
MINIRAIL

MINIRAIL has been written with such goals in mind as:

Simple and easy to use ïcomplexity is not necessarily better

Minimal data requirements

Realistic switchlist output which is easy to read and to use

Accommodates all sizes and different types of operations including 

passenger, staging, fiddle yards as well as your regular freight operations, 

all seamlessly integrated into your normal switchlist production

Routing and train assignments, even when car transfers between trains 

are needed to reach destination, is all calculated for you, 

including selecting the towns and industries for pickups and setouts

Car assignments are determined by industry requirements,

rather than just finding someplace for them to go

This presentation will display some of the features MINIRAIL has to 

offer using the same screens as found in the program
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This is the opening 

screen which acts as 

the menu for 

accessing each part 

of the program. 

DATAFILES group buttons 

open each input 

dialog for entering 

and editing your 

data.

LOADALL opens each 

DataFile Open File 

dialog directly, to 

load previously saved 

datafiles without 

having to go into 

each input dialog 

individually. Very 

fast and convenient.
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PRINTOUTS of Home Industries and Destinations provide car listings showing each carôs Home, 

Location and Destination industries.  These can be used to check car Locations before starting 

a session, and to analyze the success of your switchlist outputs.

SWITCHLISTS button opens the screen for producing and displaying the switchlists.

HELP button opens a very extensive helpfile.

OPTIONS... button opens an options box, which is displayed on the next slide. 

EXIT button closes the program, after checking for any current unsaved files.
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The óOPTIONSô box, is 

displayed by clicking 

óOPTIONS...ô on the 

opening screen.  As 

operator you are able 

to set several para-

meters which provides 

greater flexibility in 

producing switchlists.

You can choose whether or 

not to include 

locomotive and/or 

caboose data.  Also 

set how they are to be 

selected.  Neither 

file is necessary to 

produce switchlists, 

unlike the other four 

datafiles which are 

required.

You can choose whether or 

not to change the 

load/empty status of 

cars on staging tracks 

from one session to 

the next.
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Hint messages can be displayed to help with fine tuning your datafiles.  An affirmative response 

to a óSuggestionsô prompt will provide guidelines for improving your datafiles.  Detectable 

data entry errors requiring correction will be displayed when appropriate in any case.

Yards may be used as a source and destination for loads.  When checked, this option will produce 

activity not otherwise available through normal industry assignments.  This option is very 

useful in getting the most out of your layoutôs resources (especially with fewer industries).
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The info entered for 

óYour Railroad 

Nameô will be added 

to the header of 

your printouts, 

along with the date 

and time of the 

printing.

The choice is yours as 

to the maximum 

number of moves 

(trains) a car may 

be assigned to each 

session to reach 

final destination, 

up to a limit of 

three.

The operator can also 

decide if industry 

assignments will 

include staging 

this session or 

not.
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óNot Using Stagingô means staging will not be used as a source or destination of new car 

assignments.

The óMaximumô setting is used to get more traffic while using the óOnly Selected Trainsô 

óSwitchlist Productionô option discussed later in this presentation.
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The real flex-

ibility of 

MINIRAIL really 

shines through 

when it comes 

to exactly how 

you may choose 

to produce the 

switchlists for 

the current 

session ie: 

óSwitchlist 

Productionô.
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Using the óWhole Train Fileô option means switchlists are prepared on the premise that all trains 

included in the óTrain Fileô will be run and completed this session, usually in the order 

they are listed.  This is probably the more common selection.

However, it should be noted too that in this óSwitchlist Productionô mode, the operator may 

choose to exercise the option of using schedule times.  If so, it is on the basis of the 

arrival times of trains at their townstops that is used by MINIRAIL for calculating car 

routing in switchlist production eg: car transfers between trains.



MINIRAIL
Exercising the óOnly 

Selected Trainsô 

option brings up a 

óTrains Listô which 

displays the names 

of all the trains in 

the same order as 

they are listed in 

the óTrain Fileô. 

The operator can 

select those trains 

he wishes to run for 

the current session, 

or perhaps only 

those needed to get 

the session 

underway.

The DemoStg1.* files, 

one of several 

included with the 

free demo download 

package, will be 

used to produce the 

switchlists 

displayed here.
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Note that until all selections for the session are completed, the operator can keep coming back 

here and selecting more trains as many times as desired.  And MINIRAIL will take into account 

all the activity of the trains already run as more trains are selected, using this info in 

calculating routing and any train meets which may still be possible.
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Notice the óSelected 

Orderô list on this 

screen shot.  These 

trains as selected 

from the óTrains Listô 

(same order as the 

óTrain Fileô remember)  

were picked from the 

7th entry first, then 

the 6th and finally 

the 1st.

These happen to favor 

Graincars, including 

one car already on the 

7th - a train in 

staging.  As chosen 

this would be the 

order it was decided 

the trains would be 

run this session and 

the switchlists are 

prepared accordingly, 

including calculating 

routing and transfers 

between trains as 

needed to get each car 

to destination.
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The óOnly Selected Trainsô approach allows real time operations for those willing to go to the 

extra effort of continually visiting the computer during the running of the session.  It would 

be fair to say that missed connections should be a non-issue if one should decide to use this 

option.
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The easiest place to 

start entering data 

is by preparing the 

óTown Fileô.  The 

main purpose of this 

input dialog is to 

provide a convenient 

way to prepare the 

towns list displayed 

in the trains input 

dialog, from which 

each trainôs 

townstops are 

selected.

Enter the town names 

in the same order as 

your trains will 

stop at them.

When town names are 

required elsewhere, 

eg: hometowns for 

your industries, 

extrapolations from 

this info are 

included in 

listboxes as needed 

in each dialog.
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Using only one place to enter the town data, these listboxes as automatically prepared 

effectively permits us to copy this same data into the other files by dragging and dropping it 

into the appropriate entry box, improving accuracy immensely.  Computers are notoriously 

unforgiving of those annoying typing mistakes arenôt they?
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Cars are entered via the Rolling Stock input dialog.  The area above the push buttons is used to 

enter and edit the car data.  Note everything we need is on one page and open for viewing.

óRoadNameô, óRoadNumberô, óCarDescriptionô and óStatusô are self-explanatory.

óCarLayoverô indicates how many sessions this car has been at its current óLocationô.  This 

number is compared to the industry óLayovrô setting to determine when a car becomes available 

to be used again.  Incremented by MINIRAIL itself, there is little or no need to manually 

adjust óCarLayoverô as a rule.  However when deemed desirable it may be adjusted using the 

up/down arrows.
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When entering new cars (and thus all three industry editboxes are blank to start), dropping on 

any one of the editboxes conveniently sets all three with the industry selected in the 

óIndustry Namesô listbox.  It is highly recommended each new car be started out at its 

óHomeIndustryô and let MINIRAIL make the assignments.  Making all three industry assignments 

as described does just that.

Cartypes are automatically added to the óCarTypesô listbox as new ones are typed into the 

óCarTypeô editbox and the car is added or inserted into the óCar Fileô.  Subsequent additions 

of the same cartype may be entered by dragging the appropriate cartype from the listbox and 

dropping it in the óCarTypeô editbox.

Several similar car entries can be recorded very quickly by double-clicking the óCar Fileô entry, 

which recalls the data up to the entry and edit area, make the adjustment (perhaps just the 

óRoadNumberô), then click the óAddô or óInsertô button.
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óHomeIndustryô is a yard, 

fiddle yard, or 

staging industry to 

which the car is 

returned when not 

assigned to fill an 

order.  It is entered 

by dragging the 

selected entry in the 

óIndustry Namesô 

listbox and dropping 

it in the editbox 

beside the caption.

óLocationô and 

óDestinationô 

editboxes are entered 

the same way.
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After entering a few cars to start testing, usually one enters some industries which will handle 

those cars.  Again, notice everything we need is displayed on this one screen.

The radio button setting in the óIND TYPô group in the Industries input dialog will identify 

which of the six industry types available to you is being entered or edited.  The top five 

serve specific purposes, while the sixth ie: ñ$ Othrò is the designation covering the rest.

Complete details on when to use each is given in the industries section of the helpfile and 

manuals.  Suffice to say here that provision has been made for industries such as staging, 

regular yards, fiddle yards, depots for passenger operations, service (icing, etc) as well as 

the more routine.
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It is best to start industry entries by selecting the industry type first that you are working on 

ie: óIND TYPô.  Notice on this screen shot how the entry and edit area has been revised upon 

selecting the ñ* Yardò industry type.  All that is needed for a yard entry is a name, how many 

cars it can hold, and its óHometownô.  And thatôs it!

Note too how óCarTypesô from the Rolling Stock input dialog and óTownsô from the Towns input 

dialog are automatically displayed in listboxes here.

Dragging an appropriate town from the óTownsô listbox and dropping it in the óHomeTownô editbox 

avoids any typing mistakes, ensuring maximum accuracy.

Inadvertantly attempting to drag any piece of data in error to the wrong entry box will not be 

accepted eg: trying to drag a town name or cartype and dropping it into óIndustryNameô would 

not be permitted, again ensuring maximum accuracy.
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As industries are added to the óIndustries Fileô, their name is automatically added to the 

óShipping Industriesô listbox.  Industries in this list that will receive loads from the one 

currently being entered, would be recorded in a óInds - Ship Loads Toô editbox.  This is done 

by dragging the industry to receive the loads from the óShipping Industriesô listbox, and 

dropping it in one of the three óInds - Ship Loads Toô editboxes.  In this screen shot 

Furniture Factory was dragged from the óShipping Industriesô listbox and dropped in an 

editbox.

Same approach is used to record any cartypes this industry will handle, ie: drag the óCartypesô 

selection and drop it in an óCartypes Usedô editbox.  Above, BoxCar was recorded in this way.
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In this screen shot the Wholesale Co. Ltd. listing in the óIndustries Fileô has been double-

clicked, which brings all the data of this entry back up into the entry and edit area.

Busnes Twn as óHomeTownô will be the same town as listed on the óTowns Stopped Atô list of the 

train(s) which will service this industry.

ó%Lodsô set to 50 means both loads and empties of the óCartypes Usedô will be received here.  Set 

to 100% would indicate all cars received would be loads, and 0% that all would be empties.

óLayovrô is the number of sessions cars reaching here as final destination will remain.  Set to 1 

means this industryôs cars will be attempted to be exchanged every session.
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The cartypes this train will carry are selected from the same cartypes list as created in the 

Rolling Stock input dialog (and was also displayed in the Industries input dialog).  When all 

the cartypes this train will carry are selected, click the óEnter Carsô button to record them 

as óCartypes Carriedô.  Again, no possibility of typing mistakes or misplaced entries.
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Again all the info 

required to 

record trains is 

provided on one 

screen, as 

displayed here.

In this screen shot 

the second entry 

of the óTrain 

Fileô has been 

double-clicked, 

bringing its 

data back up 

into the entry 

area.

As MINIRAIL 

attempts to 

assign cars to a 

train, the sum 

of the 

carlengths is 

tested against 

the óMaximum 

Lengthô to which 

the train entry 

is set and will 

not exceed it.
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RoadNames are only required if it is decided to include Locomotive and/or Caboose data in the 

switchlists.  Otherwise just leave it blank.  This field represents the name of the railroad 

actually operating the train, so therefore would be supplying the locomotive and caboose units 

for the train.
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The town listing in 

the Trains input 

dialog is an 

exact duplicate 

of the óTown 

Fileô (others 

are 

extrapolations). 

Use this listbox 

to choose all 

the townstops 

this train will 

make.

The óDirectionô 

selection deter-

mines the order 

the selected 

towns are listed 

in the óTowns 

Stopped Atô 

section of the 

train entry when 

the óEnter 

Townsô button is 

clicked ie: top 

to bottom or 

vice versa.
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This could be very useful in controlling what may be deemed to be desirable (or preventing 

undesirable) car transfers between trains, regardless of what order the trains are entered in 

the óTrain Fileô.

Using schedule times is not a requirement or even appears to be in common usage anymore, but the 

option is still there.
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The operator may 

also choose to 

exercise the 

option of 

using schedule 

times in 

determining 

when in the 

course of the 

session a 

train will 

arrive at a 

townstop, as 

opposed to 

just its 

position in 

the óTrain 

Fileô.  Use 

the up/down 

arrows to set 

the hour on 

the left and 

minutes on the 

right for each 

townstop in 

the train 

entry.
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Much effort has gone into the production of the helpfile with the hope that both 

experienced and those very new or unfamiliar with computer programs for model 

railroading can quickly attain a working knowledge towards using this program.       

Two copies of a manual has also been created in the RTF format (one substantially 

abbreviated) which would be useful as printouts for hardcopy reference.

Several demonstration sets of files are included in the demo download package available 

from the www.minirail.com website.  Very detailed instructions in the óDemo Examplesô 

section of the helpfile will explain how they can be loaded, as well as what each set 

is meant to demonstrate.  It would be very helpful to produce switchlists with them 

while following along in the óDemo Examplesô section of the manual, to get some feel 

for how one might expect to work with the program.

OPTIONS are set to defaults which will satisfy most users requirements for producing 

switchlists, at least to start.  Once you have some data entered for towns, rolling 

stock, industries and trains, the Switchlists button on the opening screen becomes 

enabled so the Switchlists dialog may be opened to start producing output.

It is also suggested that one have a look at each input dialog after a set of demo 

datafiles has been loaded into the program, and then double-click one or more of the 

file entries, to get some insight as to how the data would actually be entered when it 

comes time to start entering your own data.

Moving on to the Switchlists dialog itself now, letôs see what options and 

features are available there.
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Upon clicking the óTown 

Selô button, a óTowns 

Listô listbox is 

displayed.  In 

addition to producing 

a switchlist for each 

train (or each 

selected train), 

printouts for each 

town selected from the 

óTowns Listô may also 

be obtained, showing a 

summary of all the 

switching activity 

taking place at that 

town.  The trains 

visiting it are listed 

in the same order as 

they arrive during the 

session (would be very 

useful for yard 

crews).  It is not a 

requirement to select 

any towns.
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Pressing the óTowns Listô óOKô button initiates the switchlist production process, using all the 

parameters set in óOPTIONSô box.

Check the helpfile or manuals for an explanation of how one might use the óBlockingô and óReloadô 

features.
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This screen shot of the 

Switchlists dialog 

pictures what the 

output of the three 

trains that were 

selected earlier might 

look like.

A few points of note:

- Graincar 106200 gets to 

final destination using 

two trains in the order 

in which we selected 

them.  The routing, car 

transfers, pickups and 

setouts displayed, all 

determined by MINIRAIL.

- Hicube 3780 got re-

assigned this session, 

despite the fact none 

of the industries on 

the selected trains 

routes receive this 

cartype.  But it is put 

in position for a 

possible connection 

with a later train 

selection. Itôs moved 

out of the way to make 

room for the next 

sessionôs assignments 

in any case.  This is 

thanks to the óMaximumô 

óIndustry Assignmentsô 

setting in óOPTIONSô.
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- Graincar 100396 not only 

was moved on two of the 

trains in the same 

order as they were 

selected, but because 

all the available 

sidings for loaded 

graincars were full, 

MINIRAIL itself found a 

staging industry which 

could be reached as a 

final destination for 

this session, and got 

the car there           

-- all thanks to the 

óIntegrate Stagingô 

óOPTIONô.

This screen shot shows the 

end of the same 

switchlist, with two 

yard towns as selected 

from the óTowns Listô 

added.  Notice how 

their presentation 

would facilitate yard 

crew preparations to 

receive incoming cars 

and get strings ready 

for pickup later in the 

session.
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Once a set of switchlists 

have been produced which 

will actually be run, 

press the óAcceptô 

button.  This updates the 

data to memory and brings 

up ó... Save Asô dialogs, 

giving you opportunity to 

save any files which will 

be revised as a 

consequence of the 

switchlists just 

produced.

These are the opening files 

which you will use to 

produce the switchlists 

for the next session.

Should you be just experi-

menting with the data 

only to see what might 

happen, it is not 

necessary to save the 

files every cycle. 

Clicking óCancelô will 

still save the data to 

memory.  Then use óTown 

Selô again.  And just 

keep going around in the 

same circle to check out 

what might happen down 

the line.
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Of course the road and yard 

crews (and dispatcher?) 

will need hardcopy 

printouts of this dialog. 

Click the óPrintô button 

near the bottom of the 

screen to bring up the 

óSwitchlists to Printô 

box.

Upon making these selections, 

press the óPrintô button 

of this box and that will 

bring up the Print dialog 

which is used to produce 

the actual hardcopy in the 

normal way.  Each train 

and town outputs are 

printed on separate pages.

A óPrint to fileô checkbox 

may be checked to display 

another óSave Asô dialog, 

which you may use to save 

the complete set of 

switchlists to disk.  This 

would be the file used by 

the óReLoadô option noted 

previously, to load these 

saved switchlists back 

into the Switchlist 

dialog.
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Many other features are included in MINIRAIL which have not been touched on in 

this presentation.  Only some of these would include:

-- Passenger operations

-- accommodating the different ways that can be used in implementing staging 

into your operations, and is all done quite seamlessly

-- the option to manually edit switchlist output if desired

-- analysing the success produced, by examining the Destinations dialog itself 

before, during, and then after completing switchlist production

-- getting precise control on how many of each cartype are assigned to 

industries which handle several different cartypes, and this can be broken 

down further to control exactly how many by loads and empties too

Perhaps one of the more unique features MINIRAIL has to offer is its 

implementation of fiddle yards.  To show how thoroughly all the details for 

this feature are looked after, MINIRAIL will:

-- provide a list of the cars to come online for the following session, which 

you can print out, so you know which cars to get ready

-- give priority to this industry as a source of cars to fill orders, for the 

duration of itôs time online

-- kick into high gear when itôs time online reaches completion, to get these 

cars back to the fiddle yard on time for removal - all parameters set by you

-- determine all routing, industry and train assignments, all integrated as a 

regular part of your switchlist output
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Model railroaders can run a host of different scenarios to give them 

the kind of operations they may wish to emulate.  The flexibility 

of MINIRAIL will allow a very wide variety of them to be 

accommodated.  Thanks to the user-friendly approaches of data entry 

and editing, including just dragging and dropping of data - a 

procedure so familiar to Windows users, as well as the speed of 

switchlist production, all makes experimentation not only very easy 

but very fast too.

The free demo download package available on www.minirail.com includes 

the complete program, whole helpfile, and several sets of 

demonstration files.  The demo copy of the program is restricted 

only by the number of entries it will handle (not its features) to 

produce switchlists.  The demo will work with 12 entries per file, 

very adequate to experiment with and run the examples provided.

You are encouraged to evaluate how MINIRAIL can enhance your model 

railroading operations.  Please feel free to contact me at 

rgratias@sasktel.net with any inquiries.  No question is too small 

or unimportant.
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