Generating Activities with Activity Generator 4
For

NS Pocahontas Route

OPERATIONS

The template for NS Pocahontas 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, but the following suggestions will yield activities closer to prototype operating practice.  The user may want to review the documentation provided with the route by Austin Yoder, as it gives a good idea of the flavor of the regional operation.  Also, several train videos/DVDs of regional coal mining operation are available, which, while perhaps not specific to NS Pocahontas, will help with understanding of the details, and fun possibilities, of this kind of operation.
(1) Use of MSTSbin is highly recommended with these templates for several reasons.  First, the route is scenery intensive, which challenges all but the highest level PC’s, and bin will help with this.  Second, if the user intends to work many of the turns as turns, then bin will allow the player to move to the trailing loco, which becomes the lead loco when the train changes direction to return to the point of origin.  

(2) In general, generate an activity which serves either a coal mine or general freight spurs, but not both.  Sometimes both types of traffic will run in one train, but mixing coal cars and box cars is the exception rather than the rule.

(3) When working the branches, take a caboose.  Back up moves are frequent, and a caboose is used for safety reasons.  You will find that this adds interest to the coal mine runs.  Also, locals operating on the main often have a caboose.  Cabooses can be added with the change engines option.  
(4) It is certainly okay to work more than one coal mine with a given train, but in general this would only be done if the mines are along the same path and in close vicinity to each other.  Some of the mines require many dozens of empty cars each time a train visits, frequently filling one whole train for just one mine.  With the NS Pocahontas route you will find that each branch is unique, with its own unique challenges, and each mine is set up in a unique way.  Thus generating and operating coal mine runs to the many different coal mines on the various branches will be a fresh experience each time.  Austin Yoder, author of the NS Pocahontas route, lists 46 mines in his documentation.  By the time you have operated two or three dozen separate mine run coal trains (depending on how you combine mines per train), returning to one of those already worked will not be boring, since you have all the other experience to build on.

(5) To generate the best coal mine trains, select simple mode with a large number of cars in the train (say, 55 to 99) plus a large number of cars to pick up and set out per track (again, 55 to 99).  Finally, pick the “force all . . .” option on the main menu.  At the mines, this is exactly what happens – whole blocks of loaded cars picked up and replaced by strings of empties.  AG4 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 mine.  In this case, 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.
(6) The NS Pocahontas route is very scenic, but this beauty is spoiled by sparsely populated rail spurs.  Unless your PC has marginal performance, be sure to select maximum values for car fill (the slider only, not the count per track – limit this to 20 or 30) and possibly select the option for placing cars in regions not worked -- check the car fill help file for reasons not to do this.  DO NOT UNDER ANY CIRCUMSTANCES PICK EITHER THE “place cars on tracks not on player path” OR THE “allow car placement in regions that won’t be worked” OPTION.  These options will put a lot of cars out of sight in places you cannot see from the player path, and you will be losing the benefit of that “eye candy”.  I am suggesting that the player limit the cars per track to 30 because the total car limit in MSTS is about 600, and the many tracks in Pokey will gobble up 600 cars like nothing.  E.g., Williamson Yard can hold over 1000 cars all by itself!  Bluefield Yard can hold over 700.  U.S. Steel mine on the Tug Fork Branch can hold over 250 cars.  The tracks of the Bluestone Extension can hold over 250 cars.  Etc.  You get the picture.  It’s better to have some cars by picking 20 to 30 per track, than to have a few tracks full and many tracks empty.  Some of the shorter paths may work with a higher limit than 30 cars per track.  
(7) In regard to car fill, the paths that are shorter will fill much better than the long paths.  This is because there are fewer tracks to soak up all the cars.  The branch activities should fill nicely.  A full mainline run from yard to yard will have many tracks that are empty, even with the max fill selected and 30 cars per track.  The most interesting mainline activities are the Devon to Keystone and Keystone to Devon runs, which only encompass about half of the route, but this portion includes most of the mainline switching work.

(8) AI traffic has been added to the activity templates where it makes sense.  Mainline traffic runs on the opposing mainline, where it will interfere little with operation.  No AI traffic will appear on a branch which is not signaled.  Some traffic has been added to branches which are signaled.  However, because of the many variables to choose from when generating activities, and because some players work faster than others, it is possible that AI traffic will interfere with an activity to the point of not being able to complete it.  If this occurs regularly, simply generate the activity over again with the option of no AI traffic.

(9) Some of the branches are quite steep, while others have surprisingly gentle grades.  In general, for branch trains over about 35 cars, helpers may be needed.  If you set up the activity to produce a long train as suggested above (5), you can use the change engines option to increase the number of locos in advance.  Optionally, if you want an additional challenge, you could use the old railroad practice of doubling the hills, i.e. taking only part of the train and then returning for the rest.  This is not, however, routine practice in these parts, because the railroaders know how many locos will be required for the tonnage heading up the branch.  Remember also that you may need the helpers for extra braking power when headed downgrade! 
(10) Some of the branches are signaled, and some are not.  The same issues and workarounds with signals apply to the branches as to mainlines, i.e. the MSTS signaling subroutine is not perfect, as we all know.

(11) Certain places on the mainline could require helpers for longer trains.  
(12) In general, the NS Pocahontas route descends from Bluefield Yard towards Williamson Yard, i.e. westbound.  Which would mean uphill eastbound!
(13) The NS Pocahontas sees both eastbound and westbound movements of both loaded and empty coal hoppers, all depending on the destination and source of the loads.  So, any of these types of trains would be realistic.  For trains not working the branches, the mainline power is likely to be six axle.  This template is set up for six axle power on the main line trains.  In the case where the train is bound for a branch, you might want to substitute four axle power, such as GPs or B-B U-boats or even B-B Alco Centuries via change engines option when generating an activity.

(14) The paths in the templates are generally set up to direct the player’s train along the track as required.  However, depending on options chosen, you may need to pay particular attention to your location in relation to any branch where you may have work.  In some cases the path only gets the player train to the locale, and the player must manually route the train where it needs to go.

(15) A number of paths are set up as turns.  I.e. the path is set up to go out and back, returning to its point of origin.  The user is not forced to run these as a turn.  The path can be used to work outbound only, and the inbound portion is not required.  The same is true of all paths.  Just run them as far as needed; completion of the activity is not necessarily dependent on reaching the end of the path (user’s option).

(16) Also regarding paths, as you move back and forth building your train and dropping and picking up cars, some of the track switches may realign to a different path.  This is particularly prevalent in activities frequented by AI traffic.  Be sure to verify your route vs. track switch alignment.  Otherwise, you may encounter an unexpected event!

(17) As a reminder, AG4 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 AG4 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 AG4 and toggle the signals and track switches to permissive and manual, respectively.  Next adjust the track switch and/or press the TAB key for the signal (dispatcher will not give permission) and proceed.  Once past the track switch and/or signal, you should once again save the activity, exit MSTS, start AG4 and toggle the signals and track switches back to the default mode, as strongly suggested in the AG4 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.  In many cases this will not cause a problem, especially up the branches where traffic is sparse.

(18) The NS caboose set used in this template is a large download, but was selected because of two aesthetic qualities.  First, visually these cabooses fit well with branch runs.  Second, they have a really nice rear platform view (view 5), which enhances the NS Pocahontas experience, especially back up moves.  The NS coal car set used in this template is also a large download, but it provides a number of different car numbers for visually pleasing strings of coal cars, both loaded and empty.  The loco set used in this template is a payware download, and was chosen because it provides outstanding locos with excellent sound (true throttle up!), some long hood forward and all with high short nose.  Also, the locos have a nice left cab and rear cab view (use left and right arrows in the 1 view) as opposed to the useless default left and right cab views.  
(19) There are several spots along the line and branches where the track switch points do not graphically change properly.  Watch the switching aid (F8), since its indication is correct.  Also, the ground throws seem to show the correct indication of track switch alignment. 
(20) A simple run between yards can satisfy a tired mind after a long day at work, since the route is visually stunning, especially on high end PCs with all the graphic options checked and sliders dialed to max.  Following the speed limits, this run over the entire mainline will take several hours.  Kick up your feet, dial up some good big band or Scott Joplin, and relax (at least as far as Welch) as the 6000 horses in your two SD40s struggle with 55 coal loads westbound out of Williamson Yard for Bluefield Yard.  After all, it’s just a game!
In addition to Austin’s documents, Craig Kawahara’s map is an excellent resource.
REQUIRED ROLLING STOCK

Aside from default MSTS rolling stock and locos, the following items were used in setting up the SLG2 templates for NS Pocahontas.  Use of Activity Master to replace this basic equipment with user preferred rolling stock (particularly other NS locos) can create some activities which are not only challenging, but very visually satisfying.

ALW NS Boxcar set\ALWNSbox.wag

ALW NS Boxcar set\ALWNSbox2.wag

ALW NS Boxcar set\ALWNSbox3.wag

Ctn-NS-Pak\ns-gp38_2817.eng

Ctn-NS-Pak\ns-gp38_2817-od.eng

Ctn-NS-Pak\ns-GP40-2_3009.eng

Ctn-NS-Pak\ns-SD40-2_3203.eng

NS_CABOOSE_555000\NS_CABOOSE_555000.wag

NS_CABOOSE_555024\NS_CABOOSE_555024.wag

NS_CABOOSE_555035\NS_CABOOSE_555035.wag

NS_CABOOSE_555040\NS_CABOOSE_555040.wag

NS_CABOOSE_555551\NS_CABOOSE_555551.wag

NS_CABOOSE_555614\NS_CABOOSE_555614.wag

NS_CABOOSE_555758\NS_CABOOSE_555758.wag

NSgon_empty\NSgon_empty.wag

NX-Pro-Coalhoppers-NS\nx-pro-ns117322_fl.wag

NX-Pro-Coalhoppers-NS\nx-pro-ns117322_ul.wag

NX-Pro-Coalhoppers-NS\nx-pro-ns144739_fl.wag

NX-Pro-Coalhoppers-NS\nx-pro-ns144739_ul.wag

NX-Pro-Coalhoppers-NS\nx-pro-ns145395_fl.wag

NX-Pro-Coalhoppers-NS\nx-pro-ns145395_ul.wag

NX-Pro-Coalhoppers-NS\nx-pro-ns145397_fl.wag

NX-Pro-Coalhoppers-NS\nx-pro-ns145397_ul.wag

NX-Pro-Coalhoppers-NS\nx-pro-ns312001_fl.wag

NX-Pro-Coalhoppers-NS\nx-pro-ns312001_ul.wag

NX-Pro-Coalhoppers-NS\nx-pro-ns4640_fl.wag

NX-Pro-Coalhoppers-NS\nx-pro-ns4640_ul.wag

NX-Pro-Coalhoppers-NS\nx-pro-ns4649_fl.wag

NX-Pro-Coalhoppers-NS\nx-pro-ns4649_ul.wag

NX-Pro-Coalhoppers-NS\nx-pro-ns5728_fl.wag

NX-Pro-Coalhoppers-NS\nx-pro-ns5728_ul.wag

UTLX1\UTLX204551_ld.wag

UTLX1\UTLX204551_mt.wag
