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Overview of what we’ll cover 
• WHY consider using computer generated manifests and 

switchlists? 
• WHAT can JMRI ops actually do (will it work for your RR?) 
• HOW difficult is it to do? 



Why have this clinic 
• For anyone willing to at least consider using computer 

generated switchlists. 
• This is a clinic on JMRI’s capabilities, and how to get/use 

it if you wish to try. 
• JMRI is a “Swiss Army Knife” to control model railroads.  

This clinic is only about JMRI Operations, which is JMRI’s 
car forwarding / management system. 
 



Why JMRI?  I’m Cheap and Lazy … 
• JMRI is free. 
• I didn’t want to figure out the routing for each car or type 

of car right at the start. 
• With JMRI the computer can do that for you, based on what the 

industries need and what commodities various car types can haul. 

• I didn’t want to build/mount the car card boxes. 
• Was worried about losing, chasing down, matching cards 

as I’ve done w/ other layouts. 



Myths about computer switchlists 
• “Cherry Picking” 

• Some folks have a dislike for switchlists because they have operated 
on a RR where the program wasn’t set up correctly (GIGO) 

• “Operatus Interruptis” 
• Quick restaging – can generate new switchlists based on where trains 

were left/what work was done last session. 
• Not “self-healing” 

• If a car is brought to the wrong destination, and the card is brought 
with it, we’re ok -- not so with switchlists. 

• On the other hand if the card is misplaced you have a problem. 
• Timing issues: a train arrives in Barstow expecting to pick up a 

car but that car isn’t there yet. 
• There are several ways to avoid that, it just involves setting up the 

program correctly. 
• There’s stuff you can’t do with switchlists. 

• There may be, but I haven’t found it yet. 



Train Tracker/ Dispatcher Screen 
• One solution to any timing issues. 
• Keep track of where the trains are, and if you like, 

generate new manifests in real time. 
• Not required: Unlike some other car routing software, 

JMRI will never call for a car to be picked up that hasn’t 
yet been set out. 
 



Little known facts 
• There isn’t more data entry needed for switchlists than for 

car cards 
• Both require info on each car. 

• Model RRs operating via switchlists are usually easier to 
restage. 
• It generally takes 3-4 folks 3 hours or more to verify and stage 

(including flipping cars) the C&S.  With computer switchlists, only 
the verification part is needed, no decisions need to be made about 
which cars to flip etc.  

• JMRI doesn’t require an expensive computer or Windows. 
• Runs on Java (the “J” in “JMRI”) which runs on Apple Macs, Linux, 

PCs with ANY windows version – just about everything. 
 



Final thoughts before the 
“nuts and bolts” ‘how to’ 
• Not BETTER, but maybe MISUNDERSTOOD: many of 

the things operators say they dislike about computer 
switchlists are based on misinformation or 
misunderstanding. 

• I’ll try and show you how much flexibility JMRI has to 
route cars however you want/need.  But I can’t think of 
every possibility or prototype … please ask questions 
before assuming “well it won’t do what I need”. 

• Not a sales pitch – heck it’s FREE!  With the facts you can 
make the best choice on how to operate your RR. 



Some things you CAN do with JMRI Ops 
• Prototypical use of specific car types (damage free 

insulated box cars etc.) 
• Cars in dedicated service. 
• Specific delivery sequences 
• Custom loads and hazardous materials 
• Interplant car routing (say within a steel mill) 
• Car blocking and block swaps 
• Classification tracks by train or destination 
• Interchanges 
• “Return when empty” 
• Off-layout load origins-destinations 
• More …. 



Yard Job Blocking, Custom Load and Car 
Type Example 



Basics: Downloading, Installing, Running
  
• Go to http://jmri.sourceforge.net/  
• Ok you’re not going to remember that!  Just Google 

“JMRI” … you’ll still find it just fine.   
• You’ll get two icons on your desktop. 
• For Operations (switchlists), click “Panel Pro”. 

http://jmri.sourceforge.net/


Setting up your Layout 
• Add Locations (towns, places on the RR) 

• Add industries, yards etc. at each location 

• Create Routes – paths/cities trains go through. 
• Example: on the C&S, the route for the Afton turn would be Osage 

Yard, Claremore, Caleton, Afton, Caleton, Claremore, Osage. 

• Create Trains that will run on the Routes (more than one 
Train can run the same Route). 
• Again using the C&S, you could have two trains, an AM Afton Turn 

and a PM Afton Turn, using that route. 
• Also some trains can stop at different towns in that route. 

 



Adding a new location 



One by one, build a list of locations: 



Setting up your Layout 
• Add Locations (towns, places on the RR) 

• Add tracks (industries, yards etc.) at each location 

• Create Routes – paths/cities trains go through. 
• Example: on the C&S, the route for the Afton turn would be Osage 

Yard, Claremore, Caleton, Afton, Caleton, Claremore, Osage. 

• Create Trains that will run on the Routes (more than one 
Train can run the same Route). 
• Again using the C&S, you could have two trains, an AM Afton Turn 

and a PM Afton Turn, using that route. 
• Also some trains can stop at different towns in that route. 

 



Tracks 
at the 
location 



Track Types 
• Bad news: the program’s “track type” names may not 

match the purposes you expect them to serve:  
• Spur track (formerly called “Siding”).  Place where an industry is 

serviced. 
• Interchange track.  Track where cars transfer between railroads, 

trains, or routes.  USED FOR CLASSIFICATION YARD TRACKS! 



Track types (continued) 
• Yard Track.  NOT a classification track (sorry).  Just a general 

storage track where cars can be kept. 
• Staging Tracks.  Places where whole trains are parked and can 

originate and terminate intact. 

• Use Schedules for complete routing control (like car cards 
except not just 4 destinations) or special routing i.e. 
through various processes in a steel mill etc. 



Adding 
an 
industry 
track 



Setting up a 
classification 
(Interchange) 
track. 



Staging 
track. 



Schedules (Optional) 



Setting up your Layout 
• Add Locations (towns, places on the RR) 

• Add industries, yards etc. at each location 

• Create Routes – paths/cities trains go through. 
• Example: on the C&S, the route for the Afton turn would be Osage 

Yard, Claremore, Caleton, Afton, Caleton, Claremore, Osage. 

• Create Trains that will run on the Routes (more than one 
Train can run the same Route). 
• Again using the C&S, you could have two trains, an AM Afton Turn 

and a PM Afton Turn, using that route. 
• Also some trains can stop at different towns in that route. 

 



Routes 

Routes describe paths trains will 
follow.  Set them up here. 



Route for the Ft. Smith Dodger 



Setting up your Layout 
• Add Locations (towns, places on the RR) 

• Add industries, yards etc. at each location 

• Create Routes – paths/cities trains go through. 
• Example: on the C&S, the route for the Afton turn would be Osage 

Yard, Claremore, Caleton, Afton, Caleton, Claremore, Osage. 

• Create Trains that will run on the Routes (more than one 
Train can run the same Route). 
• Again using the C&S, you could have two trains, an AM Afton Turn 

and a PM Afton Turn, using the same route. 
• Also some trains can stop at different towns in that route. 

 



Trains on the KCS 3rd Sub 



Adding or 
Editing a 
train 



Rolling Stock 
• Enter information for every railcar (the tedious part).  You 

can import from other systems, even car card systems if 
you have the list on a computer or spreadsheet. 

• Enter information for every locomotive. 



Rolling Stock List 



Adding or 
Editing Rolling 
Stock 



Generating the manifests/switchlists 
• All (or most) at once, before the ops session 

• Sequence is important. 
• Have enough cars on tracks to generate all needed trains. 
• Can still “ungenerate” by not “terminating” the train if the train 

doesn’t run. 

• In real time 
• Using Dispatcher screen – great feature for those without CTC but 

wanting to dispatch. 
• Using the “Conductor View”. 



Set up your manifests and switchlists the way YOU want 



Switchlist 
format for 
the COW 



Format 
I use on 
the 
KCS 3rd 
Sub 



Reconciling after an Ops Session 
• Operators’ notes on switchlists (missing cars, off-spots, 

bad order cars removed, etc.) 
• Print list of cars by location. 
• Go through each location, confirm the cars are there. 
• Restaging and generating lists for the next session: PHS! 

• (The KCS 3rd sub, like the C&S, is actually circular so it is auto-
restaging). 



True Real-Time 
Ops  



Questions? 
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