
The History of Model Railways
There have been models and toys of trains for as long as 
there have been real railways.  Indeed some early ‘models’ 
of locomotives were made first as sales promotional tools 
for the early railways, even if they later might have become
playthings.

During the Victorian period toy and model trains fell into a 
number of categories – there were the live steam engines, 
expensive and only for the wealthy, there were pull along 
trains in all shapes, sizes and materials, penny toys in lead 
and tin and latterly clockwork engines.  The steam and 
clockwork engines might be intended to run on the floor, 
or a simple track assembled by the user, but there was no 
real sense of system about these trains.
                 

 Victorian Pull Along Wooden Train



The Real Beginning
The defining event in toy train history though was the 
launch by the German company Märklin in 1891 of the first
complete system of toy trains.  While the first models were
derived from earlier products, what Märklin introduced 
was a series of standard track gauges, ready to use track 
sections for those gauges, and a range of locomotives, 
rolling stock and accessories to match.  Now you could 
have an initial train set, but continually add and expand till 
your miniature railway empire was complete – which it 
never was!  This was of course good for the toy 
manufacturer.

A very early Märklin loco

These first Marklin models were made in three gauges 
(called 1, 2 and 3, logically enough).  Painted and soldered 
tinplate was the main material and clockwork the driving 
power.  They were basic but a great success.  So Märklin 
expanded and improved its range, after a few years adding 
a fourth, small gauge (O) and expanding the range of 
accessories.
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British Model Railways
The hobby of model railways, as opposed to toy trains can 
really be said to have been founded in the U.K. at the start 
of the Edwardian period.  There were already active 
amateur model engineers, building live steam locomotives 
and with a keen interest in the real railways.  One of the 
embryo suppliers to this group was a young man, W J 
Bassett-Lowke.  He saw the potential of using the German 
toy trains and selling them not just as a toy to children but 
rather to adult enthusiasts.  From the beginning the hobby 
of model railways was in part a toy and in part the effort of 
amateur and professional model makers co-existing.
Bassett-Lowke tended to use the services of manufacturers
such as Bing and Carrette for its own models, but of course 
once the idea of British outline ‘scale’ models was 
established the German makers started to produce models 
for sale by other importers, for example Märklin for the 
Gamages store in London.

Bing Gauge 4-4-0 George The Fifth – Vectis Auctions
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Before and after WW1
All of this meant that during the Edwardian period and up 
to 1914 the toy train matured.  Marklin and Bing still 
largely set the agenda, but they had to take some note as 
to what their English and US rivals were doing.  The result 
was some beautiful toys, larger, more realistic and yet still 
quite toy like.   Live steam was available if required and 
electricity was becoming much more common for 
propulsion, though in Europe clockwork was probably still 
No.1 even for top of the range items, especially in Britain.
All that was to change after 1914.  Germany was largely 
unable to export to its main markets and so local toy train 
industries began to spring up or expand.  In Europe this 
generally happened after the war, with, for example, the 
development of Hornby Trains in Britain, and while the 
German makers did try to win back their old markets, anti-
German feeling and the advent of protectionism meant 
that they never really threatened the domestic producers 
in Britain.

A Bing Table Top Goods Yard
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Model Railways as a hobby and not just for the rich 
enthusiast had come of age in Britain in the 1920s.  This 
saw the publication of modellers’ magazines, an emphasis 
on home construction and better standards, but also the 
growth of smaller manufacturers aimed squarely at this 
adult enthusiast rather than toy market. 

The toy makers took notice of these developments.  While 
most toy trains were sold for boys, they were also sold to 
parents.  And if Dad could be enticed to be a more active 
player, then perhaps more would be bought!  Whatever 
the influence as the ‘30s went by the better toy trains 
became much more realistic, adopting shapes, colours and 
markings much more like the real thing.  By 1938 in US, 
Germany and Britain there were second generation OO or 
HO scale systems from major toy makers that set new 
standards in realism.  And then came a second world 
conflict.

From the 1939/40 Hornby Dublo Book of Trains
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After WW2
In Europe it took a while for the manufactures to re-start 
production, and when they did the emphasis was on the 
OO (Britain) or HO (rest of Europe) size of train.  New 
players came into the market, Fleischmann in Germany, 
Rivarossi in Italy and Rovex-Triang in Britain, all to have a 
big influence on their markets.  And these new ranges 
largely adopted 12v DC two-rail standards from the start.
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Toy trains were a major toy during the Fifties.  They were 
produced in their thousands and tens of thousands.  But 
throughout the world real railways were losing their pivotal
role in transport to the car and plane, and so was the toy 
train in the imagination and desires of children.  What is 
more the great post war ‘boom’ or ‘bulge’ of children were 
growing up, and the total market for toys was shrinking.  So
it was that the toy train market declined, some long 
established brands disappeared and others consolidated to
survive.  The Sixties did not swing a lot for the toy train.
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Model Railways in the present day
The survivors adopted various strategies.  One was to 
acknowledge what had probably always been at least 
partly the case, that toy trains were in fact sold to adults. 
So many makers followed the scale modeller, producing 
ever more accurate and detailed models.  The other 
strategy was to tackle the cost of production.  In some 
cases it led to a cheapening of the product, but more 
generally it led to new sources of production, such as Hong
Kong, China or Eastern Europe.

Mainline Express goods set, with BR Green Jubilee

Something seemed to have worked.  In Britain new 
manufacturers entered the fray in the 1970s and despite 
various commercial ups and downs their heirs are still with 
us.  In the 60s and 70s new gauges were introduced (N and 
Z for the small scale, and G for the large) plus commercial 
revivals of the larger scales. 
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While the move to off-shore production started just as a 
cost-reduction exercise, as production began to be 
transferred to mainland China it became apparent that low
labour costs and the nature of the workforce allowed for 
some significant upgrades to the quality of the finished 
product, in particular the ability to contemplate much 
more hand work and smaller production runs.  The result 
has been that over the past 20 years we have seen ‘toy’ 
makers produce models that are better in accuracy and 
details than those all but the very best of the amateur 
model maker could produce.  Many would argue we should
not see them as toy trains at all.  But they clearly have 
evolved from the ‘toys’ of earlier generations, with the 
many livery and detail variants on offer, they are intended 
to appeal to the collectors as well.  So while acknowledging
that they are fine models, they can be claimed as very 
superior toys (for grown-ups?) as well.

Modern Hornby – from the 2016 Hornby Calendar
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The Toy Train Market today
While model railways became more adult in their appeal it 
is not to say that children were forgotten.  Hornby 
specifically targeted children with the Thomas The Tank 
Engine Range introduced in 1985, with the rights 
subsequently sold on to Bachmann in 2019, so the range is 
still available today.

There are also numerous plastic toy trains but perhaps the 
most important wooden toy that harks back to Victorian 
times is the Brio range of wooden toy trains and rails 
introduced in 1958 and still going strong today.  Hence, 
while toy and model trains have evolved over the years it 
would seem that their appeal is still with us today. 
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