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Weekly Feature

 

Western New York Garden Railway Treasurer
Gary Tebo works on installing the electrical
components of King’s Cross Station for the
Harry Potter portion of the holiday display at
the Botanical Gardens. Photos by Mary Best

Bob Rodgers, a member of the Western New
York Garden Railway Society, gets Thomas
the Tank Engine ready for a journey into the
Buffalo side of the society’s annual holiday
display at the Botanical Gardens.
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Holiday Magic
chugs into Botanical Gardens
by MARY BEST Reporter

Every year, the Western New York Garden Railway Society
rolls into the Buffalo and Erie County Botanical Gardens for
a holiday display. Along with its traditional Buffalo theme
train, the society’s 2014 exhibit marks the debut of a Harry
Potter display.

Charles Bartel, former president of the society and
committee chairman for the display, said the idea started in
a meeting with the gardens staff. They suggested including
Harry Potter as an alternative to the usual Thomas the
Tank Engine display to coincide with the theme of the
holiday poinsettia exhibit: “Expect the Unexpected.”

Bartel said he presented the idea to the club, and it didn’t
take long for members to start volunteering to make
different portions of the display.

“I have a whole bunch of guys in their 50s, 60s and 70s
who have done nothing but watch Harry Potter films for the
last month,” Bartel said.

The Harry Potter layout will feature the Hogwarts Express
leaving King’s Cross Station, traveling through the woods to
Hogwarts station, which will be near a lake and lead up to a
cliff, on top of which will sit the Hogwarts School.

“That model should be about 4½ feet high,” Bartel said. “It’s
going to dominate the scene tremendously.”

The school’s Quidditch pitch along with Hagrid’s Hut and
pumpkin patch will also appear in the display, as well as
English cottage-style buildings.

Bartel said getting a Hogwarts Express compatible with the society’s track style was easier said than done.

“You can’t buy an electric train that’s the Hogwarts Express. The only one that exists is a plastic, battery-
operated unit that you put on the track and run it in circles,” Bartel said. “We have a club member who’s
completely disassembled it, replaced wheels and gotten rid of the motor mechanisms inside. We are actually
putting in a good, high-quality mechanism so we will now have a G-scale Hogwarts Express that meets the
standards of the rest of the club engines.”
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The G designation refers to garden-scale trains.

A high-tech Hogwarts Express isn’t the only special effects element that will appear in the display. Bartel said
the train stations will feature recorded announcements and a train whistle to signal the arrival of the
Hogwarts Express, as well as an enchanted platform. “The guy building King’s Cross Station purchased a
black light so when the light is on, platform 9¾ will appear and when the black light is off, it’ll look like
platform 10,” Bartel said.

The display was initially meant to debut on Nov. 28, but the setup was delayed because of snowstorm
damage and cleanup at the gardens. Otherwise, Bartel said, setup usually takes only a few days.

“The first thing that gets done is we grate the gravel, then set the track. Buildings will start to go in on the
second day. Then the scenery goes in, and I get the electrical setup on the third day,” Bartel said.

In addition to Harry Potter, the society will display a Buffalo train setup, as it does every year, but with a few
surprises.

“We’re going to have a layout for Thomas underneath the mountain where the Hogwarts school will be, and
he’s going to stick his nose out into the Buffalo side as a visitor to Buffalo,” Bartel said. Keeping a display to
remind people of their hometown is important to the club’s fans, according to Bartel.

“The old-timers that come to the gardens say that this brings them back to their childhood,” Bartel said. “So
many people stop me and say, ‘My uncle was a conductor on this railroad,’ or ‘My grandfather worked on this
railroad.’ We know we’re hitting the memory of these people.”

The society, which began in 2002, uses this annual event as one time of the year to expose people to G-
scale trains, as they are much larger than a standard O27 train, which is most commonly seen running in a
circle around a Christmas tree, Bartel said.

“Our goal here is to introduce people to the world of garden railroading, to the history that’s involved, to the
fantasy that’s being generated,” Bartel said.

The club now boasts more than 30 members who meet monthly, all of whom build and collect different train
collections and displays. Bartel said members of the club will be at the gardens throughout the month of their
display and love interacting with train enthusiasts young and old.

“Anytime during the month, you might find a club member there, and he might have some unique equipment
out of his own collection and more than willing to talk about it,” Bartel said. “It’s an educational display we do,
it’s a thing we do for fun, and it’s a thing we hope brings joy and memories to everybody.”

The exhibit, which is included with admission to the Botanical Gardens, will be on display from 10 a.m. to 5
p.m. daily through Jan. 4 at the Buffalo and Erie County Botanical Gardens, 2655 South Park Ave., Buffalo.
For more information, visit www.buffalogardens.com.

For meeting details and more information on the Western New York Garden Railway Society, visit
www.wnygrs.com.
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