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Modelling Wealden Landscape
Modellers of the South Eastern Railway of England are spread across the British Isles
and, surprisingly, across the world. They have plenty of sources for modelling
locomotives, rolling stock and buildings. There is, though, very little on the landscape
of East Sussex and West Kent known as the Weald, except in a huge diversity of
books and magazines. Over years of modelling this area, I have distilled much of this
information and added to it with my own drawings and photographs. This little booklet
is to help modellers who want their landscape to be as accurate as their railway
models.
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Observations from nature
These notes are based on the Kent and East Sussex Wealden landscape of
sandstone uplands and clay filled valleys, flood-plains and levels. I gathered them for
my SER layout set on the (Tunbridge Wells) sandstone ridge. They may be relevant to
similar landscapes in other parts of the UK, mainly sheltered valleys. LCDR and
LBSCR modellers should note that the vegetation is quite different on the chalk North
and South Downs. The free-draining chalk makes these uplands good for sheep in
winter, whereas on wet flood-plains and marshes they are more likely to suffer foot rot.
Grazing and other farming has caused substantial deforestation of the Downs.
Soil is a big factor, as any gardener knows. After leaving the shared tracks with the
LBSCR at Reigate, the South Eastern Railway’s original main line ran through the
sandstone and clay of the Weald until it encountered the chalk at Folkestone and
Dover. Oak prefers heavy damp clay soils and tends to grow lower down; the tops of
the ridges favour beech. Hops are thirsty and were generally grown lower down. The
flood plain of the Beult and Medway east of Tonbridge was the ideal situation. Apples
would grow happily higher up. In general, arable farming stretched up the lower 2/3 or
¾ of ridges and hillsides, while the tops of the ridges (around 600 feet in the west)
were left as forest. This can clearly be seen in many places, but a good example of a
‘hanging’ wood is behind the pub and terraced cottages seen from the river bridge in
Groombridge looking towards Tunbridge Wells.
Hidden under trees and shrubs, there are often low ‘cliffs’ where the underlying sandstone has fractured, been quarried, or cut to allow a road through. Unless you’re
walking, these are easy to miss, but are useful to replicate where space
considerations require a steep hill. Water often seeps down vertical cracks and tree
roots can make their way down to find it.
Water drains freely on chalk, and oaks struggle. Instead of the streams and drains of
the Weald, there are dry upland valleys, often called ‘Bottoms’. Wild cherries and
plums enjoy these conditions, as does Old Man’s Beard, a climbing clematis.
Where the SER forced its way to Reading, it went through a mix of geology and trees,
with Surrey’s sandy heathland quite different from the Kent and Sussex mix of arable
and woodland. However dry sandy heathland can be found in Ashdown Forest, where
heather and bracken grow so abundantly that they now need managing.
Please, please go out, observe and photograph the landscape you have chosen for
your layout. Take a pocket book to identify wild trees and shrubs. Model what your
eyes see, not mine. Bear in mind, though, if you are modelling pre-World War Two,
that much of the agricultural landscape was completely different from today, so
compare what you see now with pre-war photos. The Tonbridge Historical Society’s
website is a good source for the SER.
Finally, decide what time of year your layout is set. In summer and autumn, traffic of
sheep between uplands and valleys and levels; bales of sheared wool to market in
late spring; summer to autumn, baskets of fruit; in September, full hop-pokes to
market; winter, coppiced chestnut for repairing hop gardens (by step-end wagons,
probably); more coal by wagon in winter, etc.
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Observations on trees, shrubs and flowers
Mature trees can easily be 80 feet high = 560mm in 7mm scale = 22in high. Few
commercial trees are available at this kind of size. A commercially made model forest
can cost a small fortune. In the modelling section, I show ways of avoiding cost.
Many commercially available model trees are modelled as single or ‘specimen’ trees
which will be fine if you’re modelling a Capability Brown landscape featuring individual
trees intended to catch the eye. You can also see single specimens (usually oak)
growing out of a hedgerow where a previous farmer has kindly planted them 20 or 30
yards apart to shade his livestock. Unshaded, oak trees grow into a large hemisphere
on top of what, in summer, looks like a low
trunk.
Trees are social animals: they are
moulded by those around them. Trees in
clumps or in ancient or re-growth
woodland look quite different from
specimen trees. Look up Roland Hilder
paintings of clumps of trees on a hill-top
and see how they look like a crescentshaped hedge of gigantic proportions.
Better still, take your own winter
photographs. At any time of year, walk
through woodland and see how in the centre, the trees all stretch upwards, competing
for the light. If you could extract a single one, oak or beech, it would look like an
upturned cone on a long trunk, quite different from the single specimen. As you walk
towards the edge, the taller trees are noticeably lop-sided, partially an upturned cone
on the inner shady side, but with lower stretching branches reaching towards the
unshaded light from nearby pasture-land.
In the 19th Century, my modelling period, most if not all soft-wood was imported.
(Think ‘Baltic Saw Mills’ in Tonbridge and elsewhere.) As a result, Forestry
Commission fir-tree plantations are post World War 1 (although no doubt a pundit will
point out exceptions…)
Woods are not a single level
In the Wealden (‘temperate rain‘) forests there are roughly four levels,
o top storey where there’s plenty of light
o mid storey where creepers and ‘epiphytes’ (non-parasitical plants lodged
in holes and branches) can find enough light
o lower storey where seeded baby trees are waiting for an old tree to die
or be felled and favour them with a patch of sunlight.
o ground level – dry dull pinkish-orange fallen leaves with patches of ivy
and bramble
Because traditional or ‘wild’ forests are deciduous (their leaves fall in autumn), the
ground level storey benefits from branch-filtered sunlight in winter and early spring.
The result is carpets of bluebells, wood anemones and ransomes which rush up to the
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light, flower and die back with their renewed energy stored in bulbs and tubers. For
the rest of the year, the ground level is relatively dead.
Modelling realistic carpets of spring understorey would be an interesting challenge.
7mm high bluebell flowers in hundreds, anyone? What can be seen in summer and
autumn are ivy on tree-trunks and straggly bramble. Smaller trees such as hawthorn,
blackthorn, holly and hazel can find enough light on the edge of woodland or in manmade clearings. Rowan (mountain ash) and cherry can also find a patch of light and
thrust their way up between the bigger trees.
Modelling – ‘Nature Trouvé’
Plastic locking trunks and branches are a useful starting point, but they tend to create
too regular a shape and it’s difficult to make them large enough for 7mm scale. The
smaller branches tend to be flat not 3D. I prefer to search for twigs and prunings
instead. This takes time, and needs to be done at certain times of the year, so forward
planning and collection is essential. It should go without saying that everything needs
drying before use. The basic rule for finding useful twigs in gardens and on walks is
“Keep your eyes open”.
•

Other useful (dead) plants: heather, lavender,

• I’ve found prunings from potentilla, heathers, spiraea, deutzia very useful. If
you’re a regular pruner, stop! Standard pruning rules create stubby growth, while
model trees need to get twiggier and finer away from the ‘trunk’ to simulate the real
ones. Spread trimmings out and inspect them with model trees in mind.
• Larger deciduous shrubs such as lilac occasionally provide a larger tree, but
more often several prunings need to be joined to create a regular shape. The same
is true for larger prunings of old Lonicera hedges.
• Herbs can be useful. The thin twigs of dried marjoram and oregano have few
side shoots and make good saplings. They are also useful for coppiced trees and
the mass of new shoots from pollarded lime or willows. In both cases you need to
poke the springs into lumps of filler shaped for a very short trunk or crown or the
end of thick branches.
• Thyme doesn’t like our dry clay soil (or the way we garden) and often dies. A
youngish dead plant can be used in entirety for a yew.
•

Lavender and some types of heather are also useful.

• Ice-plant heads make great forests – when dried they need only to be sprayed
with acrylic colour. If you don’t know ice-plants, here they are in summer:
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• Dried cotton
lavender (opposite, after
flowering) has ‘lumpy’
twigs and can be useful
for simulating gorse if
scattered with bronze
foliage.
• Heads of
hydrangeas have uses
for small or pruned fruit
trees.
• If you have cementbased tiles (Redland,
etc) clumps of moss
eventually find a
foothold on the shady
side. No need to go up a ladder, the blackbirds will lift them when searching for
grubs and they will roll down. Dry them for small clumps of flowers.

Designing and Preparing the Baseboard
All too often, modellers are understandably anxious to get laying track as soon as
possible and the default baseboard is often a flat surface (ply or MDF) covering a
framework of (typically) 75x50mm timber. Track is laid and tested and then the
modeller turns to scenery, maybe scrumpling damp newspaper and covering it with
some sort of plaster bandage.
This method is fine for hills and cuttings, but it’s not how real railways are pushed
through landscapes. Apart from fenland and other marshy levels and plains (from
Edinburgh to Norwich, and from London to Bristol) most British railways are laid
through an undulating landscape. This requires shifting high tonnages of earth and
rock. To keep costs down, the way is designed so that spoil from cuttings is used to
make embankments across nearby valleys. To keep costs even lower, track is not
level but partially follows the land contours. Bear in mind that hills easily rise to 100
metres not so far from flood plains, and this is 2 ¼ metres in 7mm scale. Even quite
low embankments may be 5 or 6 metres high to allow a road to pass underneath.
(120-140mm in 7mm scale.)
A layout with valleys as well as hills is more interesting for the viewer. Embankments,
even without culverts, bridges or viaducts, really show off your painstakingly modelled
rolling stock, especially to the camera. Note how visually interesting garden layouts
are for this reason. So too are harbour layouts, where the layout is a few centimetres
above water level.
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Solutions - Framing
A quick solution to an existing layout without valleys is to assume the land drops
towards the viewer and add a lower front section (below). However, if the operator and
viewer are on the same side, this will make the baseboard wider, and reaching over
for coupling or re-railing more difficult.

If you are wedded to framed and boarded layouts, it is possible to add a dropped
section during construction, using ply cover plates, glued and screwed over higher and
lower framing timbers. Adequately done these will be as strong as single frame
timbers. The diagram is schematic omitting transverse timbers. The valley could be
less deep at the rear and extra intermediary pieces could be added at the front for a
deeper valley still. The track can remain level across the drop, possibly on a
continuous piece of MDF/ply. The embankment or bridge is built up to it at a later
cosmetic stage.
Examples:
On the SER at Tonbridge, a road with very low clearance goes under the east of the
main line and the adjoining yard. (Sadly, now a carpark.) On the Hawkhurst Branch,
the down end of Horsmonden station was banked up where the land drops away, with
a brick and girder bridge spanning the Goudhurst road. The up end of Goudhurst
station is banked with a bridge over the narrow River Teise. Hawkhurst is largely on
an artificial embankment, dropping steeply to the road into the town. There are plenty
of others.
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Solutions - Eggboxing
For the latest version of my layout, I chose to try out the eggboxing method using
3mm ply cut into 75mm strips, deeper in places, with 75 x 25 timber strengtheners at
rear and sides (where the sections bolt together).

The above photo shows the baseboard for a double track junction. A lane leads up to
the ridge. The right-hand junction leads through the letter-box hole-in-the-wall to a
sector plate. The 25mm holes in the end frame are for cabling. The left-hand junction
joins to a lifting section across the doorway.
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The next photo shows the hillside completed with an L-shaped infill. This can be
removed on its own 3mm ply baseboard (leaving the right-hand embankment side),
and still can, now the scenery is finished. The photo is a photo of the southern portal
of Sevenoaks tunnel, scaled to 7mm. The steep sides to the cutting are recycled
plaster filler on styrene from the previous layout. Where I ran out, you can see new
layers of different thicknesses of styrene foam, 25mm or so thick, cut from packaging
which would otherwise be thrown away. The layering has a slight slope which is
geologically typical. The vertical fractures are also typical and result from frost and
other weathering acting on the cuboid crystalline structure. It was easier when
labourers were excavating cuttings by hand to follow these natural fractures.

Laid between the more gently sloping 150mm eggboxing, thinner sheets of
polystyrene create a base for grass slopes. On the ridge they are thick enough to plant
trees. I imagined that in the original landscape trees stretched down the right side of
the cutting rooted in the topsoil and in cracks down into the sandstone. From the left of
the cutting, the steep slope was cleared by a poor hardworking medieval farmer and
his family to win some arable land. “Seeing the original landscape” is an important part
of achieving realistic scenery.
The next stage is to texturise the sandstone faces with dryish polyfiller applied with
toothbrush. I usually work builders’ sand in for texture, and colour it in case it chips.
Try using mainly yellow with some red and a little black. The white of polyfiller means
you may need quite a lot. School powder colours are much cheaper than acrylic from
art shops when you have a lot of cliff. To reduce the risk of chipping mix in some PVA.
When the mix is dry, paint it with dull yellow (umber), dipping the wet brush into white,
red or black, picking up a very little which is worked in to avoid uniformity. The areas
to be forested are painted dull purple stippled orange to simulate the top layer of last
year’s leaf-fall. The background tree photos add another 150mm or so to the overall
height, emphasising the realistic depth of the cutting.
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Trees and backdrop - trialling The next stage was to offer up trees made by the
processes described later. The ones still in blocks are ice-plant trees. The planted
ones on the right are from other types of twigs
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The end result is seen below. It was months since the previous photos as I had
focussed on getting trains running.

The sandstone is painted, fences put in, and a better photoshopped tunnel mouth.
Trees are planted, having been made using the construction methods outlined later
on. The track is ballasted with ‘shingle’ up to the rails in 19th century fashion. Foliage
has ‘taken root’ in the seepage along the sandstone layers and faults. At the top left is
one of the photos of trees seen previously. The blue component has been increased
in Photoshop compared with the 3D trees because they’re in the distance. The
peasant’s field is in the bottom left. A sheep needs adding.
Warning: this sort of landscape needs large numbers of trees. Don’t be put off, as
there are many short cuts and you don’t need to be a millionaire.
Making Model Trees - stages
I have no startling revelations, and the process has been described by many authors.
However, you may find the photos showing how I turn ‘nature trouvé’ into different
shapes of trees helpful, as well as how I plant them.
To work efficiently, aim to make 6 or 10 trees at a time. To start with you’ll probably
practice with one or two.
PVA bought from model shops is expensive for the quantities that will be needed. 5
litres of builder’s PVA is equally good (sometimes better for being a bit thicker) and
costs around £10. Experiment with thinning down with a little water. The small bottles
of PVA sold in model shops are just that: variously thinned heavy-duty PVA.
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The stages are as follows:
• Mount the twigs and prunings in wooden blocks for handling and spraying.
•

Trim any awkward ‘branches’. Sometimes two or three twigs need
combining to make a more regular and believable outline. I bind them with
masking tape before hiding the joins and tape with filler.

•

Spray with a PVA solution coloured grey-green or grey-brown with Acrylic
paint to represent bark and to stabilise the twigs. Allow to dry at least
overnight. I use a Badger spray with the spray hole drilled out to 1mm. The
original finer hole (0.5mm?) clogs up to easily, especially if left for an hour or
two. (Alternatively try a household plant mister. I usually have a yoghurt pot
of water to hand and the moment spraying is done, I drop the spray head in.

•

Tease out fine ‘Folinet’ or kapok which is much cheaper, and spread over
the twigs in suitable clumps. Cotton wool can be used, but it’s difficult to
tease out thinly enough. Up to a point, the more cobwebby the better, then
the eye can see through the foliage to more behind. Avoid trees that look as
though they have been covered in solid clumps or vertical walls. In general
there should be overlapping irregular ovals, flattish but sloping at the edges.
Fix the cobweb with hairspray (if you can find one that doesn’t smell) or
photographer’s spray mount (expensive). Sprayed PVA often blows the
cobweb completed away…

•

Allow to dry.

•

Spray with the same PVA bark solution as above.

•

Before it dries, sprinkle from above with a slightly darker foliage scatter

•

When dry (usually overnight) turn the tree upside down over newspaper and
collect the surplus scatter for re-use.

•

Fix the foliage by spraying again with dilute PVA either without colouring or
with a suitable green mix. Sprinkle with a lighter coloured scatter material.

•

Repeat the last step with more scatter if needed. If you get the look wrong,
you can sometimes rectify it with a quick pass or two of spray to colour it
with more yellow or to tone it down with a pale grey.

•

When dry, drill scenic base and fix tree in place. If you choose a tight-fit drill
to avoid gluing, trees can easily be removed for maintenance or to use on
the next layout.

Foliage
• Green Scene foam rubber foliage is good but expensive if you have a large
number of trees. The one with bits of red in it is useful for crab-apples in
autumn.
•

Gaugemaster or Greenscene coloured flock are useful additions but are
very fine, too much so for many 7mm trees.
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DIY alternative.
• Sieve sawdust through stainless steel vegetable steamer to remove large
pieces.
• Perhaps sieve again using a kitchen sieve to provide two grades of scatter.
• Make up two or three different types of water-based paint mixtures based on
diluted PVA. Note that white/green powder paint seems to help give a base to
adsorb gouache. For suggestions on types of green, see below.
• Mix small quantities of sawdust
into the paint mix. I like using a
decorator’s sponge roller tray.
The photo shows this part of the
process, except for cork ballast
not sawdust.
•

Drain through a sieve, saving
the colour. Spread the soggy
sawdust onto drying screen.
This sounds rather posh, but I
use some old cotton or
polyester rag sellotaped over a
box lid, or box which once held
A4. Ballast is shown drying in
the next photo opposite. Of
course this is best done in
summer or in a well-heated
space in winter. An oven could
also be used.

• Don’t let it dry out because the
PVA will set into a solid lump.
Every now and again, stir the
mix to break it up. When it’s
nearly dry, use a length of dowel
rod as a pastry roller to break it
up on newspaper. If need be, resieve it.
Types of green
The green should be quite yellowy. Oak & hawthorn seem to need a little red
mixed in, especially for the late summer colour. Quite a bright green helps give a
lift, e.g. to hedges darker foliage scatter material or your own dyed sawdust). My
eye (which may be different from yours) tells me that the chlorophyll colours all
deciduous leaves the same mid-green, rather more yellow than blue. Seen as a
mass on a tree, leaves are darker seen from above, lighter seen from below with
sunlight partially coming through them.
I find Acrylic Artists Sap Green and Olive Green good starting points for mixing my
own colour to dye sawdust or to spray a tree, lightened by the PVA, and possibly
darkened with a little Black acrylic. Too many packets of scatter are too blue,
although of course these have their uses on conifers.
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Ice-plant woods
This is a quick way of creating a mass of trees receding into the distance. At the
edges, more detailed trees using the other methods are needed to create the forest
edge described earlier under ‘Observations from Nature’.
The photo shows dried ice plant heads cut with a long stalk. They are placed in holes
drilled in old blocks of timber and will stay in them throughout the process. Note that
each stalk fits very closely the growth pattern of trees in the middle of woods (see p.4).
Note too how the stalks and heads are very variable in size, which can be useful for
woods at different distances from the viewer’s point of view. To make the leaning ones
look like vertical trees, the eventual baseboard holes can be drilled at a compensating
angle. (This makes a huge difference to their realism.)

The next three photos show ice-plants sprayed for bark colour, and then with a lightcoloured green, because the dark seed head colour shows through. There are two
layers of random scatter, dark and light. For distant trees, the scatter can be omitted.
The left-hand photo shows several single ice-plant heads and on the right, three or
four small heads joined by masking tape covered with filler. The centre photo shows
the same trees rotated 90 deg. What looks a thin and not very realistic clump in the
first, looks much more realistic seen edge on.
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The next ice-plant photo shows them planted into the layout. They don’t look right yet,
because there need to be forest edge trees and shrubs close in front of them.
However, some bramble and ivy ground cover has been added. The trees in front
(which actually ended up elsewhere) were made by the next method. Note that the
front of the ‘forest’ is not entirely realistic since edge trees have lower foliage, but they
could look like this if the trees in front had been chopped down.

In the final ice-plant photo, a background of photoshopped real trees has been added
and a hedge to provide lower foliage. There’s only 30cm or so between the houses
and the ‘forest’, but it looks distant because the eye imagines a mid-ground hidden by
the house roofs. The need for the rising ground is that my ’main-line’ oval is
underneath the ‘forest’, which is on a completely removable cardboard base for
maintenance and derailments.
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Hydrangea orchards
Old commercially grown fruit trees are pruned to create short stubby twigs to force the
tree to bear large fruit and which is less easily shaken off by high winds.
Hydrangea heads drop their petals in winter and reveal rather stubby stalks. Dried,
these have the potential to form an orchard of fruit trees, especially apples. They can
also be used for hawthorn and wild trees stunted by an exposed location.
The photo below shows a selection of dried heads, some single, some joined with
masking tape to create a more symmetrical shape. The latter will be covered with a
layer of polyfiller. Sprayed grey for bark, these would be useful as they are for a winter
layout, after the pruners have done their job.

This next photo shows various stages in draping teased out kapok over the hydrangea
heads. I’ve sprayed some a pale green. This effect would be useful for a spring layout
where trees are just beginning to come into bud. (Mine is set in late August/September
when the hops are ready for harvest.)
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Finally, sprinkle with foliage scatter several times, including, possibly, red latex crumbs
for ripe apples. Plant on a regular grid on fairly level ‘ground’. Note that pickers use
special ladders with gently curving sides, opening out to a wide base for safety.
The same hydrangea
trees, perhaps with
rather denser
cobwebbing could be
used for the
abundant hawthorn,
used for natural
fencing in the 19th
Century. The photo
shows hawthorn with
red haws in late
August, early
September.

Cotton Lavender trees (Santolino)
The flower heads can be cut when the
petals have fallen. Dried, a selection of
twigs is shown in the photo to the right.
The fluffy little clumps of flower heads
do not need cobwebbing. They can be
sprayed with bark PVA and sprinkled
with scatter as soon as they are dry
enough.
I find the results (seen below) are
useful for young trees perhaps three or
four years old. (Too many modellers leave such trees out.) I plant
them on forest edges, on new embankments and struggling in the
crevices of cuttings.
The single tree on the right may be useful, if you can find a large
number of such twigs, as a poplar wind break on high ground or
around exposed hop gardens.
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Potentilla trees

Once potentilla shrubs are reasonably mature, they’re a good source of small tree
shapes. The above photo shows them after trimming from an elderly bush. They have
the advantage of being fairly symmetrical and with good branching. These range from
about 100 – 200mm tall (14 to 28 scale feet). They are very useful for edge-of-forest
trees, as well as for adding to hedgerows which have not been regularly trimmed.
Ones skewed to one side would be good for trees on high slopes that are exposed to
wind.
If you have lots of skewed twigs, they can be improved by careful pairing. The two in
this photo will be joined with tape and glued to make a very nice symmetrical single
tree. As usual they need to be allowed to dry thoroughly and stabilised with PVA
before ‘cobwebbing’ and scatter.
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Spiraea
The next photo shows what I recall was a 300mm
spiraea pruning. You can imagine my pleasure at
finding such a symmetrical cutting. All it needed
was a little cobwebbing and spraying with greywhite for a silver birch tree in winter. I was quite
sad to sprinkle it with leaves for my late summer
layout.
Miscellaneous
As I recall, these are mainly lonicera hedge
clippings. The little shavings from the outside of the
hedge aren’t much use, but if you cut deeper into
the straggle, these are the result. They usually
need extra tiny twigs added (tricky and timeconsuming) or adding a tangle of ‘fine’ horse-hair
Folinet type stuff (Gaugemaster) and then
cobwebbing. Just occasionally there’s a good one
(you can see a couple in the photo below.)

Some final results are shown below.
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Weeping Willow
I thought that a weeping willow would be a nice addition to a riverside, which would
allow the river to disappear into the background behind it. It proved to be expensive
and a labour of love which I don’t know if I would willingly repeat…
I started with cotton covered iron wire:

Weeping willows spray over forming an approximate
semicircle (in the vertical plane), and new growth
spurts from the top of the semicircle, as in the
sketch opposite. As with most willows, bigger
branches frequently fall off, leaving scars.
The end result is a circular curtain enclosing a
private space, as many lovers have discovered. A
well-grown riverside willow may well have a
diameter of 30ft, 200cm in 7mm. I didn’t have that
room, so planned on a semicircle seen from above.
I have been unable to think of an easy way of
creating the foliage, and my model used etched
brass frets from Scale Link glued to the wire after
bending it to the sketch. It may be that some enterprising person might try laser cutting
several layers of paper at a time to produce the quantity that is needed.
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The next photo shows the main trunk of twisted wire pasted over with bark coloured
polyfiller. I had begun gluing on the frets, but got very confused by the tangle of wires,
even when working against a background of white lining paper.

If I was starting again, it
might make sense to create
smaller sprays before joining
them together, but even that
would have difficulties. My
solution was to insert strips of
sheet styrene offcuts to
preserve the verticals. (Not
that that’s obvious in the
steep perspective of the
photo taken from above:

Eventually it was sufficiently finished to trial on the layout, as the photo overleaf
shows.
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After painting the willow and completing the landscape, this is the final effect.
I’m fairly critical of the end result. I like the frets, but the total quantity cost £70 and,
really, more are needed, particularly lower down. I’ve had to hide their absence on the
lower left by planting a low tree but this rather spoils the weep. I wish I had had room
to continue the curtain around the rear to make the willow more ‘solid’. The cost could
easily have gone up to £200, and the week’s time I spent would be doubled.
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Siting Trees against Backscenes
•

In the wild, trees propagate by seeds and nuts blown by the wind and carried
by birds and animals. If the new site is propitious (in the tree’s own terms) they
will germinate and flourish. I have already mentioned how beech can survive on
ridges where oaks may not, and how willows tend to like lower and wetter sites.
Field maples are rather the same. Hawthorns and sycamores seem to grow just
about anywhere. Your own observations will help here, but if you can’t get to
the Weald, then look up reference works on trees.
Trees have a life cycle and die, so an occasional dead standing tree would be
accurate, as well as fallen trunks. Thicker twigs and prunings are useful here. I
have a collection of apple tree prunings between 15 and 25mm diameter for
use as fallen trunks and for felled trunks to go on timber wagons.
In an old print of docks at Lewes there’s a tree left behind on the bank which is
nearly dead, but used as the king-post for a crane boom and tackle.
Some of my previous photos will show the importance of a backdrop, and
where these used to be painted, there have in recent years been many articles
on combining photos. I’ve long had a free copy of Photoshop which once came
bundled with a scanner (those were the days…) but I’m now experimenting with
Gimp which is freeware and very similar. All these programs are a bit
formidable at first sight but worth persevering with.

•

Photographic panoramas. These can take a lot of time, and a modeller will
have to judge whether the result is worth the effort. Obviously, I think it is!

•

I take panoramas of trees and landscape with a camera on a tripod, angling
round at the same zoom, making sure of an overlap, preferably some
noticeable feature to help later matching. In the software, slight rotation can be
carried out to straighten things up, or even to create trees on a slope to match a
slope on the layout. Start with one of the photos, and increase the ‘canvas size’
lengthwise. Don’t worry about scaling at this stage, go with the size of the photo
given you by the software. Add photos one by one, and the software will assign
each to a ‘layer’ and the ‘Move’ tool will allow you to move them to make a
good join. Use the selection tool to cut off overlaps. As you gain experience,
you can use the ‘fuzzy edge’ select tool which will blend the joins, if need be.
‘Save as’ from time to time, giving a different version number. That way you can
go back if things go wrong. Finally use the ‘layer combine’ tool to create the
final panorama. This will lose the extraneous overlaps and is largely
irreversible. Hence the previous ‘Save as-s’.

•

Sizing. Now is the time to look at the size of the panorama and match it to your
layout space. You can change the horizontal-vertical ratio if need be to stretch
the panorama lengthwise but preserving the height of trees, or vice-versa.

•

The print-out. Unless you have a very sophisticated printer, you will have to
split the re-sized panorama into A4 sheets. For 7mm, I usually find ‘portrait’ is
best. Use the select tool, and remove a rectangle approximately 28x18 cm, and
paste into a ‘New’ blank picture. Print out and see if it looks right. If so, move
the rectangle so that there’s going to an overlap in the next printout of around
1cm. Once printed out, join the print-outs with Pritt stick. (You can of course
find commercial printers who will print out onto a roll. But if it’s wrong…)
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•

Colour. The overall look depends on your printer and the cartridges. Ink-jets are
usually truest to the photo, but will probably need spraying with a UV-resist
spray can (when fully dry) to make-sure they’re not going to fade over the
years. (Do a trial spray in case it all runs and ruins.) Laser jets are more
permanent, but if the colour doesn’t look right, you’ll have to investigate your
software’s ability to alter colour balance and colour saturation as well as
brightness and contrast. As a general rule, the further in the distance, the bluer
the scenery. This can be seen in the scene below.

•

Below is an example as joined together. There are slight variations in the sky,
the chimneys are probably going to be the wrong scale to match 3D models,
and there are one or two 20th Century insertions such as the motorway signs on
the A21 cutting across below the meadow which is September dry. They can be
expunged with the software’s ‘clone’ tool. The background trees are usefully on
a
s
l
o
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e
,
and these are what I used in my first example on p.23.

•

The next panorama has a useful variety and can be blended into 3D grass,
possibly with a hedge to hide the join. Looking closely, you can see how
different parts of the panorama could be used in different places by printing out
twice and/or using the software to mirror it. It’s surprisingly easy to get away
with this and no-one notices!

•

Whether you use the sky or not is up to you. As the skies appear here, there’s
not much height, and I carefully cut round the tree outline with a craft knife
l
e
a
v
i
n
g
the white train room wall as the sky. (Sky can be photoshopped into layout
photos.) Others, especially those exhibiting, will leave the sky, but possibly add
photos of cloudy skies for interest. Remember that cloud patterns are different
at different times of year.

•

Once you start using this photo panorama method, you will find that various
things that shouldn’t be there or don’t fit the 3D scenery can be covered up with
cut out printed trees and shrubs or grass, maybe left-overs from other cut and
paste jobs.

•

Anyone with a knowledge of proscenium theatre scenery will have come across
the illusion of 3D by layering the flat surfaces of wings and backscene one
behind the other. The centre clump of trees in the second panorama could be
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cut out and placed in front of the house in the first panorama for instance. If you
refer back to the photo of the willow tree set in the layout, the background trees
are layered this way in the inch or two of depth I could allow. (My main line oval
is climbing up behind them.) There’s very little space between layers but
enough that they move as the viewer moves.
•

Melding trees and panoramas. When arranging my scenery, I discovered that
half-relief 3D trees look right in some places against photo backgrounds and
wrong in others. Partly it’s to do with whether it looks natural or not, but it’s also
because the layout lighting, particularly if you use spotlights, throws shadows.
They will look wrong if they fall on what is meant to be a distant field. The rough
and ready rule seems to be to plant your half-relief trees in front of a clump of
photo trees. This way the shadows pass as branches. In the photo below there
are just two half-relief trees against the photo panorama only an inch or two
behind the wagons, with the lower edge hidden by the hedge and fence.

•

Half-relief buildings can often look wrong when seen from a side angle, and the
same is true for half-trees. The same model scene is photographed from an
angle in the next picture but the meld of 3D trees and photo background still
works.
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Hedges
Hedges hold the model landscape together, as well as frequently growing along and
through railway fencing. They create useful lines to enhance the sense of length that a
small layout often lacks.
My hedges are quite traditionally made, using slabs of horsehair (from Squires, etc),
cut to cross-sections ranging from 25mm square to 50mm tall. The tops usually need
teasing out for summer and autumn layouts to represent new growth. (Hedge-pruning
is traditionally a winter job when farm labourers have less to do.)
I spray with bark coloured PVA and use two or three colours of scatter. For autumn
layouts you can add some red scatter to represent wild rose hips. Or maybe tea
leaves or coffee grounds for blackberries.

As well as the clear dividing line of the hedge, there is the sort of rubbish scrub you
get around the base of trees and the edges of less valuable land such as this steep
hillside.
Fencing digression
For speed and ease, I use Peco fencing. In most photos of SER lines, there is either
no fourth ‘rung’ at the bottom or it is hidden by undergrowth, so I cut off the Peco one.
Otherwise, the fencing is very much the same. Another value of having only three
‘rungs’, especially for a short layout, is that any given length being lower looks longer.
The plastic brown is quite wrong, and it’s important to paint it the silvery-grey of
weathered chestnut or whatever other wood was used. The plastic tends to curve and
this too is not unrealistic. The same fencing is used around station yards and photos
show that is whitewashed, along with gates.
You can guess from this photo that I’m not a lover of static grass. In 19th Century
Britain, grass was too valuable not to be made into hay, and the only time it would be
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high enough for static grass to be true to life, would be just before the May haying.
After mowing, stock would be out to graze, and by September, on clay hillsides, the
grass would have died down, gone greyish yellow, and the clay would show through.
This is what I have attempted to model.
For those interested in space-saving, the next photo shows the above scene under
construction. The photo back-scene is hard against the end wall, allowing just enough

room for the single track branch-line to descend behind the main line oval. Ignore the
rough printout laying on the main line. The exact back-scenes have yet to be
photoshopped, printed out, and stuck to the wall. The printout on the left was moved
up and to the right. (Note the strip of tall yellow grass gone to seed: it appears in both
this and the previous photo.
Moss and flower gardens
Every summer dry-time, our resident blackbirds send down clumps of moss from the
roof.
These can be useful for banks of wild flowers or cottage garden flowers. They need
drying carefully and generally the little upright flowers lose their colour. I spray with
various greens depending on the flowers I’m after and then using a very fine horizontal
spray or brush to recolour the flower heads. A botanist could well ask exactly what
flowers these represent, but then I’m primarily a train modeller!
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Brambles and ‘rubbish scrub’
Bramble patches grow easily in waste ground, not that there was much of that in 19th
Century England. I use tangles of horsehair and on top tease out lengths to resemble
the late summer sprays which arch over hoping to take root and spread the parent
plant over the whole of the land…
In the earlier photo of hedging and fencing there was a patch of rubbish scrub under
the tree. I make these patches from scraps of horsehair, bits of left-over moss from
different parts of the garden (including the earth that lifts with them) bits of left over
‘dirty’ foliage scatter, and little bits of sticks from herbs and twigs. Drop it all onto a
patch of PVA and when that’s dried, spray PVA over the whole clump, adding scatter

to taste.

Bonfires
‘Managing nature’ usually
involves fire. If you can get hold
of dry ash from a recent bonfire,
this works well as model ash. In
the photo, yard labourers have
gathered chopped down
branches and foliage and
stacked them ready for burning
on top of the ash from a previous
bonfire.
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Rivers
Modellers of northern and western hilly landscapes can make features out of clearwater streams and rivers running over rocks, pebbles and gravel. The rivers of Kent
are full of sands and clays and their bottoms are rarely visible. The photos are a late
autumn study of one of the Medway tributaries south of Groombridge.

My approach to modelling this type of river is relatively simple. The bed of flat ply is let
into the baseboard at the time of construction. Before adding banks and other
scenery, it is painted a mix of greens and yellows, with clay colours near where the
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edges are likely to be. It is then given a protective coat of varnish. Trial bridges should
be added. The banks can then be built up with shaped polystyrene covered in claycoloured polyfiller. Add weeds and shrubs growing from the banks, and possibly have
broken-down banks where cows have scrambled down to drink in dry weather. (Press
model cow hoofs into the wet polyfiller.) Touch up as necessary and then flow varnish
over, layer by layer. Some scrap twig foliage can be bedded into the varnish as though
it’s come down in the current.

The model river is on my old layout, and yes the viaduct brickwork needs weathering.
It was dismantled before I got round to it. I never liked the viaduct behind (carrying the
branch line) being also in brick. On the new layout it’s a wooden viaduct based on the
original one at Dartford.
Commercial Trees
These can be very useful, but as with making trees from etches can quickly become
expensive. It’s the old equation, modelling time v. expenditure. I have a number of
bought trees on my layout, but for 7mm they generally need to be the largest (and
dearest). Because I need to reach across to sidings, I have few spots where I can
place whole trees, and I have successfully halved commercial trees, using a mini
circular saw to cut through the plastic trunks and branches, and scissors to cut
through the scatter.
Some have rather blodgy lumps of foliage and these can be cut with scissors into
flatter areas, possibly teased out more and re-scattered. I often spray lightly with a
different colour which also helps. Often commercial trees are too dark or too heavy
and can dominate a scene, when most of us want our trains to attract most attention.
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Making a hop garden
A hop garden is an important part of the Kentish and East Sussex countryside before
1970, and makes a nice model railway feature. Some are being brought back, usually
for micro-breweries. Hops were grown in Herefordshire and elsewhere, but I don’t
know how applicable these notes would be for these regions.
Traditionally, from the Middle Ages, hops were grown and twined around coppiced
(straight) 18ft chestnut poles. Each bine (vine) root was allowed three tendrils, and so
they had the best nourishment, others were cut back. This was repeated each year,
the hops forming a clump – a ‘crown’. From medieval times onwards, the poles were
fixed into the earth each winter, splaying out to get sunlight inside. From 1860, the
‘modern’ wire system replaced the earlier system, spreading from east Kent and
reaching west Kent around 1880. I am not sure if the number of tendrils was increased
to four at this stage.
Hop leaves are a lime green, and quite large, like big maple leaves. The flowers,
collected for flavouring ale, form florets and are a very pale lime-green, or greenish
cream.
The method I use attempts to reproduce the original system in 7mm scale and would
need to be adapted for the wire system and for other scales.
Before starting, do some research of your own. The Tonbridge Historical Society’s
website has a collection of scanned postcards showing hop gardens at harvest. I’m
not sure how the vines used to be gathered. When I went picking in the 1940s, the
bines were cut at the top and pulled off the wires at the bottom. In the pole system, I
imagine they were loosened and laid across the picking bins.
Materials needed
•
•
•
•

Straight herb twigs or dry garden prunings, or dried cut- flower stalks about
200mm long and 2 or 3mm in diameter, tapering if possible.
Green and hairy gardening string.
Sawdust or other scatter material, one coarser and one finer. The coarser is
dyed lime green for the leaves and the finer pale lime green for the flowers
Rough circles of old green kitchen scourer about 2cm in diameter

Method
•

Cut rough circles
of kitchen scourer
about 15-20mm
diameter. Roll
small bits of
plasticine to soften
them and form into
small humps.
Multiple colours
(recycled from
grandchildren’s
playtime) roll into
grey-brown. Glue
the humps to scourer circles with e.g. UHU.
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•

Select the best twigs, then poke and glue three into each ‘crown’, splaying them
out a little.

•

If necessary, roughly spray or paint each twig a suitable grey brown to
represent the poles.

•

Glue (e.g. UHU) approx. 450mm of hairy garden string to the base of the stick.
Wind the string around each stick, with each turn getting a bit closer as you go
from bottom to top. Glue in at the top, and possibly leave a ‘vigorous frond’
sticking up into the air above the pole, each a different length.

•

Temporarily stick to scrap board with, say, double sided sticky tape. Spray or
paint with PVA, diluted a little if need be, and scatter with lime coloured ‘leaves’.
Ideally, these need larger flakes of sawdust of whatever you can find. Actual
leaves are about the size of a large hand. Allow to dry. Repeat as needed.
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•

The large scatter I had made for trees was too dark as can be seen in the
above photo. I sprayed it again lime green, allowed to dry and then sprayed
with plain PVA and scattered with pinches of ‘flowers’. The two stages can be
seen in the photo below. The right-hand half shows the flowers added.

•

Make a base for the hop-garden which might be plain-sided corrugated

cardboard to allow it to undulate a little, although generally hop-gardens seem
to be on flattishj land. Glue the crowns with UHU or similar. I guess the crowns
would be on a 6-foot grid, although modern hop gardens must have 8 foot
‘lanes’ for a tractor. I planted my crowns closer from front to back for a false
perspective making the garden seem bigger than it is. The only space I could
allow was approximate 450mm wide by 250mm deep, room for 24 crowns. The
end result is shown overleaf.
•

Paint the base ‘clay earth’. I use two or more colours, a clay base of warm greyyellow, streaked or stippled with the same having added some green. The
‘lanes’ around the edges for wagons would have grass and weeds, but inside
the rows these would grow poorly if at all.

•

Paint and scatter the weeds and grass, and use hop leaf scatter on each
crown.
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•

Merge the garden into your layout’s landscape. To make my hop garden seem
bigger, I photographed it from the front with a white background, used software
to crop and size the image, printed it out and placed it behind the 3D hops. (I
had to do this several times to get it to look right.)

The next photo gives a sense of the hop-garden in place with the (obligatory) oasthouse that gives people who have never seen growing hops a clue as to what they

are.

The trees in front are because the only place I had on the layout was on top of a hill
(over the main line oval) and a hilly knoll would be too dry for hops, so I wanted to
create the impression the garden is set back on top of a wide but highish ridge which
was originally forested. This sort of situation could be seen from the old A21 between
Tonbridge and Pembury before the widening to dual carriageway erased it.
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Acknowledgements
•

Numerous reference works and pocket books on trees.

•

John Ahern. As a teenager, I devoured books, and returned to them time again. I
still do. The relevant work is John H. Ahern, Miniature Landscape Modelling,
Percival Marshall, 1951 rev. 1955. In it he covers everything, and it’s only let down
by the absence of colour photos (as in all books of that time) and because digital
photography and manipulation hadn’t even been imagined. I also completely
disagree with his idea that water appears blue. Sometimes, at shallow viewing
angles, maybe.

•

My mother, who allowed me a layout in the bedroom, before discovering what that
entailed.

•

My lifelong friend, the late Malcolm Young, a fellow conspirator in planning model
railways with scenery from cardboard and Meccano when we were young, and
etches and transfers when we were elderly.

•

The many books on model scenery, and articles in the model railway press and the
Gauge O Guild and HMRS magazines.

•

Finally, a nod to my younger self. In 1956 the school Cadet Corps was throwing
out colour printed backscenes used for teaching range-finding, spotting and
describing natural features. This was an opportunity not to be missed, and in the
photo of my then 4mm layout can be seen the genesis of all that is in this booklet.

For info, the station building behind the Adams Radial tank engine is 3D, the shops
between church and bridge are half-relief. Everything behind is the printed backscene.
The bridge is copied from a photo in a modelling book and (I realised even then) not
really a Kentish one. The loco is soldered tinplate on a butchered Triang 4-6-2
chassis, and the wagons card and paper on Peco Wonder Wagon chassis. It all looks
crude now, but it was par for the course when most people had 4mm layouts without
backgrounds and with read-to-run rolling stock.
For those who worry that they will never model to the standards exhibited at shows, I
hope the above photo will provide encouragement, as well as the motto, “Great oaks
from little acorns grow”.
Dan Garrett
Weald Village 2020

Page 34 of 34

