Notes on Operating “Dispatcher Panel”

The “Dispatcher Panel” (DP) program works as a magnetic dispatching board, permitting trains to be moved and plotted. Note that there is no collision avoidance written into this – you smash them, you answer to the ICC. Further, note that the trick to get a mouse to select cells in Excel isn’t bullet proof, meaning it’s a bit dodgy at times.
This doc reviews the basics. Any specific questions can be forwarded to RobertRaymond@bellsouth.net

Installing

Obviously you’ve managed to unzip this file. Simply dump all the contents into a folder someplace where you can find it easily. Later, we’ll show you how to create a shortcut.

Step by Step Overview

This example will walk you through this entire program’s operation. Assuming we have compatible versions of excel, you should be able to perform all the steps shown. DP is a bit tricky to use at first, but with some practice it can be a valuable tool.
Let’s run trains. Start the program. You need to run with macros, so say accept in the dialog.
1) Regardless of what you see, click on the “ControlPanel” tab at the bottom. From here, make sure the “Division to Dispatch” selection is highlighting “ClubLMO” (the Orlando N-trak’s Lake Monroe and Orlando division). If it’s not, select it. Then click on the “Clear Route” button. This button sweeps the board clean and resets the default trains. Once this is done, click on the “ClubLMO” tab at the bottom. This takes you to the correct panel.

2) The full LMO division is shown, from Cincinnati (in the west) to Bound Brook (in the east). Because of space, the division is displayed on two levels (if you run east from Red Rock, you end up at Harris Glen). Every town with a siding is listed, and the track between Weirton to Pittsburg is shown as double track. The location of yards at Martin and Calypso are also shown. NOTE: REGARDLESS OF ACTUAL ORIENTATION, THE UPPER TRACK IS ALWAYS THE MAIN (DEFAULT TRAVEL) LINE, AND THE LOWER IS ALWAYS THE SIDING. (it’s a stylized view of your railroad). The three grey cells above each main are used to store up to three trains cleared over that track. The three grey cells below each siding are likewise used for the sidings. Below the map are the train holding cells, showing all the eastbound trains (green) and westbound trains (orange).

3) All train entries are always paired double-click operations (the first selection is “PICK”, the second, “DROP”), generally in from-to format. Certain clever moves might require several click pairs. No big deal.

4) PLACING A TRAIN: Let’s set the first train, 202 out of Cincinnati. Here’s how it works.

a. Confirm you are in PICK mode (upper right corner).

b. Double-click on the green holding cell for 202. Confirm you got him by looking at the upper right – it should show DROP and “202” should appear in the black confirmation box. Also note that special function options (pick, delete, main & siding, current, store) are now lit.

c. Double click anywhere in the grey area above Cincinnati – it might take a little effort to do this. If you get it right, 202 should now show up as a dark green indicator, and it should be removed from holding. The mode should now be in "PICK" again.
5) MOVING A TRAIN: Assume you’ve cleared 202 from Cincinnati to Zanesville siding. Perform the following steps.

a. Double-click on train 202 above Cincinnati.

b. Confirm you’ve got him (see 4b above).

c. Double-click on the siding area below Zanesville.

d. Note that 202’s full clearance is now shown in light green, his east-most endpoint in dark green. All single shared trackage between these points show a red flag, warning the dispatcher that these single tracks are assigned.

e. Try another train: place 223 on Martin Main (just coming out of the yard). Then move him to Zanesville main, setting up a meet. Take a moment to study the setup, to get an idea of what the panel is showing. It’s a bit colorful, but it’s pretty easy to train your eye to what it means.

6) OOPS – WRONG SELECTION: Now, let’s use a couple of the special function selections – these are always used during the drop double-click, on the selected train.
a. Pick train 202. As always, confirm the select.

b. Now, realize that you don’t want him (if you clear him forward, he’ll collide with 223).

c. For the drop step, double-click on the “PICK” function key in the lower right. This should clear everything out and reset you to pick mode.

7) ARRIVAL AT CLEARANCE POINT: Another function key. Assume the crew of 202 calls and reports holding in the siding at Zanesville. They are done with their assigned trackage.
a. Pick train 202. As always, confirm the select.

b. Double-click the “CURRENT” function key. 202 is now shown only at Zanesville.

8) STORING A TRAIN: This one is used if a train reports clear of main and sidings (i.e. it’s working industrial trackage). Say westbound 223 is calling clear at Zanesville.

a. Pick train 223.

b. Click the “STORE” function key. 223 is removed from the DS panel and put back down in a holding cell. It can be deployed again later.

9) WORKING MAIN AND SIDING. Now that 223 is out of the way, 202 requests all tracks in Zanesville. To indicate this:

a. Pick train 202.

b. Double-click on “MAIN & SIDING” key. He’s now shown on both tracks.

10) FINISHING WORK ON MAIN AND SIDING. Now, 202 calls that he’s built on the main. 

a. Select 202 (the version on the main).

b. Click “CURRENT”. The siding should show clear.

c. Of course, if you wanted him on the siding, you could have selected that version of him to mark as current.

11) SHIFTING A TRAIN TO ANOTHER TRACK. Now 202 requests clearance to Pittsburgh, but on track #2 (on our display, the siding). Do the following:

a. Click on 202.

b. Click on Pittsburgh siding. Wait, now that shows him on the wrong track through Weirton and Martin. Relax; all you need to do is…

c. Double-click on 202 at Wierton Main.

d. Double-click on Wierton Siding

e. Repeat steps c, d for Martin.

f. Note that the red warning flags still note passage between Wierton and Martin. These should just make you check twice before clearing trains through these areas.

12) MOVING BETWEEN LEVELS: It gets a bit trickier moving from level to level in DS (such as train 202 advancing to Harris Glen). Keep in mind that each level is isolated for the others (this was done actually to simplify levels, since levels might represent different things (continuations of existing lines, or branch lines)). In that, clicking on one level has limited effect on the train’s markers on other levels. Easier to show. Here we go.
a. Make train 202 current in Pittsburgh Siding (see example 7). He should only be shown in Pittsburgh now.
b. To clear him to Harris Glen Main, select him again in Pittsburgh Siding.

c. Double click on Red Rock main.

d. Double click to pick him again (any version of him will do).

e. Double click on Harris Glen Main. Notice that it now shows him cleared through all three towns.

f. To continue the example, let’s move him to Hellerton Siding. Double click on the version at Harris Glen.

g. Double click at Hellerton siding. He should now show himself cleared through to that spot. It is important to note that the prior clearance you gave up through Pittsburgh to Red Rock did NOT clear. As I said, most things that happen on one level do not affect another.

h. Say that he is in Hellerton siding now. Let’s clean this mess up. Double click on his version in Hellerton Siding.

i. Click the “CURRENT” function. Notice that it cleared him everywhere.

13) MAKING A NEW TRAIN: Assume someone wants to run their Thomas the Tank Engine in your session as an extra west out of Calypso. We don’t have a marker for that… yet. Easy to do.

a. Click once in any of the empty orange westbound holding cells. If you accidently double-click (you will see the status move to drop but there is a blank in the black selection box), simply hit the “PICK” function to reset.
b. Type “<TOM” in the cell. NOTE THAT ALL WESTBOUND TRAINS NEED TO BE PREFIXED BY A “<” MARK, AND ALL EASTBOUND TRAINS FOLLOWED BY A “>” – THIS SETS THE COLORS CORRECTLY. 

c. Now double-click on “<TOM”

d. Now double-click on Calypso main. He should be moved from holding to the correct location on the panel.

e. Woops, we made a mistake. The yard is actually on the siding. Okay, double-click on <TOM again.

f. Double-click on Calypso siding. He should now be correctly positioned.
14) MAKING A FIELD OF CORN. As noted, this program does NOT protect you in any way. There might be times when you want to show multiple trains occupying the same trackage (trains cleared to follow one another, for example).

a. Double click on <TOM.

b. Double click on Hellerton Siding. Notice they are shown occupying the same track. This serves as your warning.

15) DELETING A TRAIN. This is like “STORE” but removes them completely from the board (they could always be remade using example 13 above).

a. Double click on 202

b. Double click on “DELETE”. He’s gone.

16) RESTARTING THE PANEL. To clear the panel and restart a new session, go back to the control panel screen and click “Clear Route”. When you go back to the panel you were on (ClubLMO), you should see 202 ready to roll again, and <TOM is gone. If you save and exit Excel, you can restart right where you left off.

MAKING A NEW PANEL
It’s not too hard to make a new panel with basic Excel knowledge. Really, the only thing you shouldn’t monkey with are the grey area where the trains go (and the function buttons and such). Excel works mostly off cell content and location, so as long as you limit your changes to perhaps alignment and names and such, you should be fine.
Get a good idea of what you want to do and try to limit the number of levels you have. You can see good examples in some of the lines I dispatch on. For example, in JimNS, you have a line that runs double track to Asheville, where it branches into two branches (the A&S line and the W line). On AndyUP, the UP main line is shown on the first and third levels. The second denotes the BNSF line that parallels the UP from North Platte to Columbus (with a cutoff midway, to make things difficult). Using cell editing and text entry, you have a limited ability to add trackage.
Once you have an idea of what you want to do, here are the basic steps.

1) Right click on the default panel’s tab to copy it. Once you have a copy, rename it to what you need it to be. I don’t think blank spaces work.

2) On the control panel, add your route name (exactly as it appears in the tab) to the list presented in column H. As soon as you hit return, it should show up in the divisions to dispatch.

3) On your panel, change the following:

a. Town names – make them what you want.

b. Panel Header – type in what you want

c. Track Alignment – add in whatever you can using excel border commands.
d. Once you have what you want, you can delete everyone else. Just select the cells and hit delete. Change the color to the base color to remove it. Remove the excess trackage. 

4) To add trains, scroll down below the colored panel area. You should see a set of holding boxes below the panel’s visible area, starting on row 70 (these are your defaults that reset when you clear the route). Enter your scheduled trains there (remember to use “<” and “>”). When you have them entered, select “clean route” from the control panel (with your route selected). You should now see your trains moved from the default area to the panel.

ICON

An icon, train2, has been included. To make use of this (and to get to the program easier), do the following…

1) In your file viewer, right click on your dispatcherpanel.xls file. 

2) Select the “Create shortcut” option.

3) Now, if you can reduce your file viewer, move the shortcut file onto your main computer screen.

4) Right click on this shortcut and under properties, select “Change Icon” option.

NOTES

That’s pretty much it. It’s a pretty basic program. As I mentioned, sometimes the mouse selection can be a bit tricky (always keep an eye to the status in the upper-right to confirm selection).

Sometimes users somehow jump way, way down or way, way to the right. If the screen seems to turn into a sea of empty cells, check the scroll bars.

Otherwise, there is not much you can do to this in normal operations that you can’t clean up easily, once you get the hang of it. Post me with questions.
