Generating activities with Activity Generator 4 (AG4)

(formerly Switchlist Generator or SLG)

for the Southern Railways Saluda route

route built by Kent Weissinger

The Southern Railways (SR) Saluda Templates are Activity Generator template files. You will need to have Steve Davis’ Activity Generator’ Activity Creation Utility for MSTS installed to use these templates to create your own activities. For more information on this utility for MSTS, please visit http://www.skylinecomputing.com
The Saluda route covers from Asheville NC to Spartanburg SC. Before the merger (in the early 80’s)with the Norfolk and Western railway, making it the Norfolk Southern, as we know it today, the Saluda route was part of the Southern (SR) Railway network. The main feature of the route was the Saluda grade. Until its closure in 2003, the grade was considered the steepest in the U.S. rail system (4.7%) and also among the most dangerous to be tackled. A mountain grade starts at around 2%, giving you an idea of the danger the engineers have to expose themselves in climbing, even furthermore going down the grade. Many lives were lost in the steam era because of runaway trains that were out of control when going down the grade. Even in the diesel era where braking systems made the downgrade safer it still was, to the words of the former NS president H.H. Hall, “a piece of railroad that must be watched every minute”. In a one hundred feet section of the grade, the grade was 5.1%. You can find some very interesting details about the route by going to the following page: http://polkcounty.org/saludagrade , which includes a 1984 Trains article about the Saluda grade. Also read the readme file from the MSTS Saluda route by Kent Weissinger.

The era for the template is set for the year 1972 where Hi-Hood SD40-2’s and GP38-2 started service in the Southern Rail (SR) system, starting gradually to replace F-units in handling freight up and down the Saluda Grade. At the time, 5 or 6 F-Units were used at the time in handling freight along the class 1 grade. Also part of the template are  U23B’s and even RS-1’s, the latter being used as switchers inside the yards.

Here are the following 14 downloads, all from www.trainsim.com

 3so405.zip                     3so409.zip              alsobxst.zip                   bn_wchip.zip                    df40tank.zip                    

 scmegapk.zip                sousd402-1.zip      sd402fix-1.zip                sou3935.zip                      sou_ps2.zip           

 sougp38s.zip                 souhprs.zip           soux317.zip                    srrf7a&b.zip

Just remember that you can change the engines with ConBuilder or Activity Master to suit your personal preferences 

The template package for the Saluda route is the following:

Eastbound (EB) and Westbound (WB) templates: Two (2) SR Hi-Hood SD40-2’s are the player engines. The paths cover the entire route Between Asheville and Spartanburg, going through the Saluda Grade. Traffic is present along the route but is minimal to allow activities which will require doubling or tripling the hill in climbing the Saluda Grade. More details about the procedure below. If you decide to have a straight climb up Saluda, make sure your player engines will be able to pull your cars up the grade. Maximum tonnage guidelines for each engine are located inside the GRADEUP Template section for the needed information.

If you do intend to use the Southern F-Units as player engines, just remember that there are no CABVIEW folder inside the downloaded files. The sounds are already aliased to the default GP38 file. The problem comes with the missing cabview file 3DTrains_FUnit.cvf. Experienced users may just want to edit the AunitSkin_SRR_4112.ENG and alias the cabview to another file to use it. Or you can download (at trainsim.com) one of the F-units which contain the missing 3DTrains_FUnit.cvf such as the PO&N F-unit (fskinpon.zip), create a cabview folder and copy the  3DTrains_FUnit.cvf into the CABVIEW folder to use it. The 3DTrains_FUnit.cvf file is aliased to the GP38 file.

Also take into account that you will need two F-units to have the power of a SD40-2 when building your player engines. A basic rule of thumb is that it is recommended to have no more than 20 cars per SD40-2 when determining the number of cars to be handled (or 10 for a F-unit) by AG. Of course, this formula is not absolute as weight of cars may vary and can  may make your run more or less difficult with the suggested formula. 

Take note that in 1972, use of cabooses was part of the consists at that time. In order to select a caboose for your selected railroad, in the AG main screen ( in the Change Engine feature) simply click on the last car in consist section and select the appropriate caboose. In the case of the Southern caboose, the southern_bay_caboose is the one available to be selected (See the following diagram). 
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YARDS template: One SR RS-1 is the player engine. This present template will allow the user to work inside the limits of the Asheville or Spartanburg area yards. If you are expected to handle a lot of cars, you may be suggested to add one additional RS-1 locomotive for the extra load.

GRADEUP template: 

The GRADEUP template will deal with bringing your consist up the grade and bring it to the Asheville North yard. But the challenge is bringing up your 3 SD40-2's (9000 hp) 60 car-train weighing up to approx. 5500 tons (total mass) up the grade. Remember each sd40-2's maximum tonnage up the grade is about 580 tons, including the engine itself. That means the operator will have to do what is known as tripling the hill. The trip begins just before entering the eastern limits of Tyron. This will allow your train to pickup speed up to 20mph just before you start climbing up to Melrose. Just remember, the grade itself up to Melrose is around 2%. The climb itself could be a long and tough one, with such a heavy load behind. Sanding and trying to keep the maximum speed will be a must to reach Melrose. The 60-car maximum has been set according to real life operations and taking into account track configurations at Melrose and Saluda.

What is about tripling the hill? Once reaching Melrose, you will have to cut the first set of 20 cars of your consist, leave the rest inside the Melrose siding and bring the first of the three cuts to the Saluda siding. Once set, you will have to return down with your engines, pickup the second cut of 20, bring it up to Saluda, return again to pickup the final cut up to Saluda. Once up there, re-assemble your cuts to be the same order as it was before making the cut.It can take up to 2 hours to achieve the procedure  Knowing where to put your cuts along the double line and keeping the railway crossings clear is key in succeeding your task. It can be done!

       To help you with the proper tonnage in climbing along the 4.7% + grade, here are some guidelines found in some NS timetables (thanks to Bob Loehne). Here are some estimated engine unit ratings in tons for each of the following:

For SD40-2’s :  580 tons 

For U23B’s and GP38-2’s: 430 tons

For F7 units: 300 tons

Mass of the engines themselves are the following to help with the calculations;

 SD40-2’s:  165 tons 

For U23B’s and GP38-2’s: 125 tons

For F7 units: 105 tons

Special attention must be taken by the user to follow instructions to build his consist so he will pull up his 60 cars to destination. Look at the following AG diagram (below) to look at the selected areas and put the following numbers to achieve building the 60 cars. The red circled areas must be indicated as is and take note of the instructions (in red) to be followed as well to start and achieve the activity. Don't forget  to add your caboose by clicking the Change engines button.                       

                                                                                       INSTRUCTIONS FOR THE GRADEUP TEMPLATE
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For those who wish to double the hill instead of tripling the grade, simply change the numbers from 60 to 40.

GRADEDOWN Template:

The template deals with bringing down your three SD40-2's and your 70 cars down the grade and bring it to the Spartanburg's Hayne Yard. There you will be able to set your cars in five selected sidings. The total mass of your consist may reach 6500 tons. It has been tested successfully with 6 F-units and a 6300 ton total mass train down the grade. Just remember that past Melrose, the grade down to Tyron is still around 2%, so extra precaution will be necessary to avoid having a runaway train to Tyron, even once past the Saluda grade. Your train will start at the Hendersonville Siding, waiting for a WB train ( about a 2 minute wait) to pass before proceeding with your run.

                                                                                       IINSTRUCTIONS FOR THE GRADEDOWN TEMPLATE[image: image3.jpg]Customize Your Activity-
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         Similar instructions to the GRADEUP             

                Template must be followed 

                      (See diagram right)

 It would be advisable to save the activity a few miles before reaching  the grade in case you end up having a runaway train down the tracks. If this occurs load again the saved activity and proceed differently to avoid the same mistake as earlier.

                Also take note that when going down the grade the Melrose safety siding is set for the safety siding by default. In real life maximum speed was 8 mph downward. A 800’ timing area of the track just before the Melrose Safety siding determined if the train stays within the 8 mph limit, the switch was set for the main. Otherwise it was set to go onto the safety track. You will have to throw your switch manually for the main to continue with the activity. 

LOCALS templates: 

With your SR U23B’s, you will be doing local work on each side of the Saluda grade from Asheville or Spartanburg with return paths to their respective points of origin. To allow a return path, Regions have been redefined and have been set to allow easy pickup or setout of cars along the route. Sidings being used on the way to Flat Rock (from Asheville) or Inman (from Spartanburg) will not be used again for the return trip. The remaining unused sidings on the first half will be used on the return trip to their points of origin and may have after their region name the suffix -return to differentiate from the regions of the same name being used for the first half. 

In addition to your tracks you wish to work with, you must select the following areas in red (Flat Rock or Inman-see diagrams below) to force AG to have some work at these end locations. Your train will require to go past the reverse point East of Flat Rock (Or West of Inman)  before going back to your point of origin. If you omit to go past the reverse point, you may end up with an unfinished activity or ending up with red signals along
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                       ASHEVILLE TO FLAT ROCK
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                                                                                                                  SPARTANBURG TO INMAN

Additional details

Not all sidings will be serviceable according to the direction of the train. Presence of some runaround sidings along the route will allow some normally non-serviceable sidings to be used because the player engines will be able to move from the front to the back of the cars to be serviced. Use of MSTS Bin will be a definitive asset in performing such reversing or switching tasks, because of the Bin’s ability to switch player engine cabs. To help in selection of work for the EB, WB and the LOCALS Templates, maps of the serviceable sidings with their marker’s orientation are available in the MAPS folder located in the Saluda ROUTES folder.

Just a reminder that if your have problems with coupling or bounding box issues, you may have to adjust manually the settings of your engines or rolling stock. Despite the effort of rolling stock makers to create material with the least problems possible, coupling issues may arise during your work. Most issues can be looked at by the user. If not, freeware like the Bounding Box Editor, tutorials or topics tackling specific problems are available inside many of the well-known MSTS forums or sites.

Please take note that due to the presence of sidings bearing the same name in Fletcher, it will be highly recommended to print the workorder generated by Activity Generator since AG4 includes extra details in the printing document, absent in the displayed MSTS workorder. If you forget to print your document after generating the act, simply print the WORKORDER-SALUDA_**** (where the **** are the template names)files in the ACTIVITY folder. The file is available in two formats including  .txt format which can be opened with Notepad or Wordpad. 

The following are general information about the use of AG.

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.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 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. 

Denis Gionet 

