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Though both took place some 70 years ago, John 
Scully can still vividly recall two life-changing 
events from his childhood spent in New Jersey.
The first is from when he was 2 or 3, while he and 
his Aunt Mary were exploring Jersey City and 
came across a steam engine just as it was pulling 
out of the station. They had crossed over a bridge, 
and were greeted by the billowing white smoke of 
the engine, which had just been fired up, followed 
by a high-pitched whistle.
It was the first time Mr. Scully had ever seen a train.
The second is from July 26, 1948, his fourth birth-
day, when his mother, Celia, surprised her oldest 
son by taking him on his first-ever train ride: a 
round-trip excursion to Philadelphia.
They boarded the Pennsylvania Railroad steam 
engine in Newark, ate lunch in a beautiful dining 
car, and Mr. Scully recalls spending almost the 

entirety of the trip gazing out the window at the 
passing landscape. In Philadelphia, they visited a 
store, purchased a children’s picture book, and then 
headed back to the station for the return 80-minute 
trip back to Newark.

“That was a mind-blower,” says Mr. Scully, now 74 
and the head of SPO Partners, an investment firm 
in Mill Valley, California.

Still, it was a third childhood memory—actually, 
the culmination of many memories of family trips 
to a cabin overlooking peaceful Cranberry Lake in 
rural New Jersey—that served as the impetus of the 
model train set that dominates the 3,000-square-
foot basement of the East Hampton summer home 
that Mr. Scully shares with his second wife, Regina.

For the past decade and a half, Mr. Scully, with 
the assistance of professional model builders and 
designers—as well as his own fond memories—has 
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created an impressive reproduction of the old Lack-
awanna Railroad line that ran between his childhood 
home and the country lake where he and his young-
er brother, Vince, would often spend their summers. 
More specifically, the scene he has meticulously 
researched and re-created over that span captures 
the stretch of track as it looked in the summer of 
1952, when Mr. Scully celebrated his eighth birthday 
while visiting the rural utopia.

Relying on roughly 300 feet of 32-gauge railroad 
track, known as 1:32 scale in model circles in that 
each reproduced accessory—be it a working steam 
engine, station, farmhouse or figurine—is 1/32 the 
size of the actual object being imitated, Mr. Scully 
has created an interactive and living snapshot of that 
memory. He spared nothing 
not only in terms of per-
sonal expense—the Scullys 
declined to say how much 
they’ve spent over the years 
on the set that dominates the 
basement of their summer 
home—but in the investment 
of time and energy to ensure 
that the scene is as historical-
ly accurate as possible.

For example, the Hoboken 
train station that serves 
as one of the centerpieces 
boasts custom-made Tiffany 
stained glass windows and 
a miniature chandelier with 
glass panels. Even the menus 
featured inside the Lackawan-
na train line’s dining car have 
been skillfully researched and painstakingly repro-
duced, featuring prices from 1952.

“The exact meals, with the prices of that era, are on 
the menus,” said Ms. Scully, a film producer who con-
vinced her husband to star in a new short documenta-
ry, “Still Plays With Trains,” that premiered at the 26th 
annual Hamptons International Film festival in 2018, 
and focuses on his elaborate hobby. “This is the level 
of research and detail that John has done.”
“It’s a piece of art,” she added, referring specifically 
to the Hoboken terminal. “It’s all worthy of being 
featured in a museum.”

Laying Down The Tracks

Recognizing his interest in trains, Mr. Scully’s par-
ents gave him his first set—a Lionel model featuring 

a Santa Fe diesel pulling three or four passenger 
cars—when he was a child. He recalls it being a 
modest set, with just enough tracks to circle the 
family’s Christmas tree.
His interest remained strong until age 11, when the 
pre-teen version of himself wrongly convinced him 
that trains are for children. He would focus on his 
education, attending Princeton University in his home 
state before later graduating from business school 
at Stanford. He began building train sets, albeit on a 
much smaller scale, after moving to California and 
starting his own private investment firm. 
Though they were no longer receiving direct nour-
ishment, the seeds of one day creating an enormous 
model train set were still germinating inside Mr. 

Scully’s mind over the next 
several decades, receiving the 
required nutrients once he 
and his wife decided to build a 
summer home in East Hamp-
ton, where the two would 
often vacation as children.
Plans to convert the basement 
of their future home into a wine 
cellar quickly gave way to Mr. 
Scully’s then-still unfulfilled 
childhood dream. Work on 
their home wrapped up more 
than a decade ago, around the 
same time Mr. Scully began 
laying down the tracks for his 
future masterpiece.
The set boasts three mainline 
tracks, all oversized ovals, a 
tip of the cap to the Lackawa-

nna Railroad of Mr. Scully’s childhood. A section of 
the set is set aside for the aforementioned Hoboken 
terminal, and an inner figure eight design allows 
the conductor to change the direction of the trains 
without, he says, “a human coming down like God 
and turning the engines around.”

Another section is dedicated entirely to his vision of 
Cranberry Lake, and how it appeared in 1952, while 
the entire set boasts hundreds of individual and cus-
tom-designed amenities. He has even taken the time 
to research the stars as they appeared in the sky on 
the night of his eighth birthday, reproducing them in 
the nighttime sky inside his basement.
Another 25 feet of track serves as the yard where Mr. 
Scully’s dozen model engines are stored when not 
making their rounds around the expansive set. The 
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In his 3,000 square foot  
East Hampton basement,  
Mr. Scully has created an  

interactive and living  
snapshot of his memory of the  
old Lackawanna Railroad line  

that ran between his  
childhood home and a  

country lake in New Jersey 
 in the summer of 1952. 
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engines themselves meanwhile offer a history of rail-
roads in America, with some replicating coal-fired 
units and others duplicating those that run on diesel.
“Everything is custom made,” Mr. Scully explains. “It’s 
literally hundreds of buildings and telephone poles 
and lawns and people. It’s a whole world in there.”
While his set might be the realization of his child-
hood vision, Mr. Scully is quick to credit master 
model builder Jack Verducci for helping make his 
dream a reality.
“Jack is the mastermind,” Mr. Scully says of the San 
Francisco-area based model maker. “Without Jack, 
this wouldn’t have happened—that’s for sure. Jack 
Verducci deserves one heck of a lot of credit.”

Final Stop for Train Set? 

For the first time since 2002, when he first began 
working in earnest on his dream set, Mr. Scully can 
tell those visiting his basement that the work is now 
finished.
While explaining that his vision is now complete, 
Mr. Scully also points out that he ran out of space. 
“We’re done with it and there’s no more room for 
anything else,” he says. “It’s stretched out about as 
much as you can.”
The next step for the couple, who frequently invite 
local children and friends to view and operate Mr. 
Scully’s trains, is to find an educational institu-
tion—perhaps a children’s museum, either in New 
York or California—that could permanently house 

the collection so it can be enjoyed by others. Ms. 
Scully estimates that hundreds of people have visited 
their home over the years to take in her husband’s 
creation.
“We’re talking about an art installation—it’s that 
refined,” she said, referring to the set. “It is muse-
um quality. He hired engineers, painters, lighting 
specialists.”
She added that their hope is that movie makers, 
including the legendary director and their East 
Hampton neighbor Steven Spielberg, will one day 
recognize the value of a historically accurate and 
detailed train set, explaining that such a setup could 
potentially save on significant filming costs. “It’s the 
only one like it in the country, as far as we know,” 
Ms. Scully added.
“In some ways he’s almost been preparing for this, 
creating a set that’s on the level of an art installation, 
his whole life,” she continued. “He’s been collecting, 
through eBay and other internet outlets, all kinds of 
memorabilia from the era … such as posters and bro-
chures. We’re talking decades worth of collecting.”
Even though it represents a lifetime of hard work, 
Mr. Scully has no qualms about donating his train 
set to the right institution, one that will recognize its 
importance and be willing to share it with the public.
“This is his dream realized, but his great joy is in 
sharing it with others,” Ms. Scully said of her hus-
band. “It will find a home … either at a school or in a 
museum. That’s going to be its next life.”  n
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