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(continued from page 3)

Our policy on this is to encourage use of
neutral appraisers, generally experts in model
railroad sales and values, who can indepen-
dently value an estate for the donor and at
the donor’s expense, to provide to the NMRA
some idea of the valuation of the donation.

We do not always have the luxury of an
appraisal, especially for smaller donations.
Even in those cases, we utilize a neutral ap-
praiser, that is, someone who is not affiliated
with the Museum Committee, to provide
valuation guidelines.

Let me use a recent major donation as
an example. I will not use the name of the
donor for privacy purposes, but refer to it as
the “Smith Collection.” This collection was
donated, along with a probate court appraisal
performed by a noted local model railroad-
er in the area who also happened to be an
NMRA member, but not on the Museum
Committee. This appraisal gave us not only
an inventory list and the approximate value

for the donated items. Because of the size of
the collection and the anticipated difficulties
in moving it to Chattanooga, two Museum
Committee members traveled at Museum ex-
pense to the city in which the Smith Collection
was located to check the collection against the
list provided.

As often happens, the list and the collec-
tion donated did not match. The surviving
family members had sold some of the items
before the donation, and they had also decided
to retain for sentimental purposes other items
Sfrom the collection. Also, in accordance with
NMRA museum policy, 110 volt transform-
ers and other electrical equipment were omit-
ted for liability purposes. (We do not wish to
sell any used electrical equipment that could
be a fire hazard!)

We also double-checked the appraisal
list to verify the appraisal figures for surplus
sales purposes. Frankly, some of the prices
were either too high or too low and others did
not reflect changes in the model railroading
market. An example was a high value given
to certain electrical components and analog
sound systems, which did not reflect trends
and changes in the model railroad command
control or digital market.

The Museum Committee members also
supervised packing and shipping (at Museum
expense) of this collection to Chattanooga,
and as with other major collections, spent a
number of volunteer hours ensuring that all

of these fragile models and materials were
safely transported. Also, the shipment was
segregated during packing for those items
which were to be retained for the Museum’s
permanent collection and those items which
were to be declared surplus and sold, in or-
der to aid in the processing of those items in
Chattanooga.

This brings us to the matter of surplus
sales. One issue which has been a problem
Jfor us is how to dispose of our surplus items.
While every item may be dear to the modeler
who owns it and donates it, some items have
potential significance for permanent preser-
vation and some do not. The Museum policy
on de-accession is to sell the material at the
wholesale value of the item, based upon com-
parable sales and using the appraised price as
a starting point.

Many of us on the Museum Committee
have some expertise in estate sales. We always
advise the surviving family members that the
values of model railroad equipment can vary
widely. Some items that appear similar may
have divergent values based upon rarity, de-
sivability, and other factors. Generally, most
model railroad items are rather pedestrian. If
an item is to be disposed of through second-
ary sources, such as a hobby shop, auction or
even on eBay, factors such as the charge for
the service must be considered and generally,
items sell at wholesale, not retail value. Also,
perhaps counter-intuitively, unbuilt kits have

Jfar more value than assembled models.

We have historically utilized the silent
auction at the national conventions as our
exclusive mechanism for disposing of surplus
materials and as a member benefit. Our con-
ventions are open to all NMRA members,
and those who attend have “first crack” at
obtaining these items. As you can imagine,
this is a very restricted market, since only a
small percentage of our membership attends
the conventions.

We have also looked at utilizing regions
to dispose of property, but there are significant
issues of transportation, inventorying, the
differing requirements of regions, and other
Jactors that have not allowed this practice to
proceed. It is also not practical to open a retail
outlet in our Chattanooga headquarters, since
it would reach very few NMRA members and
our headquarters staff is already heavily im-
pacted with other duties. So here is an area
where we need your help — any ideas you may
have about how to sell these items would be
appreciated.

On occasion, Museum Committee mem-
bers who traveled to Chattanooga have worked
with Brent Lambert, our Museum Director,
to assign values and to segregate materials

for sale. If an NMRA member is fortunate
enough to visit one of these occasions, sales
can take place, but these are rare.

We have already looked at EBay and
other online auction sites, but frankly that is
not very practical given the labor-intense ef-

fort of having to shepherd the matter through
the bidding process and then pack and ship
the item.

We continue to encourage donations.
Donations are the lifeblood of the Museum
and our sole source of income. Further, despite
the emphasis on surplus items in this column,
donations are the only way we will be able
to preserve the history of our hobby. What
may seem insignificant to a donor may be
extremely important to all of us. So please
encourage donations and consider one your-
self. Whether cash or material, all donations
are welcome. If we use your item, you should
be happy in the prospect that a little bit of the
history of the hobby has been preserved.

I hope this answers any questions our
members have about our museum policies
and if not, I am sure that I or other Museum
Committee members would be happy to ad-
dress any additional questions. And if you
have any good ideas on how we can accomplish
expanding our sales without a major com-
mitment of volunteers and funds, we would
appreciate hearing from you. Our contact in-

formation is included in every issue of Scale
Rails, and can also be found on the NMRA
National Organization page on the Web.

— Charlie Getz

Online database system is up
and running

One other quick item this month: the
online members database system, which has
been in the works since I began as vice presi-
dent, is finally up and running. It is currently
in the hands of all 17 region membership
chairs, who are busy testing it out and pro-
viding feedback. I expect by next month to
have instructions on how each member can
securely go online to view and change his or
her membership contact records.

See you next month!

Scale Rails



