
H O W T H E P R O T O T Y P E D O E S I T

The Shelley, Idaho, section house is typical of the modern modular house does not hove the usual rails and timbers to ease transfer of a
structures used by UP; note the splice line in the center of the building section car.
where the two modules hove been connected. This particular section

SECTION HOUSES
These nondescript structures have on innportant role

i n r a i l r o a d

T E X T A N D P H O T O G R A P H Y

B Y T H O R N T O N W A I T E

Section houses have been arounds i n c e r a i l r o a d s w e r e fi r s t c o n
structed. They are necessary to

s tore too ls and equ ipment used for
ma in tenance-o f -way ac t i v i t ies . Many
t o w n s a l o n g r a i l r o a d r i g h t - o f - w a y s
o w e t h e i r e x i s t e n c e t o t h e c o n s t r u c t i o n
of a section house. Railroad employees
of ten se t t led nearby when one was
built and, before long, a village would
grow. Pocatello, Idaho, a major junc
t i o n o n t o d a y ' s U n i o n P a c i fi c a n d t h e
second largest city in the state, was
o r i g i n a l l y a s e c t i o n h o u s e o n t h e F o r t
H a l l I n d i a n R e s e r v a t i o n .

Section houses are noteworthy not
f o r t h e i r a p p e a r a n c e , b u t r a t h e r f o r
t h e i r u t i l i t y . M y " h o m e t o w n " r a i l r o a d ,
UP, has section houses which probably
l o o k a l o t l i k e s e c t i o n h o u s e s s e e n o n
r a i l r o a d s a r o u n d t h e c o u n t r y . S e c t i o n
h o u s e b u i l d i n g s s t a r t e d o u t a s s i m p l e ,

maintenance-of-way activities

Worm River section tiouse, on the now-abandoned Yellowstone Branch. Is typical of the "classic,"
wooden-framed houses ohce used by UP. Note that the doors swing open on side hinges and that
there is space for on additional car next to the building.
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Fig- 1/Union Pacific modular section house at Shelley, Idaho.
Electrical power connection
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Right: One nice thing about the
m o d e r n s e c t i o n h o u s e s i s t h a t
t hey a re modu la r and eas i l y
t r a n s p o r t e d t o a n y l o c a t i o n .
Here, a new sect ion house awaits
set-up In Lima, Mont., after trans
port by flatcar. Below: Any size of
section house can be built by
simply joining together a variety
of modules. This sect ion house in
I d a h o F a i l s , I d a h o , c o m b i n e s
six modules to create one large
s t ruc tu re .

w o o d e n - f r a m e d s t r u c t u r e s , b u i l t o n - l o -
c a t i o n , w h i c h f e a t u r e d a w i n d o w a n d a
door. The door was large enough to
move all equipment in and out. Equip
ment usually included a section car: a
track running perpendicular from the
s e c t i o n h o u s e ( w h i c h s a t a t r a i l h e a d
leve l ) was used to t rans fe r t he sec t i on
car to the rail line. Ties or other heavy

timbers were placed between the rails
a n d a r o u n d t h e t r a n s f e r t r a c k t o m a k e
the job easier.

As the original section houses aged
and deteriorated, they were replaced
w i t h m o d e r n b u i l d i n g s , w h i c h p r e
dominate on today's rail l ines. Union
Pacific has been using standardized
modular bui ld ings for several years.

T h e s e n e w s e c t i o n h o u s e s a r e r a t h e r

n o n d e s c r i p t — t h e y ' r e s i m p l y b o x e s
wi th doors—but they are funct ional .
T h e b u i l d i n g s h a v e b e e n u s e d
th roughou t t he UP sys tem, va ry i ng
on l y s l i gh t l y i n t he i r configu ra t i on .
The color, a light beige, is always the
same, but the size of the building can
b e m o d i fi e d t o fi t l o c a l n e e d s . T h e a d

vantages of these new section houses
i s t h a t t h e y ' r e e a s i e r t o i n s t a l l , s i n c e
they can be shipped to any location by
flatcar and s imply lowered in place,
a n d t h e y a r e v i r t u a l l y m a i n t e n a n c e -
free due to a special coating on the
w o o d .

The photos and diagram of the Shel
ley, Idaho, section house show a typi
ca l a r rangement o f the UP modular
buildings. The Shelley depot was razed
in early 1977 and replaced with a mod
u la r f re igh t bu i ld ing fo r the s ta t ion
agent. When the agency was closed, a
sect ion house rep laced the modular
freight station. You'll notice the struc
ture is s imply a combinat ion of two
common sizes of UP modular buildings
u s e d i n s e c t i o n h o u s e s ; o n t h e l e f t , a
s m a l l e r s t r u c t u r e w i t h a n a r r o w e r
door and, on the right, a larger struc
t u r e w i t h a w i d e r d o o r . V a r i o u s c o m b i
nations of these two types of modules
c a n b e u s e d t o m a t c h t h e s i z e o f t h e
section house to local storage needs.

A m o d e r n U P m o d u l a r s e c t i o n h o u s e
would be a simple scratchbuilding pro
j e c t . I n m o d e l i n g a s e c t i o n h o u s e
s c e n e , a n u m b e r o f d e t a i l s w i l l a d d
r e a l i s m . A d d t h e r a i l s a n d t i m b e r s
used for moving the section car to the
tracks (notice that the Shelley section
h o u s e d o e s n o t h a v e t h i s f e a t u r e ) . A n
e lec t r i ca l power connec t ion , rou ted
from a nearby overhead l ine, is used on
the prototype for interior lighting and
operat ing smal l power tools . A final
touch is a station sign, like the one in
f ron t o f the She l ley sec t ion house,
which is appropr iate in smal l towns
which may not have a freight station.
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