Generating Activities with Activity Generator 4

For

ATSF Howard Sub

OPERATIONS

The template for Cody Winkleman’s freeware route Howard Sub route can generate fun and realistic activities, similar to, though not by any means duplicating, the actual operations on this portion of the real railroad.  The user can do whatever he wants with the template and activities, of course.  

(1) In general, the user should generate an activity which serves trailing point industries.  This is a single track, unsignaled line so the template includes no traffic at all.  Consequently, this template includes all the sidings as destinations for railcars, in order to increase the number of locations for added interest.

(2) Based on the makeup of the route, three types of trains would likely ply the tracks:  cattle local, grain local and mixed freight local.  By checking the sidings list while setting up an activity, the user of this template can easily make exactly these trains by judicious choice of sidings to be worked.

(3) Some industries will end up being “facing point”, depending on the player starting point.  In order to work a facing point industry, the player will need to use a double ended siding, which might be full of cars, in order to runaround the pick up and set out cars.  Simply push the cars out of the siding, parking them up the line on the main and out of the way, while the siding is used for the runaround.  Don’t forget to replace the siding’s cars before departing town, and for added interest spot them properly at the industry and clear of any road crossings.  Although some users may see this as aggravation, many of us see this added challenge as more fun!

(4) All trains should take a caboose, but this is the user’s option.  AG has a provision to add a “last car” to the player consist (with the “change engines” option).  You will find that dealing with a caboose adds interest to the operation, including the “5” view.  

(5) Player paths start at the yards at the end of the route (Emporia and Moline), but the tracks at these locations are not set up with markers.  Consequently, the yard tracks are not available for building or setting out cars for the train, nor will they populate with the AG rail car fill.  As a result, the player should be careful to start with a full train at the yard.  To do this, use a number in the “Maximum cars to add to player consist” option which is greater than or equal to the “Maximum cars to pick up and set out” number.  E.g. if the player chooses to use the 25 car default for “Maximum cars to pick up and set out”, then the user should us 25 or more for “Maximum cars to add to player consist”.

(6) To generate the biggest trains, select simple mode with a large number of cars in the train (say, 99) plus a large number of cars to pick up and set out per track (40 or more).  With this set up, the train length is limited mainly by the siding lengths and the program randomizer.  AG randomizes the pick up and set out events, not just location but numbers of cars, and so may not produce a full train or nice big blocks of cars to/from the sidings.  In case the train generated does not have enough cars for your satisfaction, simply generate another train until you find one that is satisfactory.  Also, be reminded that handling a long train, while not as dramatic as the prototype, requires a lot more skill than a short train, even in MSTS.

(7) If the user does want to operate long trains, then an extra locomotive or two should be added.  The player consist starts with two GP38’s, which are good for about 25 cars upgrade.  Remember that when heading downgrade, train line air must be managed judiciously to control the train.

(8) For this particular route, simple mode may be the most realistic choice when working a grain local or a cattle local, which would more likely swap full cuts of cars (i.e. cars arranged consecutively).  Selection of the “Force all industry tracks” option would also be realistic for grain and cattle locals, since this will place large blocks of cars into the train.  When working a mixed freight, deselect simple mode to add more interest.  On any route, with simple mode turned off, a 25 car train can take quite a while to build and switch along the line!  

(9) Unless your PC has marginal performance, be sure to select maximum values for car fill (both the slider and the count per track) and also select the option for placing cars in regions not worked.  Operation on any route is spoiled by sparsely populated rail spurs and yards.  Maximizing car fill will add a lot of “eye candy” for added fun in your activity.  This route only has room for a few hundred cars, and so it will not bump up against the MSTS maximum.

(10) The Howard route appears to have all manual track switches, although perhaps I missed one or two.  But as a reminder, AG has a provision for helping with signals and dispatcher operated track switches.  The Howard route has no signals.  You should normally operate the activities with the track switches in the default mode, as suggested in the AG manual.  Then in case you cannot proceed with the activity because of track switch alignment, save the activity, exit MSTS, start AG and toggle the track switches to manual.  Next adjust the track switch alignment.  Once past the track, you should once again save the activity, exit MSTS, start AG and toggle the track switches back to the default mode, as strongly suggested in the AG manual.  Again, as stated above, you should normally operate these activities with the track switches in the default mode.  The player should note, however, that while switching back and forth between modes is both bothersome and time consuming, you are free to operate continuously with manual track switches.  Since no AI traffic is present, there is little risk.  

(11) This template uses MSTS default rolling stock plus one download for cattle cars.  Included with this template is a list of rolling stock, including the file names for any download stock.  In order to spice up the activities, you could add additional rolling stock and locos appropriate to this BNSF/ATSF line.  Note that while BNSF/BN/ATSF stock may dominate, most road names will show up since this is a major traffic line.  Rolling stock can be added to your AG activities using ConBuilder, or you could use Activity Master to make it really easy.

(12) As a special bonus, the template includes alternative files which use downloads to create 1950’s trains.  These files have “50” in the name and are in the standard folders within the Howard route folder.  To use this 1950’s version of the template, the download rolling stock must be in the TRAINSET folder.  If you do not want to use this version of the template, then delete the following files (including the consist file) with the number “50” in the file name:

ACTIVITIES folder – HowardTemplate50.act, HowardTemplate50.pro, HowardTemplate50.rtf, SWLACTHowardTemplate50.csv, SWLTDBHowardTemplate50.csv

SERVICES folder -- HowardTemplatePlayer50.svc

CONSISTS folder -- HowardTemplatePlayer50.con

You will find a spreadsheet with this template to aid in activity creation.  It lists all sidings for this route, giving pertinent information.  

