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And We’re Back
It’s been a while, work and family life have been busy. By this time, we’ve got a lot to
share, so we’ve decided to split this issue into two sections. We start off this month with a
report of both this year’s PNR convention in Cranbrook, and the National convention in
Salt Lake City from our Superintendent, Jeff Shultz (who should be recognized as our first
contributor!)

-

Richard Kurschner, editor

Conventions: What’s the Big Deal?
Report and photos by Jeff Shultz
If you have been in the NMRA for any time, you have heard of them, or you may have heard of them
prior to becoming a member. Perhaps they were why you became a member.
As one of the part-time contributors to Model Railroad Hobbyist magazine, I’ve had the privilege of
attending many of the NRMA National Conventions (and more of the associated National Train Shows)
since 2008. I’ve also attended four PNR Regional Conventions (Everett, Medford, Portland, Cranbrook) in
that period. The PNR Regional Conventions are usually from Thursday (with some business stuff on
Wednesday) through Saturday, and the NMRA National Convention begins on a Sunday (business
meeting on Saturday) and concludes the following Saturday, with the National Train Show running from
Friday to Sunday.
I’ve been asked a few times what the differences between the two conventions is – why would someone
want to go to one over the other, or why you would want to attend both. So, without trying to sound
judgmental in either direction (I enjoy both, for different reasons), I’m going to try and provide the
reader with the information needed to make that decision for themselves. All my regional convention
experience is in the PNR, so it may be different elsewhere.

Size
I might as well start with the obvious – the National Convention is larger, averaging recently between
1,100 and 1,500 attendees in my experience. The Regional Convention is normally about a tenth that, at
100-150 attendees. These numbers also include the non-rail (aka spouse) attendance, and while I don’t
have any numbers supporting this, I suspect that due to the distance normally involved, and the tourist
opportunities available in National Convention cities, the spouse attendance is a higher percentage of
the National Convention numbers than the Regional ones. For many of the spouses, a convention is a
time to get together each year with friends they’ve had for many years.
There is always a convention hotel (occasionally more than one) and the convention itself is held in
either the hotel’s conference/ballroom spaces or in an adjoining (or very nearby) convention center.

The size difference effects the conventions in several ways. A Regional Convention will normally have
two to four clinic rooms running simultaneously, a National can have up to six or more rooms running
clinics at the same time, including, for both, a non-rail room. Both will hopefully schedule clinics to run
more than once whenever possible, which reduces the stress between deciding to attend Bob’s clinic on
programming decoders in JMRI and Joe’s clinic on weathering techniques. At a national you will have a
greater variety of clinics to attend, and because of the greater number of clinic slots available, there are
often more “sequences,” such as you may have had in school, where subsequent clinics build on the
previous ones with more advanced materials on a topic. Regional clinics tend to have a higher
percentage of locally influenced topics, such as how a local railroad operates, or how their paint
schemes have changed through the years, or topics about local industries. Which, if you are modeling
them, is excellent. If you are not modeling them, well, it gives you time to do something else.

Tours
If the previous paragraph suggests that my primary attendance at conventions is for the clinics, that
belief would not be misplaced. I do try and attend as many clinics as possible while at a convention. But
the conventions aren’t all about clinics. There is also the “something else” for you to do. At both the
Regional and National level, a convention will also offer many activities, such as tours. Tours will cover
prototype railroading points of interest, local model railroads, and non-rail tours of general interest. At
recent Conventions I and or my wife have gone on bus tours of downtown Salt Lake City and an
operational copper mine outside of SLC, a tour that included a narrow gauge railroad of the Kimberly
lead mine in British Columbia, and visited the Cranbrook History Centre, which includes the Canadian
Museum of Rail Travel. At both the 2015 NMRA and the 2018 PNR conventions in Portland, the Oregon
Rail Heritage Center was a major prototype draw, with its multiple steam engines and Doyle
McCormack’s PA-1 on display. The joint PNR/PCR convention in Medford featured an all-day trip to Train
Mountain in Chiloquin. The NMRA convention in Salt Lake City also featured multiple tours to the
Golden Spike monument in Promontory, Utah. National conventions, due to the larger numbers of
people attending, normally have more tours available. But there is always something interesting to do or
see at a convention.

Model Railroads
I know of several people who block out Wednesday during the National Convention to go on the LDSIG’s self-guided model railroad tour, where the layout owners simply have their layouts open to LD-SIG
members for the entire day. Those on the tour decide which layouts they’ll visit, and in which order –
and there have always been more layouts than you can visit in a day. Other model railroad tours are
organized by the convention, where the tour members will board a bus and visit several layouts, which
are usually organized by subject, scale, geographic location, or a combination of these factors, in a
several hour period. I went on one of those tours in 2011 in Sacramento and visited railroads that varied
from completely scenicked and running operations to one that was going to be a nearly non-compressed
replica of a passenger terminal but was currently bare plywood and tracks – and the owner was out of
room in his garage to finish the terminal yard throat.

Contests
Both National and Regional conventions will feature a contest room, where participants can submit
models, photos, or other railroad related items. I’ve seen everything from scratchbuilt Nn3 locomotives
to quilts to complete dioramas in the contest room, which has also been called the Celebration Room at
recent conventions in hopes that people will bring models not just to be judged, or evaluated for AP
credit, but simply to show off to other modelers. One area of the contest room that I find interesting,
but which hasn’t had many entries lately, is the rail pass contest, where the entrants display rail passes
for their model railroads. Following the prototype’s example, many of the rail passes can be quite
ornate. Because one of my jobs at a convention is to document the modeling for MRH, I usually spend
quite a bit of time in the Celebration/Contest room.

Silent Auction
Commonly seen at National Conventions, but not at Regional Conventions, is the silent auction. This is
where attendees can try and sell off unwanted equipment of all sorts (I once auctioned off a lamp with a
locomotive coming out of a tunnel on it) to people for whom it is a chance to not only acquire bargains,
but perhaps find long out of production items they need. The convention takes a small cut of all the
sales at the auction.

National Conventions will normally also have door prizes that are drawn through the length of the
convention. A Regional Convention, at least recently, is more likely to have a raffle.

Banquet
The event that closes a convention is the banquet. This is preceded by a no-host open bar, and I have
seen both the sit-down service where you have pre-chosen your meal and the buffet self-service style of
meals. There will be a guest speaker on some railroad, usually prototype, topic, and it is also where
various service awards are announced. At the Regional Convention the contest room winners are also
announced. That is a separate ceremony at the National Convention.

It should be noted that the Convention contract with the convention facility (usually the hotel)
frequently includes minimum room/nights sold as well as a food and drink minimum, which normally
takes care of the cost of the various rooms used by the convention (clinics, contest, auction, offices). If a
convention doesn’t make its numbers on rooms or the amount of food and drinks sold, there is an
additional charge added on for the rooms. So, a convention can either be feast or famine for the
organization (usually a club or division) that is hosting it – if they make the contract minimums, they’ll
usually have a significant profit to bank, but if they don’t, all those profits (or more) go to pay the
penalties to the facility. So, go to the banquet!
Having gone through all that, your head may be spinning at the thought of all the things you can do at a
convention and having to decide what to do at a convention. I can sympathize, I’m usually ready to sleep
the entire day after the convention. But I’ve missed describing one of the major events at any
convention – the socializing. At every convention you’ll see knots of people sitting or standing around
talking. In some cases, it is friends getting reacquainted, or people making new friends, and in others it is
a group discussing a topic of common interest, sometimes extending a clinic discussion further. At the
National Convention there is a core group of about 200 people (my estimate) who appear to attend all,
or nearly all, of the National Conventions, and it is easy to see that this is a social highlight of their year.
If there is one thing I’ve discovered, it is that model railroaders generally like to talk with each other,
whether at a meet with other members of their division, at a regional convention with people from
surrounding districts, or at the NMRA National Convention, where you may find someone like Tony
Koester, Pete Magoun, or Bruce Petrarca in your group.

I hope that I’ve at least piqued your interest in attending a convention, such as the 2020 PNR Regional
Convention in Eugene from April 21-24 (with a train show and swap meet as part of it) or the 2020
NMRA Convention in St. Louis, MO from July 12-18 including the National Train Show.
Editors Note: I’d like to mention the “Modeling with the Masters” and “Make and Take” clinics that are
found at both National and Regional conventions. These are like school lab classes in that they give you
the chance to learn and practice new techniques under the guidance of recognized experts. Besides
improved skills, you will walk out of these longer clinics with anything from a built car kit to an Arduino
electronics package that typically is worth more than the extra fare you paid.

Notes from the Caboose
You saw the big green flag at the start of this issue, and that means there is more coming! We hope you
have enjoyed this first section of the Semaphore, go get a cupa joe and we’ll alk with you on the next
section!

-

Richard Kurschner, editor

