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SMALL BUSINESS

It’s full steam ahead for model trains

B The model train industry
is alive and well in the
United States with an
estimated half a million
people spending 5500
million annually.

BY GREGORY SCHMIDT
gschmikiiEharald com

Rich people may like to col-
lect fine art, haute couture,
fancy cars and luxury vachts,
but Michae]l Hart knows what
they really want: trains.

Hart's elients don't ride the
rails like Henry Flagler did;
they mount scale-model rail-
road cars on tiny tracks and
watch them run through a
maze of miniature hills, val-
lews, tunnels, bridges, depots,
even entire cities. Trains can
cost hundreds, even thou-
zands, of dollars, and high-end
layouts can easily top a million
dollars.

Hart founded Scale Models,
Arts, and Technologies in 1995
to cater to this niche market.
In 10 wears, he has added 14
full-time employees and
moved into a 7000-square-
foot facility in MNorth Miami
Beach. The company rang up
215 million in sales last year,
he said,

“We are by far Mo, 1 in the
country,” Hart said. “I"m able
to give a lot of commfort, insur-
ance and security. When
someone spends that kind of
money, they want a profes-
sional.”

Clients seek him out, Hart
added, because of the level of
quality and professionalism he
provides.

LUXURIOUS LAYOUTS

John Luppino, operations
manager fior the national Train
Collectors Association, said
there are a growing nurmber of
companies that buaild model
train layouts to serve the
sophisticated model rail-
roader.

“The trend today is more
toward having a layout and
having it operate more like a
rezl railroad," said Luppino,
whose organization boasts
32000 members worldwide.

Since it can take months to
build a working train layout,
soire collectors want to spend
less time building the layowts
and more time operating them,
he said.

“That's ane of the reasons
why companies like SMARTT
are enjoying swccess,” Lup-
pino said. “Despite all the
doom and gloom wyou hear
abvput the economy, there are

ATTENTIOM TO DETAIL:
Sigfrido Mucenieks wires a
control board for a train
layout.

people that have substantial
income to spend on that."

Dick Christianson, manag-
ing editor of hobbyist maga-
zine Model Railroader, esti-
mates that half a million adults
buy scale-model trains and
build layouts, spending $500
million year on their pastime.

“The hobby is wery
healthy,” he =aid. “If vou look
in ouwr magazine, you'll see
page after page of new prod-
uets.”
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RIDING THE RAILS: Michael Hart, president of SMARTT, shows off his first professional
train layout.

THE Bl PICTURE: Art director Alex WVasserman, top,
decorates scenery, as David Balton, botbtom, works on
alectronics for an elaborate train layout at SMARTT.

Hart, who stodied engi- models but switched to train
neering in college, began his  layouts when he saw how
career crafting architectural much the hobby had grown

FULL STEAM AHEAD

If vou're interested in
collecting scale-model
trains, check out these
resoUrCes:

FOR BEGINNERS

# The Train Collectors
Assoclation

The next meeting for the
Southern Division, which
incluges Florida, is May
2110 Maitlana.

www. traincollectors
Jorg

# Trains.com

A cnlime commmumity of
train collectors ano
model railroaders.
WL LFalns.com

FOR EXPERTS

» Ready to Roll

BET MW, 1430 51
Biscayne Gardens
J03-58BE8-886H

www. readyborolitrains
LCOm

& SMARTT
A03-24949-1706
www.smarttinc.com

Ohur clients always
opt for the high-end
lavout. They always
want more when they
see what they're
getting.’

= TiM KAFATELIS,
SMARTT t general manage:

“1 grew up being a train
nut,” he said. “I'm an artist, but
I also have a strong business
background.”

That combination of entho-
gizsm and acumen has made
SMARTT highly sought after
among train hobbyists, said
Tom Kapatelis, SMARTT's
general manager,

“Our clients always opt for
the high-end layout," he said.
“They always want more
when they see what they're

peting.”
BIGGEST PROJECT

The company's biggest pro-
ject to date was for a private

client in Michigan that took
nearly two years o complete.
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SMALL BUSINESS

Model train industry keeps on the right track

*MODELS, FROM 12

It has over a half-mile of tracks
and can run a dozen tralns at
ance, Hart said. The cost: 515
million.

“He was one of the most
demanding elients that we've
ever had,” Hast said. “He sent
me a lepter, close wo 20 pages,
with all the things that he
wanted.”

But in the end, the client
was pleased. Hart bas a team in
Michigan now, Installing the
finishing touches.

COMMERCIAL PROJECTS

SMARTT was founded pri-
marily to mest the demands of
peivate customers, but Hart
said the firm has begun to
gradually branch out into com-
mercial projects 1o generate
moee revenue, ineloding lasi
year's holiday traln layout at
the Aventusa Mall

The company has collabo-
rated on other projects, inched-
ing the Cheistmas train layowt
at Maey's Santaland in Mew
York, a 3300-square-foot lay-
out &t the California State Rail-
road Museum In Sacramento
and a 53 million project that
revamped a renowned raileead
exhibit at the Museum of Sei-
ence and Industzy in Chicago.

In addition to building cus-
torm eallroad layouts, SMARTT

HOW DO THEY DO THAT?

According to SMARTT's chief model maker, Raymond Pot-
Ler, several staps ara invoalyed in the construction al a scala-
meadel train layoul. Some parts of The process can overlap.

= The process starts with comsersations with a cliant o
coma up with a conceptual design, which is fleshad out
using CAD softwarae, storyboards and rendarings

# Mechanical and electrical work is plotbed, and infrastruc-
ture and clearance Eiuag are addrasgad.

a The benchwork, 2 table-tap frame, is built 1o suppart the

lanyowt.

@ Electrical wirlng is installied and the tracks are Llaid. wsy-

ally concurrantly

# Landscapes are malded cul of various compaunds,
incleding plaster casting, urethans molding and screens

Filled with foarm.
& Scenary and vignettas
slice-of-lifa scenas

- breess, buwildings, peaple and
- @re added

# Flnishing touchas are suppled for those who want supar
datailing. Thay might ncluds weathering, rust on the tracks,
orangeds ralling down a hill or a pigeon on a rood.

a Special effects are addaed, such &8 animation, sound

smake and lighting

provides scale models and
props for architects, develop-
ers, enpineers, ladustrial
designers and film producess,
But Hart sald that the train lay-
owts mrake up 85 percent of his
business, and e atteibutes part
of his fiem’s success ln the rail-
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road layout business to the
proximity to ome of the largest
model rallroad supply stores in
the country, Beady to Roll in
Blscayne (Gardens,

The store = owned by
Hart's frlend and frequent col-
laboratos, Bill Lucas,
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HEW COAT OF PAINT: Model maker Ray Del Papa sprays the
first laver of a building mack-up in the paint booth of

SMARTT s facilitias,

“We basleally 5up]:|;lvl.- alarge
quantity of products be uses 1n
his layouts,” sald Lucas. "We
have tens of thousands of
items i takes to build a model
railroad.”

FULLY STOCKED STORE

Ready to Roll has a 3,500-
sguare-foot showroom stocked
with diesel and steam engines,
feeight and passenger cars and
such accessorles as hotels,
breweries, motorcycle dealer-

ships, candy shops, (Elling sta-
ttons, diness, water towers, ratl
workers and passengers,

Lucas said he has customers
feam all over the world, includ-
ing collectors in Germany,
England, South Africa and
even Antarctica. But be appee-
clates his business partner-
ships back kome, often refer-
ring customers o SMARTT.

“And they refer custoners
to us,” ke added. "It's a mutual-
admiration thing.”
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