph lines, an interesting approach to model 
(and real) railroad operations was born. Those poles 
(and their replacements) were used through at least 
the end of the 20th century and are still there in many 
cases, even if the wires are gone. 

Prototype Poles                                  
Prototype utility poles are about 40 feet tall and buried 
to a depth of about six feet. Poles are usually spaced 
about 80-100 feet apart in cities and towns (sometimes 
much closer to accommodate branching utility lines or 
drops to customers), and between 150 and 300 feet 
along RR lines (closer on curves, longer on tangents).

They can reach over 100 feet high in order to provide 
clearance over intervening obstacles. They are har-
vested from forests all across North America from red 
cedar, Douglas fir, lodgepole, red, and southern yellow 
pine. More than a dozen companies supply poles to 
railroads and other customers. They are often deliv-
ered by rail (but that’s another story). 

Poles can have as many as six crossarms to carry 30 or 
more separate wires. Each wire is attached to the pole 
by means of a glass insulator. The insulator is often 
white although green, blue and other colors are also 
used.  As the wires have disappeared, collecting the 
excess insulators has become quite a hobby. Examples 
can readily be found at memorabilia shows or on the 
internet. Some poles include distribution transformers 
(that trash can-looking cylinder atop the pole). Many 
are supported by guy wires, especially end poles and 
poles that carry branching wires. For additional sup-
port, sometimes a push-brace pole is attached at 
an angle to the first. Especially today, poles also can 
carry wires down the length of the pole to connect to 
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underground wires (Morse’s problem 
with such wires having been solved in 
the interim).

Simple Enhancements for  
“Kit” Utility Poles                                  
Any model right-of-way up through 
at least the end of the 20th century 
ought to be paralleled by a line of util-
ity poles. Traffic density usually deter-
mines how many wires are carried, 
and thus the number of crossarms. 
Several companies, including Atlas, 
Bachman and MRC offer such poles 
with a varying amount of detail and 
number of crossarms. The Atlas kit 
(the poles only need to be separated 
from the sprue and painted) is a good 
place to start. The “kit” includes 12 
poles, all with three crossbars, carry-
ing a total of 18 insulators. 

First step is to correct the shiny plas-
tic out-of-the box look. Today’s poles 
often have a greenish tint, reflecting 
the chemical preservatives used to 
extend the life of the pole. Creosote 
was often used through the end of 
the 20th century, producing a black-
ish tint and strong odor. Take a look at 
photos from the period you are mod-
eling. The poles will be there in the 
background in many images; lurking, 
just like the postman. 

For most periods, spray painting with 
a medium grey color is a good start. 
Next step is to select a greenish, 
blackish or other appropriate color. 
Dilute the paint about 50% and apply 
generously over the grey undercoat. 
The idea is to let some of the grey 
show through.
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Figure 4: With a little effort, the 
appearance of the Atlas utility poles 
is much improved. Painting the 
insulators white and replacing the 
plastic shine with a more grimy, 
railroady color is all it takes.

Figure 5: The Atlas poles are easily modified by removing crossarms or 
insulators or even rotating one or more crossarms 90 degrees to allow 
branching wires.
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Once the paint dries, select (or mix) 
a color a few shades lighter than the 
poles. Take a stiff, wide brush and pick 
up just a little paint. Wipe most of it 
off with a towel. Then  dry-brush this 
shade over the pole using light, verti-
cal strokes. After a bit of practice, this 
will achieve the mottled, weathered 
look of prototype poles.

Insulators and Other Details                          
Next step is to paint the insulators. 
White is probably the most common 
color, but a few green or other colors 
can be included for a little variety. Take 
a very small brush and carefully apply 
your favorite color to the insulators.

Small metal braces support the 
attachment of the crossarms to the 
poles. These are usually a rusty metal 
color although many seem to have 
once been painted black. The same 
small brush can be used to pick them 
out. Some of the Atlas poles have a 
transformer cast into the crossbars. 
Unfortunately the casting process 
allows detail on only one side, so the 
transformer looks like a trash can 
split down the middle. This is fine 
if the pole is facing away from the 
viewer. Otherwise, the cast-on trans-
former can be carved off and replaced 
with a full cylinder from plastic rod. 
Either way, the transformer should 
be painted green or grey or another 
appropriate utility color. A little rust 
will illustrate that the poles have been 
in service for a while.

Modifying the Poles 
for Low Traffic Lines                          
The three crossarms on the Atlas 
poles are appropriate for a mid-20th 

century medium to heavy density 
mainline. That’s great for my PRR lay-
out. However it is easy to modify the 
poles for less-busy trackage. 

The top one or two crossarms can be 
carefully carved off to create a one or 
two crossarm pole. It is also easy to 
carve off the insulators for two or four 
wires per crossarm.

Poles with only one or two crossarms 
are also useful for lines that parallel 
country roads and city streets.

Wire or No Wire?                          
The last question is whether to string 
the wires on the poles. That is up to 

the owner. The wires can disappear 
in photos with the right light or back-
ground so your railroad can explain 
that “the light isn’t right” to see your 
wires. If, however, the light is right, 
there is a pretty good product to 
represent the wires. “E Z Line” from 
Berkshire Junction is thin, springy 
thread that does a great job of repre-
senting wire. The flexibility reduces 
the chances that a stray 0-5-0 will 
bring down a whole section of poles. 
The wire can be attached with a small 
drop of thin glue. The job is tedious 
but effective.

• Comme-N-tary, page 4

Summary                          
Whether the linemen on your railroad 
string wire or not, Atlas or other manu-
facturers’ poles can be improved or 
modified with a few simple techniques, 
ensuring uninterrupted power to the 
railroad and on-line industries. 

Here is a great website for more infor-
mation about the details of utility 
poles and the various sorts of wires 
they carry. 

See this URL for more: 
annsgarden.com/poles/poles.htm#tjp 

Figure 6: Empty hoppers rumble past a line of utility poles on my N scale layout. A little paint makes it easy to produce 
a realistic row of this common lineside detail.
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