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Introduction 
 
 
Dear Readers, 
 
Here we are again, a little earlier than we have been used to in recent months. 
Despite a few unforeseen events, which meant that we sometimes had to move 
closer together and prioritise differently, we managed to get a lot done. 
 
We were able to use the holiday time and relaxation for model building, as well as 
writing and taking photos to ensure that our construction projects make progress. 
One of these relates to our beginners’ layouts, which are to be built over two years, 
meaning 24 issues. 
 
Today, Dirk Kuhlmann is turning his attention to the sawing plans, and the woodwork, as these sections 
have an extremely important function as foundations. In the meantime, we look forward to the time when 
this layout will also make visible progress in its appearance. 
 
A large part of this edition is taken up by the Bundesbahn’s double-decker carriages. Their origins go 
back to the 1930s, but their heyday did not begin until 1953. 
 
However, we are not only looking at the Off 52, which was delivered as a model by Märklin and now must 
undergo a comparative test with its predecessor but are travelling further along the timeline into the 
nineties. 
 
We also take a look at the Offs 59, which Bahls Modelleisenbahnen announced as a model a few years 
ago and which should therefore not be missed. The further development of this wagon type shows that 
there are still a lot of possibilities in this theme. There is still potential for future innovations, which would 
certainly be good for variety on our layouts. After all, these wagons were mostly travelling as long block 
trains, which only offer visible variation through the mixing of construction types. 
 
Our reader Reinder Rutgers also used his time on holiday. He has been busy for his part 3 on vinyl sheet 
building construction, and has also created a new demonstration diorama to encourage you to rebuild 
and imitate. 
 
We are not the only ones impressed by his results! It also makes it very clear how important it is to go 
outside and study the prototypes and templates, a credo that we always want to pass on. After all, the 
layout should always be coherent and credible. The still ongoing summer offers the best options for model 
excursions. 
 
But that’s not all: this edition has also featured new announcements and deliveries. The number of letters 
to the editor is a little low during the holiday period, but we would like to thank you for the photos and 
articles that have reached us, literally, from all over the world in the last few weeks and are now to be 
included in our edition planning. 
 
Keep up the good work! Trainini® also thrives on exchange and participation. 
  
 
Sin-Z-erely, 
 
Holger Späing 

Holger Späing 
Editor-in-chief 
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Cover photo: 
The year is 1954 and auto transport by rail is rapidly gaining 
momentum in the German economic miracle. The Bundesbahn 
has just put 300 Off 52 double-decker units into service as an 
interim solution, some of which we see here being towed by 50 
1301 on its way to the Volkswagen plant in Wolfsburg. 
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Märklin�s new Off 52 
Pioneers in Auto Transport 
 
The Off 52 double-decker car transport wagon did not have its first appearance as a Z gauge 
model until 1999, although the basic model had been in the Mini-Club range since the beginning. 
However, both models, which were clearly too long, were no longer up to date, which is why, after 
the true-to-scale Omm 52 model, the wagon derived from it for transporting cars was only a matter 
of time. 
 
The time has finally come in the last few weeks: Märklin has delivered its new Off 52 double-decker auto 
transport wagon (item no. 86235). A predecessor had already appeared for the first time in 1999, which 
was met with excitement at the time because it was a type of car that had previously been sorely missed 
 
It did not appear in the catalogue for a long time, which was certainly since it had simply become 
antiquated. After all, this model was based on a standard chassis and body from 1972, and the result 
was a car that was clearly too long and whose design between the axles was equally inconsistent. 

 
When Märklin redesigned the type Omm 52 open freight car in the correct scale length a few years ago, 
a contemporary car transport car that could be based on it like its prototype also seemed to be in the 
cards. 

The wheels keep rolling in the German economic miracle, because the assembly lines in the factories never stand still. Even the class 
58 steam locomotive is far from ready to leave and takes an empty set of the brand new Off 52 back to the car factory at night. 
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Now the time has come, and we are taking this as an opportunity not only to present the new design, but 
also to deliberately compare it with its predecessor. After all, we want to know whether this model is 
indeed better than its predecessor in all respects. After all, many Zetties are likely to have this wagon in 
their inventory several times, and may, therefore, be hesitant to immediately buy the new model. 
 
So, let’s start our review with an important observation: combining the earlier model 86221 (and its 
derivatives) with the new 2024 mould does not seem to make sense to us. The different lengths of the 
models are too obvious and make it clear from any viewing distance that something cannot be right here. 
And these are not the only differences. 
 
Whereas the earlier models were still two separate cars with standard couplers in between, Märklin has 
decided this time to couple them firmly and close in the middle. As with the prototype, they can now only 
be used as a double unit. This is completely consistent with the prototype, because both Omm 52 units, 
which have been combined, share the same car number, both large and small. 
 
This also explains why 600 open wagons were required to obtain 300 double-decker car transport 
wagons. The new models can be found in pairs in this pack and bear the road numbers 860 152 and 860 
172, so they date from the middle of the rebuilding period. This will become important again in a moment. 
 
First impressions are always important. And this tells us that we are dealing with a coherent model. 
Whereas the length, which is clearly too long for an expert railway modeller, was immediately noticeable 
in the past, here it is the case in a positive sense and our eyes are captivated. In direct comparison, 
however, the brown loading platform seems unusual to us, as it was always sprayed black on the 
predecessor. 
 

The newly delivered wagon set (item no. 86235) contains two pairs of Off 52 car transport wagons that have not yet been loaded at 
the factory. 
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We are familiar with deep black on freight wagons from the running gear and add-on parts such as grab 
handles, so we are probably familiar with this. Has Märklin taken a cost-cutting measure here or simply 
made a mistake? No, is our judgement. It is more likely that the predecessor was incorrect in this respect 
and that customer expectations were probably only being met, as the 1:87 scale models also had black 
superstructures for a long time. 

 
Historical black and white photos can only help to a limited extent here, as the wagons on them usually 
still have a slightly different appearance because they are advertising photos from the launch of 
operations. But, even on these, the black chassis stands out from the red-brown body, but not the loading 
platform from the side walls. 
 
The Bundesbahn’s labelling specifications clearly stipulated RAL 8012 red-brown for the upper deck as 
well, as this was part of the superstructure, and not an add-on part. Later, as a cost-saving measure, the 
black colouring of such parts was completely omitted anyway, but this cannot serve as a justification here. 
 
 
The external characteristics 
 
The reproduced operating condition corresponds to the condition existing from the middle of 1954. At that 
time, these wagons were completely new, and procurement was still ongoing for several months or had 
only just been completed. The revision inscriptions printed on the black frame date the models to the year 
1960, but the reproduced state of construction also corresponds to the outlined time frame. 
 
This includes above all a railing on the upper deck, which the predecessor also had, but which cannot be 
seen in many of the original photographs. This was only installed in 1954 based on initial operating 
experience or was soon retrofitted to the units already in service (see prototype article). As it was 
permanently attached to the superstructure, it is not an add-on part in the sense of the painting 
specifications. 
 

A comparison of the new model (front) with its predecessor 86221 (rear) clearly shows that the models are different lengths and also 
appear to be less compatible in other respects. The red-brown loading platform of the current model is correct. 
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The planks in the upper deck recesses and the plank floor structure of the lower loading level are well 
recognisable. The predecessor had only plain surfaces in these places. 
 
When looking at the lower deck, however, we are apparently also looking at recesses where the prototype 
had none. The predecessor model only had one inner rail per wheel side of the motor vehicle, which 
served to provide better guidance. So, what is correct? 
 
It is undisputed that model cars must have a secure hold on the transport wagons in both levels. This 
applies both in the longitudinal direction of the wagons and in relation to the transverse axis. When 
compared with prototype documentation, it becomes clear that the reproductions of the novelty are 
locking rails that were retrofitted on both loading levels. 
 
They accommodated the levers of the so-called shell wheel chocks, which secured each vehicle against 
rolling on both wheels of the rear axle. These chocks, which replaced early wooden wedges that had to 
be nailed down, were reproduced by Märklin then, as now, quite simply as upright triangles. 
 
Visually, the recesses of the loading platform, between which there is a correct view downwards, as well 
as the lower loading area with its protrusions on both sides look quite thick. A comparison of the 86221 
and 86235 models reveals various reasons for this: On the one hand, �black makes you slim� applies; the 
new model has no such camouflage. 
 
On the other hand, the more meticulous detailing is also a reason for this, as the required material 
thicknesses are merciless here. There are probably equally strong arguments in favour of both solutions. 
 

A direct comparison shows the greater detailing of the new model, but also the material thickness of the moulded parts, which make 
some parts look a little too large. 
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However, the new Omm 52, which served as the base model as in the prototype, also has a weakness 
highlighting this area: the wagon floor is unmistakably too high due to the required weight insert, which is 
now very obvious due to the lack of side doors. 

 
The dimensions table confirms the 
biggest outlier here, which is also 
reflected to a lesser extent in the 
overall height. The loading height of 
the lower level, on the other hand, is 
only slightly too low. 
 
A definite strength of the new model, 
however, are the many details on the 
superstructure, where Märklin has 
worked very conscientiously. In con-
trast to the historical model, we now 
also find the replica of the cable pull 
system, with which two thirds of the 
loading platform could be cranked 
down. 
 
The bend in the upper section is also 
easily recognisable in the railing as 
well as in the recessed area. To-
gether with the correct three-point 

mounting, this gives the model a harmonious appearance. We would also like to pay tribute to the 
detached moulded handles on the outside of the side walls and the remaining hook fasteners on the 
removed end walls. Neither of these could be found in the past. 
 

 

Dimensions and data for the Off 52 of the Deutsche Bundesbahn: 
 
 Prototype 1:220 Model Variance 
 
Length over buffers (LüP) 22.120 mm  100,5 mm  93,6 mm  -    6,9 % 
Overall width   3.074 mm    14,0 mm  14,4 mm  +   2,9 % 
Height above SO (rail head)*   3.670 mm    16,7 mm  19,1 mm  + 14,4 % 
 
Loading length top / bottom 21.320 mm    96,9 mm  92,0 mm  -    5,1 % 
Floor height above SO    1.245 mm     5,7 mm    7,5 mm  + 31,6 % 
Loading height bottom   1.680 mm     7,6 mm    7,5 mm  -    1,3 % 
 
Total centre distance 16.460 mm    74,8 mm  72,4 mm  -    3,2 % 
Wheelbase of the wagon half   5.400 mm    24,5 mm  24,6 mm  +   0,4 % 
Distance 2nd to 3rd axles   5.660 mm    25,7 mm  22,8 mm  -  11,3 % 
Wheel diameter   1.000 mm     4,5 mm    4,4 mm  -    2,2 % 
 
Dead weight 25.300 kg*        ---  10,7 g 
 
Maximum permitted speed 80 km/h 
 
Years built 1953/54** 
Quantity produced 300  
 
 
*   Dimensions for retrofitted railing on upper deck 
** Conversion from Omm 52, dismantled until 1967 

The top view shows the wooden covering of the wagon floor and the recesses of the loading platform, each with locking rails and 
wheel chocks. 
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Dimensions and colours 
 
The chassis of the Off 52 (and some other goods wagons with the same wheelbase) is unfortunately not 
one of the most detailed in Märklin’s portfolio. The entirety of eight-leaf spring assemblies, barely 
recognisable hooks and axle bearings, appears far less filigree than with other implementations. The 
brake system levers are missing, as are all four shunter steps on the prototype vehicle halves. 
 

The bend in the loading platform is easily visible on both halves of the wagon, while the running gear cannot keep up with such 
details: The brake system levers and shunter steps are completely missing, which is why it looks strangely empty. 
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While the earlier Off-52 model was clearly too long, the new one is now about one metre too short per 
wagon unit. Due to the buffer distance, some of this is compensated for when measuring and we must 
also recognise that Märklin has dealt with this point well. 
 
The loading platform and ramp plates have also been adjusted in line with the dimensional deviation, 
resulting in a harmonious overall appearance. The reason for the deviation is a special feature of the 
prototype: To achieve the maximum loading length, unitised front ends were attached to both sides of the 
wagon halves. 
 

 
The chassis base in the kit only has the version without and with a front end, as was otherwise usual. We 
also consider the tooling costs for an additional mould that cannot be used for other purposes to be 
uneconomical. 
 
In any other case, a new problem would have become apparent, because the prototypes could load five 
VW Beetles standing close together on each loading level, with the centre one resting on each of two 
halves of the vehicle. In the model, this is almost impossible or at least proves to be very restrictive. The 
model will therefore only have eight small cars, which will not clearly indicate the difference from the 
original, thanks to the excessive spacing.  

Details such as the detached handlebars and the latches for the front flaps on the superstructure are impressive, although they are a 
little oversized in the front view (see photo on page 8). The reproduction of the cable pull system for cranking down the loading 
platform ramp as well as the paintwork and printing deserve praise. The hinges of the removed side doors have not been omitted 
either. 
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Incidentally, the new wagons appear to be equipped with close couplers because, in accordance with the 
prototype, the metal sheets almost reach the buffer discs and this appears to shorten the distance 
between the wagons, at least visually. 

 
A final advantage of the new model is the pleasantly matt and clean paintwork in the colour RAL 8012 
red-brown, which contrasts slightly with the deep black chassis (RAL 9005). The white lettering on it is 
true to size and almost completely readable with a magnifying glass. They are also correct and complete 
in terms of content. 
 
In direct comparison to the predecessor model 86221, it is noticeable that the inclusion of the frame 
support in the service markings is not only prototypically correct but is also quite perceptible. It also 
emphasises the harmonious overall appearance of the car transporter. 
 
 
Use and outlook 
 
It is always the wish of our readers to include prototypical suggestions for the formation of trains in the 
test reports. In the case of the double-decker car transport wagons, a block train is of course a good idea, 
which in the prototype could comprise up to 25 wagon units, especially when travelling for Volkswagen. 
 
However, if we disregard the prototypes without a subsequent series, the Off 52 was more of an �exotic� 
rail car that could be used until 1967, at the latest. Shortly after it entered service, it was supplemented 
by the Offs 55, which Bahls Modelleisenbahnen had been offering for years, and which would harmonise 
very well with these models. 

The wagon halves are firmly and closely coupled on the inside. The two loading platforms and ramp plates are very close together. 
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The Offs 59 was created as a supplement and further provisional version, which achieved many times 
the number of units, and was in service for more than two decades. This should, therefore, actually form 
the majority of coaches in block trains. Theoretically, it could be realised based on the Omm 55 from FR 
Freudenreich Feinwerktechnik. This should illustrate how much at least a second design would be 
needed on the market. 
 

 
As this is not the case, we are providing a further suggestion for use: Especially in the early days of the 
new class, groups of wagons were also to be found in mixed goods trains. This also opens up options for 
the use of empty wagons to be returned, but loaded units also appeared in groups at the beginning of the 
economic miracle. 
 
In this case, the smaller number of wagons could also be explained by another car brand, which had less 
market share in the period shown. Incidentally, suitable loads are already being prepared and constructed 
by MrZtraX (VW Beetle under tarpaulin) and Modellbahn-Union (Opel under tarpaulin) � we will report on 
this separately. By the way, Off 52 were not used in motorail trains and in Sylt traffic. 
 
Finally, let’s summarise our impressions once again: The paintwork and printing are also among Märklin’s 
recognised strengths here. The detailing of the superstructure is good, and we will accept the 
weaknesses of the running gear. Although the deviation in length has been well concealed and a 
harmonious overall appearance has been achieved by maintaining the most important proportions, the 
partially large material thickness together with the high floor level remains a noticeable weak point. 

All in all, the new Off 52 has become a successful freight car, but it will not take the top position within the Märklin programme. 
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However, this should not be too noticeable in a train formation, especially in a block train, because a 
single wagon unit really becomes blurred. We are therefore convinced by the novelty and nominate it for 
the new releases of the year 2024 in the wagon category. 

Manufacturer of the basic model: 
https://www.maerklin.de 

This type of wagon construction achieves its best effect in block trains, as can be seen here: The empty double-decker carriages are 
in tow with a heavy class 50 freight steam locomotive. The goods train accompanying coach, which runs directly behind the 
locomotive, was still indispensable at that time. 
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The Off 52 and its successors 
From a provisional Solution to special Wagon 
 
Soon after the Second World War, the automobile finally began its victory parade. From then on, 
it developed into a means of mass transport, with increasing individual transport threatening the 
railway from several sides at once. One of these was the transport of newly built cars to the far 
reaches of Germany or to export ports. The Bundesbahn had to find quick answers, one of which 
was the Off 52 car transporter. 
 
Double-decker wagons for car transport were a child of the Bundesbahn, stated former DB employee 
Gerd Wolff in 1991 in the EK-freight wagon encyclopaedia DB. He perhaps deliberately ignored the fact 
that the Deutsche Reichsbahn in the DDR also used comparable special wagons. 
 

However, we are not focussing on these wagons today, as it is true to say that the wagons under 
consideration with the UIC class mark L have become much more important in the west of Germany. A 
brief historical outline should therefore explain the need for such wagons and their technical development. 
 

The mass transport of cars by rail is a phenomenon of the post-war period: on 24 September 1977, 043 606-3 (Bw Emden) is on its 
way near Haren with an empty car transport train. This locomotive was taken out of service on just 1 October 1977 and retired with all 
the other locomotives on 27 October, the day after the end of steam on the DB. Photo: Johannes Glöckner, Sammlung 
Eisenbahnstiftung 
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Although cars were already being produced in increasing numbers at the end of the 1920s and the KdF 
car was intended to be manufactured for the masses, there were no special carriages for transport from 
the factories before the Second World War. 
 
The route from the manufacturer to the buyer did not involve the railway. The only exceptions were 
vehicles that were intended for export and had to be brought to the quay of a seaport, for example. 
 

 
In that case, this was done either with flat wagons or large-area covered goods wagons, which then had 
wide-opening front doors. We remember designs of the Dresden type or the later Bromberg. The vehicles 
were secured on or in the wagon with wedges and ropes. 
 
The need for transport increased dramatically after the outbreak of war. The rapid advance of German 
troops also meant that transport routes became longer. The Kdf cars (630 units), Commander cars (4 
units), floating cars (approx. 14,000 units) and Kubelwagen cars (approx. 51,000 units) together made 
up a lot of units. The Reichsbahn remembered special transport racks for two-storey loading and modified 
them for the transport of Wehrmacht vehicles. 
 
Whereas the metal frames had previously been connected to the stakes by lugs, they now stood freely 
on the loading area of an R wagon, but the stakes retained their protective function and remained 
inserted. Open freight wagons of the standard design (type designation O) were also used in two different 
ways. 

 
 

continued on page 18 

As can be seen in this photo, car transport on the R Stuttgart 52414 stake wagon with loading frames was presented to the public in 
1940. The wheels of the Opel Kadett, which were built in Rüsselsheim from 1936 to mid-1940, still had to be removed for the journey. 
Photo: RVM, Sammlung Eisenbahnstiftung 
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In 1941, the R Stuttgart 9928 stake wagon with a newer loading frame served as an improvised car transport wagon for three 
Kubelwagen cars and a light passenger car of the VW 82E type, which was only produced in quantities of less than 1,000 and combined 
the body of the KdF car with the chassis of the type 82 (photo above). In 1944, the Wehrmacht and Reichsbahn were already a little 
further ahead: based on a patent from the previous year, the open Ommu Klagenfurt 4971 wagon already had a loading platform on
top, into which a ramp could be hooked in when the end walls were removed (photo below). A Volkswagen type 166 (floating car) and 
a commander's car type 87 with all-wheel drive are driven onto this makeshift car transport wagon. Both photos: RVM, Sammlung
Eisenbahnstiftung 
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The first to be mentioned in this context consisted of cross members that were placed on the top chord 
at the centre distance of the loaded vehicles. The common feature of transport on wagons of the R and 
O types up to this point is that the cars had to be lifted into both levels using a crane. 
 
Based on a patent from 1943, a better alternative was finally available for the O-wagons, as historical 
photos from 1944 show. The wartime model Klagenfurt is shown there with the front doors raised. Thick 
wooden planks the width of the car track can be seen between the wagon floors of two neighbouring 
wagons. 
 
A loading frame can be seen on the upper chord, which consists of two longitudinal recesses, each of 
which engages in a strong round tube at the ends. These tubes rest on the top chord of the wagon as 
cross members. Above the doors, two underlaid U-profiles take up additional weight. At one end of the 
wagon, two further recesses are suspended in the round tube, which serve as access ramps. 
 
This made it possible for the cars to drive onto the wagon independently, enabling faster loading and 
unloading. The idea for the Bundesbahn’s post-war designs was born. 
 
 

 
 
 

Many cars still start their first journey by rail today, usually in block trains. In 1958, car transports could also still be seen in mixed 
goods trains, such as these brand-new Daimler-Benz 220 and 220S (W 180 series) on the Main-Neckarbahn near Frankfurt-Louisa. 
There was a shortage of double-decker car transporters in those years. Photo: Reinhold Palm, Sammlung Eisenbahnstiftung 
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Consequences of the economic miracle 
 
Thanks to aid from the Marshall Plan, the Federal Republic of Germany quickly got back on its feet from 
1949. While the number of vehicles built in Germany in 1945 was only around 1,300, it increased 
dramatically after the Federal Republic of Germany was founded. 
 
Despite the American lead, mass motorisation had already begun there before the war, and the 
undestroyed production capacities of other manufacturers, particularly in Asia, Germany became the third 
largest car producer in the world in just five years. Total production totalled 560,000 vehicles, and 
Volkswagen celebrated the 600,000th car built in the same year! 
 
VW was the first, largest, and even to this day, the most important railway customer for the transport of 
new vehicles by rail. The rapidly growing company presented the Bundesbahn with new challenges, as 
transport on stake wagons, flat wagons and track wagons had finally reached its limits. 
 
The car manufacturers, who were now producing on assembly lines and were dependent on fast 
transport, demanded fast loading and unloading, with the vehicles being able to drive up and down over 
head ramps under their own power. The local conditions in the factories always had to be considered. All 
wagons also had to be able to reach their destination wagon from the ramp without having to manoeuvre, 
which required drive-over options. 
 
 

 

Factory locomotive 3 of Adam Opel AG pulls a line of Off-52 wagons loaded with Opel Olympia Rekord from the Rüsselsheim factory 
halls in 1954. Photo: Sammlung Stefan Carstens  
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As early as 1949, a car wholesaler had semitrailer lorries built that could transport up to seven cars on 
two loading levels on the road and bring them quickly to the customer. This was a warning signal for DB 
if it did not want to lose touch. 
 
A special wagon was therefore needed, but there was not enough time for new development: quick 
solutions had to be found. Under this pressure, the Bundesbahn decided in favour of a provisional 
solution, in particular as it was not yet clear what share it would have in car transport in the long term. 
 
To better utilise the load limits of conventional freight wagons, it was advisable to transport cars on two 
loading levels. This probably brought the open freight wagons with their loading frames back into focus. 
Two or even three-story loading had also long been familiar from the USA. 
 
Without further ado, the DB had 600 units diverted from the new Omm 52 construction programme in 
order to derive 300 Off 52 double units (later designated Laae 540). At the time of the decision, they were 
the only open wagons of the standard design that already met the UIC specifications. This was an 
important prerequisite for use in neighbouring countries. 

 
Each double unit counted as one wagon and therefore only always had one common wagon number. 
This could exclusively be found on the left-hand outer wall of the left-hand half of the carriage. This 
explains why only 300 Off 52s were (seemingly) converted from 600 Omm 52s. 
 
The end doors were removed again, but this time the side doors were also removed. Instead of liftable 
loading frames, however, a fixed upper deck was now provided for each half of the wagon, two thirds of 
which could be lowered on the outer wagon ends using a cable winch. It was developed by the BZA 
Minden. 
 

The Off 52 double units were unmistakably derived from the Omm 52 open goods wagon and could therefore be recognised as a 
provisional solution, which, however, performed perfectly well and was accepted by the car manufacturers. Photo: Dr. Rudo von Cosel 
| © Stefan Carstens 
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The Josef Graaff wagon factory in Elze (Lower Saxony) was and remained closely involved in the 
development and construction of car transport wagons. This was to continue until the latest new 
developments for DB in the 1980s.  
 
Only on the upper level were the cars guided and laterally secured in two recesses each, which were 
fitted with wooden inserts. This loading platform had three cross beams and rested with these on the top 
chord of the wagons. The lower loading level was covered with wooden decking. 
 
To bridge the joints and drive over the two halves of the wagon or onto the next unit, there were four 
unmounted recess ramps, which were stored into hooks on the inside of the side walls and thus stowed 
away when not in use. They were not allowed to remain fitted during the journey. 

 
During loading operations, they were hooked onto the support recess ramps of both wagon sections on 
the upper deck and supported on the carriageways on the lower deck. For the loading process, the 
movable loading platform section was lowered by 10
 and special recess ramps were attached, which 
spanned the path from the head ramp to the loading platform. 
 
Two wagon halves were firmly connected to each other via a four-link coupling under low pre-tension. To 
increase the loading length, both halves of a unit were fitted with a front end on both ends, the length of 
which corresponded to the length of the unit brakeman�s stand. 

In 1953, the DB presented the loading options of the new Off 52 at the loading ramp in Minden using the double wagon 869 002. In 
addition to the cranked-down loading platform ramps, the suspended recess ramps are also clearly visible. In this early state of 
construction, the wagon does not yet have railings, non-slip walking galleries next to the loading platforms on the upper deck and no 
locking rails, as can be seen very clearly below. Photo: Bustorff, Sammlung Eisenbahnstiftung 
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The upper loading platform could carry up to 4 tonnes, the lower level even 16 tonnes. This resulted in a 
maximum load weight of 20 tonnes, which could not even to some extent be utilised, although the basic 
wagons were even designed for a load capacity of 30 tonnes. Incidentally, protective railings were not 
provided for the upper deck. 
 
The loading length of 21.32 metres allowed five VW Beetles to be loaded at the top and bottom, with the 
middle vehicle front and rear standing on neighbouring halves of the wagon. Larger cars were transported 
eight to a unit. Volkswagen accounted for around 80 % of passenger car transports by rail. 
 
Air brakes of the Hik-G and KE-G types were used, equipped with a control valve for two-stage 
mechanical load braking. As even loaded units did not reach the brake changeover weight, the load 
change remained fixed in the �empty� position. 
 
A test unit of these new car transport wagons was ready from April 1953 and was used for demonstration 
and test runs. As early as December 1953, series production rebuilds began at Graaf Elze (150 units), 
the Westdeutsche Waggonfabrik in Düsseldorf and Linke-Hofmann-Busch in Salzgitter (together another 
150 units). The programme was completed in March 1954. 
 
 
Further developments 
 
The carriages proved themselves well in operational use and are likely to have provided valuable insights 
for their successors. As car production continued to grow very rapidly, the capacity of the 300 Off-52 units 
was not sufficient in the long term; the history of the car transport wagons only began to gather pace with 
a development order from the Bundesbahn to Graaff Elze in 1954. 
 

This photo of an Off 52 double unit supposedly dates back to 1960. The railings on the loading platform have long since been 
retrofitted, but strangely enough there is no sign of the locking rails for fixing the shell wheel chocks in the lower deck. Photo: Bustorff, 
Sammlung Eisenbahnstiftung. 
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But first, the existing units had to be optimised. First and foremost, this concerned occupational safety, 
as the risk of falling for the loading drivers was too high on the upper level: they were not secured either 
between the recesses or to the sides. Railings were therefore fitted to the last units before they left the 
factory. 
 
From May 1954, the carriages already in service were also retrofitted for safety reasons. Their railings 
were made of steel tubes and were sufficiently stable to provide adequate protection for workers on the 
upper level. 
 
Another improvement measure concerned load securing. Wooden wedges nailed to the wooden floor 
and additional lashing of the vehicles proved to be too time-consuming. Some car manufacturers 
therefore used so-called spike wedges: Wheel by wheel was then lifted, a special rack was slid 
underneath, and the car was lowered again. 

 
The wheel then rested on the rack but had no contact with the flooring itself and pressed spikes into the 
wooden floor on the underside with the weight of the wagon. The spike wedges did not save the freight 
from being lashed or chained down. 
 
A solution was found in the form of the so-called shell wheel chocks. This fixing device consisted of two 
perforated locking rails on each lane, which were attached along the entire length of the load. Two 
swivelling wheel chocks were pushed onto a car wheel (from the front and rear) and fixed in the locking 
rails with a crossbar fitted with pins. 
 

A curiosity in passing: at that time, cars were transported with the ignition key inserted. However, only vehicles from major customers, 
such as the Deutsche Bundespost in this case, were already registered. These VW transporters of the T 2 generation arrived at 
Frankfurt (Main) main goods station on a Laes 547 in 1971. Photo: Reinhold Palm, Sammlung Eisenbahnstiftung 
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Attaching these chucks was much quicker and lashing was also no longer necessary. It was even 
sufficient to only secure the two rear wheels of each vehicle in this way. From 1954, ten sets (consisting 
of four pieces each) were supplied with each vehicle � enough for a fully loaded Off 52.  
 
A curiosity in passing: when the cars were driven onto the transport wagons, the ignition keys were left 
in the ignition and the vehicle doors were left unlocked. The hubcaps were also often fitted in the factories 
in the fifties and sixties, as historical photographs show. It was only afterwards that it became common 
to place them in the car to protect them. 
 
As is still the case today, new cars are first registered by the dealer or buyer. Licence plates are therefore 
not visible on the cars. One exception was the German Federal Post Office, possibly also other major 
customers. If car transport wagons are uniformly loaded with yellow cars, we regularly discover number 
plates; this can now also be explained with this knowledge and a transport of used cars can therefore be 
ruled out. 
 
At this point, let’s return to the development order placed with the Josef Graaff wagon factory in Elze: the 
DB’s specifications were for a special two-part double-decker wagon that was only to run on three axles 
due to its low load weight. Production of the Offs 55 began as early as 1955. 

 
However, because the required quantities could not be produced in the short time in which the 
Bundesbahn needed these carriages, it resorted to another provisional solution. From the conversion 

These Opel Kadett Bs, intended for export, were built at the Bochum plant from 1965 to 1973 and are travelling on Offs 59 near 
Bramstedt in September 1965. At the time the photo was taken, the Off 52, also designed as a provisional solution, was already on its 
way back. Photo: J.B. Snell, Sammlung Eisenbahnstiftung 
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programme for the class Omm 55 open carriages, which had been running since 1956, it now also 
diverted quantities from the stock as well as the running production. 
 
Between 1956 and 1959, a total of 938 units were built in a similar way to the Off 52 and further 599 units 
in 1963/64 (total number of units: 1,537), which also had no hand brakes and were designated Offs 59. 
 
As the operational data for loading and securing the cars was identical to the Off 52, both types could be 
easily combined in trains. The ramp recesses on each wagon were also designed in such a way that the 
Off 52 and Offs 59, as well as the Offs 55, could be used together and were often seen together. 
 
However, this was only the case for a very short time. The large number of Offs 59 units meant that the 
Off 52, which was not a high-speed wagon and only allowed to travel at 80 km/h, quickly became 
obsolete. In addition, a further design was required to close a gap, which we will come to in a moment in 
the generation sequence. 
 
As early as 1960, barely six years after the first transports, the conversion of Off 52 into open freight 
wagons began. Only a very small number were given the UIC-compliant designation Laae 540, as by the 
end of 1966 the fleet had already shrunk to 122 units. In the following year, the last of these wagons were 
also converted and the pioneer was finally history. 
 

 
Generation sequence of the L-cars 
 
The development of car transport wagons at DB lasted until around 1980, and this generation of units 
continued to be produced until 1991, when a landmark decision was taken to end the chapter at the 
Bundesbahn. 
 
 

052 978-4 is on its way to Braunschweig with an empty car transport train near Hämelerwald on 21 March 1975. Photo: Dr. Uwe 
Knoblauch, Sammlung Eisenbahnstiftung 
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After the competitive conditions had become even tougher, more and more flexibility was required, and 
distribution logistics became increasingly complex, the future of car transport by rail only seemed 
compatible with the framework conditions of a private company: in 1990, IVG, Transwaggon, and VTG 
founded ATG Autotransportlogistic GmbH, which commenced operations on 1 July 1991. 
 
While retaining its ownership status, the Bundesbahn contributed its wagon fleet, which from then on was 
registered as private wagons. Procurement policy was now also in the hands of ATG. The only exceptions 
were the ARZ wagons (�car in passenger train transport�). 
 
The car transport wagons in industrial transport were scheduled and managed by ATG. It was not until 
2011 that ATG became DB Schenker Rail Automotive, and as a result the wagons that still exist and have 
since been newly built also became �genuine� DB AG freight wagons. 

 
The author Gerd Wolff, mentioned at the beginning of this article, divides the development history of the 
Bundesbahn car transporters, including the types derived from them for ARZ transport, into five 
generations: 
 

1. 1st generation 1953/59 (Off 52 & Offs 59) 
Two-part double-decker units, each consisting of two short-coupled open wagons of standard 
design without end flaps and side doors; loading platform mounted on the upper chord, divided 
and can be partially lowered on one side (access ramps required); load securing with shell wheel 
chocks. 

150 055-2 from Stuttgart depot is travelling between Kleinvillars and Ölbronn with its car transport train in April 1984. Photo: Heiko 
Hamm, Sammlung Eisenbahnstiftung 
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2. Generation 1955/59 (Offs 55 & conversions) 
Two-part double-decker units with three-wheel sets; loading platform rests on six side columns, 
is divided and can be partially lowered on one side (access ramps required); load securing with 
shell wheel chocks; lower level now also equipped with wheel recesses 
 

3. Generation 1958/64 (Offs 60 & Small series / prototypes) 
Two-part double-decker units with three-wheel sets and lower loading level; loading platform rests 
on six side columns, is divided and can be partially lowered on one side (access ramps required); 
load securing with shell wheel chocks; lower level also with wheel recesses 
 

4. Generation 1964/73 (Laes 547 & small series) 
Two-part double-decker units with three-wheel sets and undivided loading platform, which can be 
lowered completely or on one side; load securing with monorail wheel chocks; lower level with 
wheel recesses 
 

5. Generation 1980 (Laaeks 553) 
Two-part double-decker units with four wheel sets and undivided loading platform resting on four 
side columns (outer columns with inclined struts); load securing with monorail wheel chocks; lower 
level with wheel recesses 

A brief look at the car transport to Westerland in August 1969 near Morsum: A nine-part ‘Westerland unit’ consists of two end wagons, 
which correspond to the Laes 547, and seven centre wagons. They replace the previously used two-car Laes 543. Photo: Reinhold 
Palm, Sammlung Eisenbahnstiftung  
 






































































































