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– by Ken Patterson
Photos by the author

• Petroleum industry flat car load, page 1

Reader
Feedback

            (click here) 

Modeling a Petroleum Industry Flat Car Load

Over the years, I’ve written articles 
on prototype modeling using pho-
tos. This strange looking flat car load 
is modeled from my memory of a 
prototype I saw on a siding about 14 
years ago. It appeared to be a section 
of a distilling vessel for the petroleum 

industry. I didn’t have my camera with 
me, but I did have pen, paper, and, 
a tape measure. I carefully studied it 
and noted how it was secured to a 
depressed center flat car. The vessel 
was held by two stacks of railroad ties 
that had been cut to shape and held 
by steel framework to prevent them 
from moving around.

Fourteen years later while shopping at 
a sporting goods store, I discovered a 
funnel-like thing in the hunting depart-
ment. It looked almost exactly like the 
flat car load I’d seen years earlier. I pur-
chased a few of them to get through 
the learning curve of recreating a 
unique model. Walthers manufactures 
a depressed center flat car similar to 

that which carried the prototype load, 
and I still had my notes and measure-
ments. Time to get to work!
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Reader
Feedback

            (click here) 

John Drye is our N scale 
editor and columnist. 

Click here to learn more about 
John.

About our 
N-scale columnist

COMME-N-TARY: N Scale Layout Ideas 
RuNNing on Empty - ideas for detailing open cars ...
Modeling in the hobby’s most eNgaging scale

Modeling empty cars can 
be as much fun as creat-
ing cars with loads. Simple 

materials can represent what gets 
left behind in an empty car.

Open-top cars can be among the 
most interesting on the railroad. 
Flatcars and gondolas carry a vari-
ety of loads, from the mundane 
(steel plates and girders) to the 
unusual (farm implements and mil-
itary equipment).  Such loads are 
a topic to themselves. However, 
these cars spend much of their 
time without loads, and modeling 
their empty state can provide as 
many challenges and rewards as a 
loaded car. This column discusses 
ideas for modeling cars “running 
on empty”

The Prototype            
First, let’s take a look at some pro-
totypes. These pictures are from 
the 21st Century, but much of this 
information is valid for times as far 
back as the late steam era.

FIGURE 1: This “empty” gon-
dola is not empty at all. It 
contains the residue of previ-
ous loads.
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FIGURE 4: These PRR four-bay 
hoppers have added weight, 
detailing, weathering, and a 
little leftover coal.

• Comme-N-tary, page 2

Figure 1 (previous page) shows that 
an “empty” gondola is actually not 
completely empty at all. Remnants of 
previous loads (dirt, gravel) or relics of 
lading (wood blocks, steel bands, etc.) 
are usually left behind. Sometimes 
the dirt and gunk is left in the corners 
and especially in earlier eras, vertical 
wood blocking is left standing. The 
lack of a load also reveals the rust, 
scrapes and dents that gondolas suf-
fer over their hard lives.

Even coal hoppers that are emp-
tied by rotary dumpers or through 
hatches seldom discharge their 
entire load. Along with rust, a few 
stray lumps of coal usually deco-
rate the interior.

Other loads also leave evidence of 
their travels. Items carried by stan-
dard wood-deck flatcars need to be 
firmly attached per FRA regulations. 

Such blocking and strapping often 
remains until removed in preparation 
for the next load.

Flatcars that carry pulpwood or steel 
coils also retain evidence of their 
usual loads. Pulpwood leaves a resi-
due of bark and wood chips and steel 
coils often are loaded along with junk 
and flotsam from the mill.

There are lots of ways to turn 
that simple empty car into an 

FIGURE 2: This rotary dump 
hopper shows the remains of its 
previous load, in this case dirt 
and gravel.

FIGURE 3: The remnants of a 
coal load in this B&O two-bay 
hopper help disguise the lead 
weight added on the slope 
sheets.
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interesting part of a model consist. 
Let’s look at some examples.

B&O Coal Hopper        
Hoppers without internal bracing 
can benefit from a little detailing 
of the insides. This B&O two-bay 
hopper (figure 3) has lead weight 
cut to the shape of the slope 
sheets followed by weathering. As 
with the PRR hoppers, coal was 
sprinkled inside. Black weathering 
chalk was applied after other work 
was complete. The chalk does a 
good job of representing coal dust 
and ties the weathering and coal 
load together.

PRR Four-bay Hoppers  
As we have seen, coal hoppers 
don’t actually travel “empty”. 
These PRR four-bay hoppers (fig-
ure 4) have been detailed with 
internal cross-braces and weath-
ered with paint and chalk. Some 
additional weight was added 
to these cars using slope-sheet 
weights from Bowser two-bay 
hoppers. Since half of the two-
bays travel loaded, these nice 
weights were borrowed from the 
cars where weight is covered by a 
load. After their weathering was 
completed, a little scale coal was 
sprinkled in the bottom of the 
bays and along the slope sheets, 
secured with diluted white glue. 
The empty-car detailing has the 
advantage of making the weights 

barely noticeable from normal 
viewing angles.

Log Flats                     
The remnants of loads are prob-
ably most apparent on flatcars. 
These two log flats (figure 5) usu-
ally carry pulpwood in our model 
world. The empties were weath-
ered with a brown wash and the 

FIGURE 5: These log flats are returning to the lumberyard with the remnants of a pulpwood load, rep-
resented by sawdust.

FIGURE 6: This TTX flatcar shows the remnants of a prior load using stripwood for blocking and chart 
tape to represent steel banding.

decks were “rusted” by stippling 
with red, brown and silver paint. 
The scraps of wood and bark left 
behind were represented with 
sawdust. Sawdust used to be 
a scenery standard, but it just 
looked like, well, painted sawdust. 
But in N scale, sawdust has just 
the right texture to represent the 
remains of a pulpwood load. The 
sawdust is applied with a little 

diluted white glue. More of the 
brown wash is applied after the 
glue has dried.

TTX Flat                     
Flatcar loads are secured with 
lumber blocking, chains and 
steel banding. Chains are valu-
able and are usually, but not 
always, removed when the cargo is 
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unloaded. The rest of the tie-down 
materials are often left on the 
car until the next cargo is loaded. 
These are represented on this TTX 
flat (figure 6) by stripwood and 
chart tape. I weathered six 8”x 8” 
scale wood blocks with an alcohol 
wash. Next, a dozen short strips 
were cut from a roll of chart tape 
I found at an arts and craft stores. 
Chart tape is also useful for mod-
eling tie-downs when loads are 
present. I attached the stripwood 
blocks in pairs using thin white 
glue. I also scattered the tape tie-
downs randomly across the deck. 
The tape has a sticky side which 
holds the material in place nicely.

Conrail Gondola          
Gondolas provide a great canvas for 
the freight car modeler. They see 
hard service and are almost always 
well-rusted and battered.  It is hard 
to over-weather these cars, and the 
almost-empty interiors of the emp-
ties are usually a mess. This CR gon-
dola (figure 7) has been weathered 
and rusted with washes and chalks. 
Weathering chalk is a great material 
for representing the dried, rusty inte-
rior of gondolas and other open-top 
cars. I applied several red and brown 
chalk colors to this car with a little bit 
of scale “dirt” sprinkled in the inte-
rior. The car also has a pair of vertical 
braces (at the right side of the photo) 
I made from stripwood, painted, and 
glued vertically on the end of the car.

• Comme-N-tary, page 4

FIGURE 7: CR Gondola—Hard service has taken its toll on this CR gon. A pair of vertical braces at the 
far end suggests the attachment of a previous tall load.

FIGURE 8: NS Gondola—This gon still carries the remains of the lading for a heavy (probably steel) 
load. The load surely contributed to the rusted and worn condition of the car.
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NS Gondola                
I gave the NS gondola (figure 8) the 
standard wash and chalk treatment 
plus a little dry-brushing on the side 
ribs. In addition to the dirt left in the 
car, several lengths of stripwood were 
broken into short segments, glued in 
the car and weathered along with the 
rest of the interior. Breaking, rather 
than cutting the stripwood, provides 
a varied and interesting texture sug-
gesting that something heavy was 
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FIGURE 9: This CSX gondola carries the remnants of a series of 
toxic loads, represent by a variety of scenic materials.

dropped into the car (exactly what 
gondolas are for!).

CSX Gondola             
In the 21st Century, gondolas carry 
some truly foul loads; trash, old fill 
dirt, scrap metal and worse. Not sur-
prisingly, these cars are often not 
completely emptied. I weathered, 
“tagged”, and rusted this CSX gon-
dola (figure 9). I represented the 
remnants of a series of these loads 
by sprinkling a liberal amount of 

“scenery leftovers” in the gondola.  
This material is found at the bottom 
of my scenery storage box – it con-
sists of a variety of spilled scenic dirt, 
foam, twigs, ballast and gravel. This 
“toxic” mixture does a pretty good 
job of representing the remnants of 
nasty prototype loads. Other stuff 
could be added: old tires, junk brick 
and block, or scrap wire and wood.

Empty Headed Thinking
On most railroads, hoppers travel 
empty half the time, providing 
plenty of opportunities to detail the 
visible interiors. Gondolas and flats 

also spend a considerable amount 
of the time without loads.

These cars provide a plethora of 
opportunities to create interesting 
cars that are RuNNing on empty. 

• Comme-N-tary, page 5


