Generating activities with Activity Generator 4 (AG4) (formerly Switchlist Generator or SLG)

for the Northern Illawara v2 route (route built by Brian Bere-Streeter)

                Located in the Australian state of New South Wales (NSW), the 85 km (53 miles) route is a recreation of the Northern Illawarra Region line from Sydney to Wollongong with sections along the ocean as it existed in the 1950s-60s. Along the route are many collieries, located between Wollongong and Waterfall, making coal the main carrier along the route. The route also carries other goods as well.  It includes part of Sydney, the Botany lines area as well as the Rozelle Bay wharf and the Darling Harbour where exchange of goods will keep you quite busy in your tasks.

 The timeframe will be around the early to mid sixties as dieselization was phasing out gradually steam in the region. Therefore, the rolling stock used for the template will include steam engines among the AI traffic.The main player engines will be the Alco 40 class engines, which correspond to RS-2 engines in North America. There will be also some passenger traffic as Brian has included with the route extensive documentation about the operations of freight and passenger trains in the New South Wales Government Railways (NSWGR) during this timeframe, including class 30 steam locos and electric B-set railcars.

Here are the required downloads, which includes cab and sound files for the engines and the rolling stock.

From  the Coals to Newcastle MSTS site http://coalstonewcastle.railpage.org.au/downloads/stock
nsw_s_truck_loads_v1_1.exe
bogie_freight_sounds_v1.exe

nsw_s_truck_v1_3.exe
bogie_passenger_sounds_v2.exe

nsw_fo_suburban_pass_set_v2.exe
nsw_ntaf_v1.exe

nsw_be_wag_v1.exe
nsw_bogie_vans_v2.exe

nsw_40_v1.exe
nsw_bset_v1_1.exe

nsw_goods_brakevans_v3-1.exe
nsw_c32_addon_v1

From  the Stea4me MSTS site:  http://steam4me.railpage.org.au/trainsim/
2cSndSetV1-1.zip
AU_vr4wheel_Sounds_MTS1_Setup.exe

AU_nswC30_MSTS1_Setup.exe
AU_Alco_DL531_Sounds_MTS1_Setup.exe

AU_nswgrD50_MSTS1_Setup.exe
AU_ALCO_Hi-hood_cabview_MSTS1_Setup.exe

Just remember that you can change the required locomotives or rolling stock with Activity Master from skylinecomputing.com or ConBuilder to suit your personal requirements. Make sure your modified freight rolling stock doesn't exceed 14 meters in length.

The template package for the Northern Illawara route includes Northound (NB),  Southbound (SB) and the Sydney area (SYDNEY) templates with multiple paths for the NB and SB templates. The SYDNEY template was created to reproduce the shunting route which begins at Enfield, passing along Rozelle, the Glebe tunnel, Darling and going south as far as Sutherland and return to Enfield in the same way.The Sydney template has two paths, one covering from Enfield to Sutherland and the second is the return trip to Enfield. For practical reasons in regaeds to AG4, they have been created as separate paths.You will be able to do manoeuvring among the more than 275 sidings inside the route for the NB and SB and among around 190 sidings in the Sydney area.  All possible care has been taken to bring as close as possible a realistic profile of the Illawara region, not forgetting the limitations in MSTS or the challenge in building this template. With all care taken in bringing such realism, AI traffic was conceived to add eye candy to the acts, all consists in the templates using the exact rolling stock in the early sixties. Use of MSTS Bin will be a definitive asset in performing some reversing or shunting tasks, because of the Bin’s ability to switch player engine cabs. Remember that not all sidings may be reasonably serviceable according to the direction of your train and from where your player train starts.

 To help in work selection, orientation of the rolling stock has been added in the description to each siding, if customized for NB or SB template. For example, If you are using the NB template, that means that NB oriented sidings are strongly recommended for your pickups or/and setouts. Otherwise you may have to deal with a very complex or impossible task to do. The only exception is in the Canterbury-Belmore region where the 9 sidings are indicated WB or EB orientation. In all cases, such indication will help in determining tasks since no detailed map of the route is available at the moment of editing this document. 

Please take note that due to the presence of many sidings bearing the same name ( Goods siding, etc…) along the different regions, it will be highly recommended to print the work order generated by Activity Generator since AG4 includes in the printing document the region or/and village associated to the sidings, absent in the displayed MSTS work order. If you forget to print your document after generating the act, simply print the WORKORDER-Illawara2NBTemplate (or SB) files in the ACTIVITY folder. The file is available in two formats including .txt format which can be opened with Notepad or Wordpad. 

AI traffic has been generated along the double track area throughout the entire network. At Como the rail bridge over the Georges River used gauntlet trackwork, which necessitated the equivalent of Single Line Working. Block signalling was provided at both the north and south approaches to ensure that no two trains were in the ‘single line’ section together.  Also, take note that between Scarbourough and Coal Cliff, the double track becomes a single track including through the Scarbourough tunnel. Consequently at Scarborough and at Como (for the NB) and at Coal Cliff and before crossing the Georges River Bridge (for the SB), it is highly recommended to save your activity before proceeding ahead past these locations.  Due to MSTS limitations, an AI train may fail to stop at his signal on the other side or the red signal may fail to show for the player train or you may cross the Georges River Bridge at the same time as an oncoming AI train. If a collision occurs inside the area, just re-load the act and wait for the opposing AI train to pass before proceeding ahead. This also applies for the SYDNEY template around the Georges river bridge.

Due to the very detailed nature of the route, it is suggested to lower down the graphic sliders, including the visibility level, which in my case has helped improve performance (set at 500ft minimum).  Lower-end computers may experience lower frame rates (FPS). You can also change in AG your Railcar fill settings to reduce railcar fill density, not having loose consists in regions that won’t be worked or to reduce the maximum of cars per siding, etc. 
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By default the player engines do not include at start a brake van. However with AG4, you can easily, once you have determined the number of cars to be included at start, add a brake van as shown here in the following screenshot.

The following are general information regarding usage of different aspects of Activity Generator: SLG has a provision for helping with signals and dispatcher operated track switches.  Because of the presence of AI traffic, you should normally operate these activities with the signals and track switches in the default mode, as suggested in the SLG manual.  Then in case you cannot proceed with the activity because of a red signal or because of track switch alignment, save the activity, exit MSTS, start SLG and toggle the signals and track switches to permissive and manual, respectively.  Next adjust the track switch and/or proceed past the signal at restricted speed (dispatcher will not give permission).  Once past the track switch and/or signal, you should once again save the activity, exit MSTS, start SLG and toggle the signals and track switches back to the default mode, as strongly suggested in the SLG manual.  Again, as stated above, because of the presence of AI traffic, you should normally operate these activities with the signals and 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 and permissive signals at your own risk

If the user does want to operate longer trains, then an extra locomotive or two should be added.  SLG provides the possibility to add or even change the player lead locomotives. The player consist for the Northern Illawara2 route starts with two 40 class engines which would be good for about 15-20 cars, less in graded areas. 

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.  SLG 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. To add more interest, deselect simple mode.  On any route, with simple mode turned off, a 25 car train can take quite a while to build and switch along the line. In both lines, good knowledge of the tracks will help better planning your pickups and setouts. 

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 this and 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. 

I would like to give a sincere thanks to Brian Bere-Streeter, the creator of the Illawara route for his precious recommendations. His extensive knowledge of the rail operations in the Illawara helped me in bringing a more realistic route in terms of rolling stock, the different paths of trains in real life in the 60's, the arrangement of trains, marked sidings which were not serviceable, etc

              I hope you will enjoy for hours this template.  Don’t hesitate to contact me if necessary at photoman_57@hotmail.com. I’ll try to address your concerns to the best of my knowledge. For questions about SLG itself, you can address them to Steve Davis, its designer at stevedavis@skylinecomputing.com or via their forum at the same site. You are welcome to register with us. 

Denis Gionet 

