
Building a 16mm layout in your garden 

 

In life we are continually presented with issues and 

decisions.  A classic is when you have the money to do 

something but ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ŀƴŘ ǾƛŎŜ ǾŜǊǎŀΦ  

For many years my ability to engage in model 

engineering was frustrated by a career that kept me on 

the move, and living in houses owned by the Ministry of 

Defence.   Like me, most of you will have had factors that 

have limited your aspirations.  It is for this reason that 

my original interest in railways switched to model boats, 

as access to water was easier than access to rail track.  

Unless you are solely interested in static models then having somewhere close by and private to run 

your model must be the ultimate aspiration for us all.   Alas, as  most of us do not own grand estates 

or have bottomless pockets, the option of building a large lake or ground level  рέ ƻǊ т ѻέ ǘǊŀŎƪ in 

the back garden is not on the cards.  This is a frustration I have had for many years and so when the 

revival of interest in 16mm garden railway hit the club, the first question I asked myself was ΨŎƻǳƭŘ I 

finally ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǘǊŀŎƪ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ƻǿƴ ƎŀǊŘŜƴΚΩ  As most club members appeared to head off to their sheds 

to build locos, I decided to start with the track.  If I could not have a track, then forget the locos and 

go back to building 1366 and all that.   

The first hurdle to building a track was getting the approval from the head gardener.  So how did I go 

about it?  A good starting point is to stake out, a ΨǎƳŀƭƭΩ ŀǊŜŀ at the top of the garden casually scatter 

of Garden Railway magazines around the house hoping that this does not go unnoticed by the head 

gardener and invoke questions about what is going on.  

A useful tip here is to casually mention your ideas to the 

neighbours to gain their interest.  This will mean you 

will have a potential ally later ς ŎŀƴΩǘ disappoint the 

neighbours, their children were really looking forward 

ǘƻ ǎŜŜƛƴƎΧΦ ŜǘŎ.  Once you have a glimmer of potential 

outline approval from the head gardener the issue 

becomes one of building regs.  Remember, the head 

gardener can insist on building regs that make the local 

council look like pussy cats! 

At this point you may start to seek advice from club members or even read those mags you bought 

to scatter around the house.  You will notice that the sketches of layouts in publications very rarely 

give dimensions, so it is difficult to know if such a design would fit your space.  Have you noticed that 

it is people with large gardens who tend to be the people who write articles for magazines like 

Garden Railway?  I discount our newsletter as a magazine I hasten to add.   A bit like the way that 

ΨDǊŀƴŘ 5ŜǎƛƎƴǎΩ ƴŜǾŜǊ ǎŜŜƳǎ ǘƻ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜ ǘǿƻ ǳǇ ǘǿƻ Řƻǿƴ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘƛŜǎ ƛƴ Ŏƛǘȅ ŎŜƴǘǊŜǎΗ  The first and 

most import thing to remember is that this track is for you and to fit into your space and needs.  In 

systems engineering speak you can lay out the User Requirement document from which the System 

Requirement documents can be generated.  If you can only manage a 5 feet diameter circle around a 



rose bush, then so be it.  My next problem was what size of area did I need; could I fit the design I 

wanted into the area I had? The real question is, Ψwhat constitutes an interesting layout and what 

compromises would have to be made to make it blend into the gardenΩ.  A bit like the laws of 

physics, certain things cannot happen when planning the track.  There is a physical limit to the 

minimum curvature of any track but even this is caveated by the size of locos and rolling stock you 

intend to operate.  Is your track to be an industrial narrow gauge railway or a scaled down 

representation of a mainline outfit?  So, decision one ς what are you looking to model and how best 

to fit it into your ǎǇŀŎŜΦ  5ƻƴΩǘ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ȅƻǳǊ ǘǊack around other peopleΩs models, itΩs your track and 

your pocket money!   Finally I had the ideas and provisional outline planning permission from the 

head gardener. 

As a number of you will know, my back garden is 

geomorphically challenged.   The challenge was how to get a 

level area at a ΨreasonableΩ cost and without having to call in 

a major construction company.  Quotes for brick or stone 

walls or even one made of concrete block meant back to the 

drawing board.  Wood was the cheapest option but what to 

use and how to construct the retaining wall.  The answer 

came to me in a flash one evening whilst taking my son to 

A&E at Dorchester.  The wall alongside the footpath leading 

to A&E Department from their expensive car park  was made of a modular construction technique 

that I had seen on retaining walls in cuttings in urban areas.  These are usually made out of concrete 

sections but wood would do equally well.  As we would said in the Navy, wŜ ǿŜǊŜ Ψ ƻƴ ŦƻǊ ŀƴ ƻƴΩ. 

.ȅ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ŀ ǊŜǘŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǿŀƭƭ ŀƴŘ ŘǊŀƎƎƛƴƎ ǎƻƛƭ όǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ΨǎƻƛƭΩ is used very loosely as it is really clay)   

from the higher ground to the front, I would be able to get my level ground without importing 

several tonnes of expensive top soil.  This is now your one and only chance to convince the head 

gardener that you need more area or increase it by stealth by convincing her that what she thought 

was the original agreed area must have been an optical illusion brought on by the time of year, angle 

of the sun or some other technical issue.  Mine was that the wood only came in 3.4 metre lengths 

and the timber store had recommended that I did not saw them as it would let all the goodness out!  

This seemed to do the trick along with the fact that I got free delivery if I ordered 100 metres or 

more.  A bargain not to be overlooked.  In truth, it is amazing how much timber was required to 

build my 12 metre long wall although I will admit to the 

usual sin of a degree of over-engineering.  Construction was 

heavy work for a one-man-band and ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ǿŀǎ Ψon the 

hoofΩ as they say but the outcome is pleasing and I ended up 

with an area about 5 x 7m to play with.   Tip number 2:  If 

the head gardener has a wobble at this stage this is when 

you need to call in the cavalry in the form of the neighbours.  

Remember you had briefed them about your planned layout 

some weeks earlier.  Well, get them to look over the fence 

and comment on how good it looks but perhaps smaller 

than they had originally envisaged.  Comments about disappointed grand children due to visit in the 

near future can also be used if the wobble is a major one. 



 

The next two issues for me were whether to 

leave everything until next year to let the 

ground settle and how  to get the head 

gardener excited about the planting 

opportunities without resorting to the 

purchase of Garden Centre vouchers as 

birthday presents, a bit too pointed even for 

me.  I did not want to over-engineer the track 

bed but decided to start with standard 

concrete blocks for the outer circuit as this 

was an obvious route. The inner loop was 

going to be more problematic so I decided 

that shuttering ply would be used, and cut to shape to act as a base until the road could be finalised.  

The initial template was achieved by laying newspaper on the ground and spraying the proposed 

layout.  The template was then transferred to the sheets of ply with ample width for alignment 

adjustments.  The 12mm ply was strengthened by screwing off-cuts to the underside to double the 

thickness.  hƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ΨǊƻŀŘΩ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ǘǊƛŀƭƭŜŘ ǘƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƘǳǘǘŜǊƛƴƎ ǿŀǎ ǊŜǇƭŀŎŜŘ ōȅ concrete blocks in 

the same way as used on the outer loop.  The laying of the concrete blocks involved compacting the 

soil (clay) with a sledgehammer and then pluming area with the concrete block itself before levelling 

the ground off with a floor trowel and finally a thin layer of sand.  If my car can stand on this on the 

drive using this technique, I am sure it will be ok for a 16mm loco!  I had decided to put features on 

my layout rather that having a bowling green with flowers.  I dug a valley and piled soil to act as a 

ƘƛƭƭΦ  ²ƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ Ƙƻƭƭƻǿ ŎƻƴŎǊŜǘŜ ΨǊƻŎƪǎΩΣ L ǿŀǎ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ǘƘŜ ǎŎŜƴŜǊȅ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀŎƪ ǿŜƴǘ 

through.  This also involved a large amount of different decorative material including purple slate, 

limestone chipping, course grit and stuff the bottom of fish tanks. There are shallow gradients across 

the layout and it is possible to have a reasonable regulator setting that allows the manual locos to 

climb the incline and get round the tighter bends but then not run off at breakneck speeds on the 

straight and level bits.   

The track worked well for my little Edrig but initial trials indicated that the inner loop challenged 

some visiting larger 0-6-0 locosΣ ŀ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿƘŜŜƭōŀǎŜ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŜŜƭ ΨǎƭƻǇΩ.  Having said that, the over 

sized tunnel also caused problems for one of these visiting locos!  I have been able to modify the 

curves in relation to the landscaping as I had ample leeway with the width of the concrete blocks. 

Chris Bird has been kind enough to work through his collection of locos so I will be able to have a 

warning board at the inner loop turn-out informing operators about their chances of getting round 

it.  I should say that the layout is a chuff pipe friendly environment and these can be purchased 

at............ 

 I had decided that the ΨthemeΩ for my layout is ΨindustrialΩ so will be operating smaller locos and 

most certainly not Sandy River & Rangely Railroad No 24 type locos.  The track has turned out well 

and has character and I do not intend putting up buildings, well not yet away way.  Who know, if 

Chris can be converted to radio control maybe I will change my mind about trackside artefacts.  The 

best advice I can give is, build as you want and then modify to suit the conditions your loco finds.  

Having said that Edrig is a good little loco on and off the rails!  



Well it was hard graft but worth it and positive 

comments from club members who have visited 

has made it all worthwhile.  The other good news 

is that the head gardener approves, planting is 

underway and as for the neighbours, well they 

have been told that they can come over to have a 

look.   

 

 

 

What about the total cost of the project, well I 

have calculated that with not having to cut the 

grass that was, the saving on petrol will mean 

that the area will have paid for itself by 2050 ς 

bargain. 

 

 

Now then, off to the shed to make the locos. 

 


