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{EDMPUTER APPLICATIONS

WinLok 1.5 Brings Your Computer
Into the Train Room

by Larry Puckett

In the January column I promised that this

month 1 would give you an introduction
1o the future of using your computer W Tun
your model railroad using oft-the-shelf com-
poenents. in the last few months there have
been a pumber of ads in the hobby maga-
zines for computerized layout conirol sys-
tems that are based on conventional cab-type
Plocking with routing being handled by the
computer. These systems use conventional
12¥ DT 1w power locomotives and some
type of “memory” to literally memonze your
lavout and route trains over iL. What these
systems fail to offer 15 the flexibility of a
command-control  system  like the now
NMRA DCC. At present 1 am only aware of
1w computer svstems that interface with
DCC svstems — Engine Comnmander from
Eamm and WinL ok from TannerSaft.

First, let's take a ook at WinLok's capa-
bilitivs, then discuss its shorcomings and
[inally gaze for a moment into the crystal
ball for a look at what enhancements the
near future will bring. WinLok is designed
1o provide two basic functions: 1) layout
control throvgh Digital Command Control
(DCC) stationary sensors and decoders, and
2 locomolive coniral through mobile
decaders. First I want to talk about vsing
WinLlok to controt locomotives, then °H

To kezp is simple, let me say that loco-
melive control 15 basically the same as 've
described 1n previous discussians of the Dig-
irax DCC system, The big difference here is
that your computer 15 used to generate the
DCC signal instead of the DT200 or the
DBI1U0. Within Winl.ok a locomotive con-
troller is set up for each lncomotive/decoder
#ddress. The conlrodler is an on-screen rep-
resentation of & hand-held throttle contain-
ing a slider bar o control speed, a digial
readoct that displays an approximation of
locomotive speed, and control buttons for
stop, direction and funclions. Each con-
roller can be set up 10 conwrol up to three
dgecoder-eynpped locomotives in MU
fashups. Programming differs slightly
dependitsg on the type of decoders you use
(Lenw, Miackhn, Amold, Tnx, ZIMC or Digi-
trax}. In the case of the Dicitrax decoders,
you can select 14-, 8-, or {28-speed-step
mode, acceleration and deccleration rates
and the inital, midpoint and maximum vobt-
age settings. Difierent drivers are provided
tor all the decoder types, along with a Mul-
LDrive that can be used to simuliancously
contred all of the differsnt types. Point-and-
click mouse data entry makes programming
a lot easier than the usual method of trying
to hold down two buttons on the Digitrax

descpbe the layoml-sapirehdupshiens agly oo deltgt BI04 is0, becanse all configura-

iralty gct to the crysial-hall gazing.

seiing WinLok up is really straaghtfor-
ward — it is self installing, Data entry fol-
lows the usual Windows drop-down menu
and point-and-click mouse entry. Connect-
ing the compoter to the Digitrax DB
hooster LocoNet connector was equzlly
casy. I made up my own connector cable fol-
lawing the instructions provided and materi-
als purchased from Radio Shack. If vou're
reluctant to try out vour electronic skills,
pre-buelt cabies are available for about what
the parts would run you. I did run mto trou-
bis getung the decoder out of 14-speed-step
mode, but finally I went through the setup
steps EXACTLY hike lhe manual says and
darned if it didn’t work — when all else fails
read the manual! Speed control was st as
smooth with Winlok as 1 have gotten with
the Digitrax DT200. [ did have one question
concemmning the pin assignments on the cop-
nector cabie that was answered within one
day by the owner of Digi RR via a Com-
[ULSLrvE MESiAgE.
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hions are storcd on yvour hard disk, yon never
have 1o re-wnter locomotive assighments.
Layout contral is accomplished using sia-
tanary decodsrs to throw wrnouts frum the
cowiputer and sensor moduoles that momitor
block occupancy. All of the decader (both
stationary and rnobile) addresses and infor-
mation, along with locomotive informaltion
are entered into their respective databases,
The information in the databases is used to
sel up switchhoards that look sort of like the
old gangs of Atlas turnoul controls, The
advantage of these 15 that up to 16 switches
can be controlled by clicking on its number
on the switchboard. The memaory board
allows you to combine control of several
switch machines simultapeously into preset
roules that can be set in a manner similar to
using a diode-matrix-control system.
Anather neat feature of Winlok is the
abihity to build a schematic of the layout or
secntom of track 1o be controlled, along with
switches, signals and routes. In use, the
mouse cursor can be used to activate

switches and select roules by clicking on
them or the switchboards [ described earliar,
Hazsically the computer display can replace
the normal layout control panel and you or a
dispatcher can control the layout from the
computer. The really important thing 10 real-
1ze nere is that all of these swiichey and sen-
3005 are accessed through the serial {or a
Farallel} port replacing all those wires that
uormally have w be run between the switch
and sensor moadules and a CTC board,

There are a few limitations in WinLok
§.5. First, al} conuoels are through the com-
puter —- that means that walk-around control
15 out. This is reflective of the European her-
ilage of WinLok where everything is com-
monly run from a central control panel,
much like was done in this country 20+
years ago. It also cffectively limits you to a
single uperator since the mouse cursor or
kKeyboard 18 used for contrel. Another
hoidover from the European version s the
German language headings in the help file.
've been assured that these will be changed
it the version 2.0 release. With respeet 1o
decoder functions, the 28-speed.step pro-
grammability is not supperted. Otherwise,
the propram was easy to use, and although it
cotld use some ediing and prammatical
tdying up, the manual was better than rnany
[ have seen. To make il easier 1o pet an ides
of how it all works, demo versions of all the
functions are provided along with a tutorial
explanalion.

Now let's look into the future a bit, Ver-
sion 2.0 of WinLok promises to alleviate the
limitations T just mentoned. [t will allow
[hgttrax users to cotnmunicate BI-dicection-
ally through the LocoNet system with their
locomative and slationary decoders. Most
importantly, it will allow us to use the DT200
or BT2 "“Buddy™ throttles with the computer
g1ving us a complele walk-around system.
The computer wili be able to scnse the posi-
tion of turnouls and control them, and & new
level of programming will allow you to aulo-
mate tram routes. Onee version 2.0 and Lhe
new Dhgtrax LocoNet dover and stationary
decoders are available, 1'1) do a complete test
of the combined system to autormate a por-
ton of a layout, In anticipation of receiving,
letters from fans and manufacturers of other
types of DCC equipment (Lenz, Marklin,
Ameld, Tox, ZIMO, Svstem Ope) I would
like 1o say at (tos point, [ realize that we have
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been giving Digitrax a lot of attenton, not
necessanly because Ut is the best or cheapest
system available, but because they have been
very cooperative in providing the materials
necessary o do these wsts, T would he more
than willing to evaluate other manufaciurers”
sysiems and compatibifity with programs
ke WinLok,

Several folks 1 have talked with about the
capabilities of WinLok and IDCC systems
questinn the need or desicability of automat-
g lavout controls. My answer to that is, the
fleximbty of the system will allow us to
automate as much or as hittle of our lavout
{}peratiunt; as we desire, while making it a
ot easier and cheaper thmugh hld.l’:ldd.l’ 1L -
e FY AP ih CSIRPYE oiE
atiymatin rmght be o l:cnmml hidden stag-
i yards, whereas it could get as complex
a5 automating a display tayout. For opera-
nons, the computer could run the passenger
and through {reights, while you and your
operators could run the locals or any combi-
nation you desire. No matter what, you'li
still be 1 control — having the turnouts
connceted to the computer need not elimi-
nate local control from a fascia-mounted
push-button switch, or automation could be
imiicd just (v mainine wmouts.

Basic system tequirements are a 386 or
better PC runming Windows 3.0 or 3.1,
mouze, 2.8 Mbytes of disk space, and 2
Mbyvtes RAM. Winlok retaits for $13%.95
and 4 demo disk is available for $30 which
can he credited toward the purchase of the
full version. A combination package includ-
ing the full version of Winkok, a Digiirax
DB 100 booser, vwo decoders and instruc-
tions 0 build the Locanet-RE232 cable is
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priced at $329.24), For those of you un
CompuServe the manual can by down-
loaded {rom the Trainnet library -— look for
the WINLOKLZIP file. For a compizte price
list with the mast up-io-date price informa-
tion contact Digi RR Lnterprises, 10395
Seminole Blvd. #, Seminole, FL 34648 or
vou may call them at B13-397-51 1.

~Now for the rating (-5, 5 15 best):

Dacumentation 4
User Frneadly 4.5
Techunical 4.5
Anplication <!
Value 4
Level 2-5
t's all for this session. Linti] next
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¥ M ®the rnipght track and don™t run
out L}f steam. Send yrar commants, gues-
Lons, and programs to; Larry Puckett, Y618
Dubklin r., Mapassas, VA 22110, For those
of vou on CompuServe my userid s
TI304,22 — {eel free to lesve e a message,
If vou submul a pubiic domain or sharcware
program for review in this column please
indicate whether or noi you are willing 1o
provide copies for interested readers and the
conditiens for that exchange. I
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