BY SAYRE C. KOS

Where are those darn trains?

ATCS Monitor makes finding trains easier than ever — almost like fishing in a barrel

With Advanced Train Control System Monktor, you can pull over anytima, check where the trains are running, and get thers in plen-

ty of time to get the shot, It takes much of the guesswork out of the cquation — but it won't help getting clowd-shunked, Sare ©. 8os

If you're anything like me. you tell | |

shkeptical friends and family that railfan-
ning’s a lot like fishing: Your rod and reel & !
youir carsers, and your fish-finder is, well, !

you have no train-finder ... antil aow.
ATCS (short for Advanced Train Con-
trol Systern} Menitor is a PC application
that, by coupling vowr laptop to a modified
scanner, allows you to walch train traffic

on & simplified veralon of a train dispatch.

er’s centralized traffic contral screen,
ATCS Monitor is fast becoming a sub-

hobby within eailfan ciccles, just like mon- |
itoring conversatlons on the radio — per- |
haps becauss it's really oo different from !
listening to your scanner. Instead of listen:
ing to dispatchers or train crews talk, you're
“listening” to the data bursts being broad- |
cast by contead points (the location where
switches and slgnals are remotely con- |

trolled by a dispateher).
50 what kind of lnformation is con-
tained in this data, these chirps and elec-

tronic burps? The in-field devices and bass
stations are sending two diffevent kinds of |
mesgages: indications, displaying some- |
thing like the presence of & train or the

position of a switeh, and costrols, which
request an action ta be done in the field,

like displaying 2 signal or lining a switch
in a specific direction, Since ATCS Moni- |
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ATCS and TRAINS' Wab cam make grest on-sereen PAFtNErs, Seym L. Kos

tor is & receive-only application, no inter-
i ference with railroad operations is poss- :

ble — it just provides another means of |
seeing that a train is coming, no different
than vsing TRAINS' Rochelle Web cam or |

listening to a defect detector announce &
train’s impending arrival. Kailroads that
use radlo code line are aware of ATCS
Monitor and, in fact, have used the pro-
gram to thele benefit. Slgnal maintainers

have wsed it to check on and troubleshoot

thelr territories, while lndostry manmafac-
turers liks Wabtec have used it to test their
praduct prior to installation in the field.

A key component to mast every ATCS :
Monitor sstup ks the radio used to monltor |

the dita frequencies. Becanse you're moni-
toring digital dats, you'll g=t the best rasults
when wing unfiltered data from your ra-
dio, Ther=fere, to avoid being left with a
sigral distorted by audio filters and ampli-
fiers inside the average scannes, you need

o have a radio with a discriminator output |
installed by the manufacturer or "tap” the

discriminator sutpat yourself. For the sol-

dering iron-challenged or those afrald of |

perfocming microsurgery on small elec-
tromics, you might seek help from a friend,

a local ham radio outlet, or a commercial. |

radio repair shop.

“Enaugh about how it works. Whers ean |
1 get [t*" Patlence, young grasshopper, Flrst,
although railroads currently us= radic code |
line in many areas — like C5Xs Florence
Driviston through Virginia and the Caroli-
nas, and many portions af BNSF's Trans- |
con between Chicage and Los Angeles — |
nat all rail lines broadcast data that can be |

decoded with ATCS Monitor: The lca-
thon works enly with railroads that broad-
cast signal data on select radio frequencie

using certain protocols, or sets of comven- |

tions and specifically formatted code.

ATCE Monitor is 3 wseful tool when eut |
in the field, but it's also an involved pro- |
gram and can be an intimidating challenge

for first-time users, Also, while the appllcs-
tion [tself is free, the costs of monitoring

data — including investments of time and |
money teward 8 PC, a modified radic, and !
cables — may not be for everyone, ATCS !
Moniter use requices skills and familiarity
with computers beyond the casual arm- |
chair user. But, if you're comfortable with |
scanner equipment, downloading and ta-
stalling software, and using Windows, then |

with some patience and maybe the assis-
tance of others, you should be successful
wlth this application,

Chnee site you should visit is the ATCS

Monitor "Wiki” at www.atcsmonwild.org, |

This site, "a collabocation by many asers of

ATCS Monbtor,” will point you toward the |
ATCS Monitor Yahoo! Graup, which you :
must jein b obtain the program, Beyond :
that, the wiki offers advice on monitoring
for your first time, instructions for navigat. |
ing the sofiware, and answers other fre- |
quently asked questions posed by ather :
ATCS Monitor users, both new and expert.

Elther way, it's worth a shot. And it can |

belp make rallfanning almost as easy as
fishing in a barrel,
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For more information

www.atcsmon.com



