
© 2012-2023 Jeff Lemke Trains, Inc. All Rights Reserved. 

 
 
 

Selling model train and railroad collectibles was once best accomplished at flea markets, swap meets, 

and train conventions. But when internet auction site eBay.com came on the scene in 1995 it 

fundamentally changed the way all collectibles would be marketed and sold in the future.  
 

Since that time, a myriad of sales channels popped up in social media and local auction sites. While 

eBay is still a good marketing channel, keep in mind that whatever is sold through that channel, the fees 
to sell can take as much as 20% of your gross sales. More importantly, your sales will be taxed at the 

state level (where appropriate) and reported as income at the federal level. That takes at least another 

25% of your gross sales. So right off the bat, whatever something sells for in an online auction setting, 
perhaps 50% of that amount will go to fees and unavoidable taxes. You still get to keep 50% of what 

the item sells for, but it takes a great deal of work and time to do it, to make that 50% from selling 

your own items.  
 

Sometimes better options are the way to go—especially when you don’t have the time or capabilities 

to do all the work yourself. That’s where we can help. 
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Please join me as I share my professional selling insights into marketing collections of model trains, 
slides, photographs, negatives, blueprints, and assorted railroadiana items collected that people have 

collected over the last 50 or so years. If you have a large collection of items to sell this information will 

certainly prove helpful in your own work. I have enabled dozens of sellers to market and sell their own 
collections efficiently and effectively. And when you can’t do the work yourself, we do buy collections 

outright as well. We also work jointly with other professional dealers and auction houses. 

 
But first—let’s explain what the collector knew about his stuff—and what you probably don’t know. 

 

 

Introduction to Collecting 
 

If you are a collector of railroad items then you already understand most of what we’re going to 
discuss in this part of our story. The audience I’m writing to is the family of the collector. The people I 

want to help are the ones who have watched a large collection grow over the years and now find 

themselves as the caretaker of that large collection.  
 

Each year many people are 

challenged to understand, organize, 
identify, appraise, list, and sell each of 

the wonderful things that the “train 

man” in their lives collected. It can 
be a monumental challenge to figure 

out what to do with these things. 

We like to call it, stuff. 

So why was all this stuff 

collected in the first place? 

Did you ever see that look on your 
train man’s face when he was in the 

zone? In the zone means a time when 

he was totally blissful about a new 
purchase or a rail adventure that he 

just returned from. When people collect things they also collect and remember a great deal of 

information and history about each item. They remember exactly where they got it, how much they 
paid, and how important each individual item is to them. They also know how important each item is 

to their overall collection. They know where the gems are. They know where the junk is too. No 

matter the value, the activity of collecting these things was their lifestyle. It’s what they loved to do.  

While non-collectors scratch their heads wondering why Grand Dad needed anymore of anything, to 

Grand Dad, each item he found and each story he uncovered about that item represented another leg 

of a continuing journey of learning. That's the plain and simple joy of being a collector. For many 
collectors this is all they ever wanted to do because it's so rewarding to them. The adventure of finding 

things and learning about them is absolutely why collectors loved collecting these things! 
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Selling a large collection is a lot more work than it ever was to buy it. The activity of buying was done a 
little at a time over many years. But selling is an entirely different thing. If you’re contemplating selling a 

collection for a loved one, when you add in things like your own personal economy, time constraints, 

and your lack of understanding about what you have inside those piles of boxes, binders, file cabinets, 
store rooms, closets, basements, attics, and the garage too—it's no wonder why many people choose 

to put this off, and put this off, and put this off. It's far easier to ignore it than it is to deal with it. At 

least until you need the space or need to convert the collection into cash. 

 

How do I sort out this mess? 

When I get emails or phone calls, people usually start off the conversation by saying that their dad 
collected a bunch of things and 

now they have a basement, 

garage, or barn filled with things 

to sell.  

The trouble is that they don’t 

know where to start. There’s just 
too much stuff. To them, it 

doesn’t seem organized at all. 

Everything looks the same.  

Look at the photo to the right.  

Does the pile of boxes look 

familiar to you? 

Are you avoiding selling your 

pile of boxes because you’re 

certain that you won’t know 
what’s inside any of them 

anyway?  

Does asking for help seem 
difficult because there’s so 

much you don’t know?  

Are you physically 

uncomfortable with the task?  

Sometimes people buy 

collections of items at auctions, 
estate sales, even garage sales 

thinking they will be able to resell 

the stuff quickly and make a few 
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bucks in the process. But often, they end up stuck with a lot of worthless items because they put the 
same effort into selling the gems as they do selling the junk. Their sales margin (profitability) vanished 

in the process because they didn't understand the important relationship of managing the project, 

prioritizing the items, and focusing their effort (and expenses) to sell the stuff that is actually worth 

trying to sell.  

While there is no magic one-size-fits-all solution to selling a large collection of anything there are some 

much better ways to go about it. Every year we hear from frustrated people who tried to sell things 
quickly without considering their options. This is mainly because they didn't know they had any 

options. 

 

Jane’s Story 

One of our clients, Jane Carlson from Duluth, Minnesota discovered that selling a large collection of 

railroad items turned out to be way more work than she bargained for.  

Jane had five (5) problems to solve: 

1: She wasn't the person who collected the items to begin with so she didn't know the 

history behind any of the things she wanted to sell.  

2: Lacking each item's history challenged her to be able to identify and name each item 

correctly. Without that basic knowledge, describing and selling most items was utterly 

impossible. She couldn’t even list the items for sale without knowing what they were. 

3: Although she knew some items had to be worth a great deal of money, she didn't know 

which items those were.  

4: She also knew that many items were probably worthless these days, and she couldn't 
afford to waste valuable time or money trying to sell those items. But which ones were 

they? 

5: Although she inherited her late husband's collection to sell, what she was missing was 
his lifetime of knowledge about each item, what it was worth, and how best to go about 

selling it. She needed to find someone to advise her on what she actually had there, which 

items were most valuable, how to sell them, and what to throw away or donate. 

Here’s the rest of Jane’s story that she was gracious enough to let us reprint here.  

Jeff and Carol, 

I don't know what I would have done without your help. I thought I would share my story 
so that other people could learn how you run your business and how you helped me sell 
my railroad items to tremendous success. 
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Seven years ago, my husband died very suddenly. He worked for the Northern Pacific 
Railway and later the Burlington Northern. When he passed he left behind a huge 
collection of old model train and railroad items. There were plastic kits and models, brass 
models, parts, tools, and the stuff that collectors call Railroadiana.  

We were married 33 years, and although I had gone to railroad shows with him, I really 
knew very little about the items he collected. But I quickly realized I would need to sell his 
entire collection because I have three daughters and none of us had any real use for these 
things. My late husband was the collector. We didn’t know what any of it was worth.  

So I started going to train shows myself, taking box loads of his stuff, which consisted of 
many different items. I had a couple of books on the values of railroad memorabilia but 
they were limited in scope, outdated, and certainly couldn’t tell me about the value of his 
personal slides, photos and negatives. So to begin with I focused on selling the larger 
items, books, and railroad hardware.  

I am the kind of person that prices things at the price I want for that item, not a lesser 
price hoping it will sell. If things have value then I know sooner or later the right people 
will come along. But getting their attention is difficult, especially on eBay. And especially 
if you don’t know what the item is in the first place. How would I describe each item? 

The question is—How does a person describe something they have no knowledge about? 
It’s next to impossible. So I started to sell some things on eBay and I was doing okay. The 
books and paper items sold pretty easily because I could put a picture out there and people 
knew what it was. And I could look at the item and come up with the right item title and 
description so the things would appear in people’s searches when they looked for things 
on eBay. This worked for 
some things. 

But the problem was I 
still had a lot of models 
without boxes. I had 
models on the layout but 
didn’t know what box 
went with what model. 
There were thousands of 
slides, pictures and 
negatives that I was 
putting off selling 
because it seemed an 
impossible task.  

Frankly, I didn't have a 
clue about how to 
identify, price, and 
manage each of more 
than 25,000 slides, photos and negatives from my late husband's collection. I just wasn’t 
sure how to list them and had no confidence about starting the process. 

Then I met Jeff and Carol at Jeff Lemke Trains, Inc. through their Twin Ports Rail History 
website. They have been a tremendous help to me as sales consultants and selling 
resources. Jeff took every one of my slides, pictures and negatives and sorted them out by 
rail line. He figured out which ones were Great Northern, which ones were Northern 
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Pacific and so forth. Then he sorted them again by subject such as depots, engines, and 
action shots. He even sorted them out so I knew which ones were really rare vs. the 
common stuff that people can get other places. He sorted out over 10,000 steam locomotive 
negatives so I could sell those in groups or individually. He even sorted out all the stuff 
that wouldn't sell on eBay so I didn't waste a dime trying to sell things that people simply 
wouldn't bid on. That alone was invaluable to me. But that was just the first part of his 
process. 

Jeff wrote the item titles and descriptions for everything and provided me with email 
copies of that information. He also included hard copy with everything he sent back to me 
just in case something got mixed up as I opened all the boxes, envelopes, and 
emails. Some things were priced and described to sell individually, some as groups, and 
some as templates I could use again and again on many other items. He appraised 
everything, told me exactly what to expect from their sales on eBay, and even gave me 
pointers on timing, volume, and grouping the items so that I would realize the highest 
prices from everything I had to sell. Jeff made it plain that he wanted me to be successful. 

I started out sending Jeff a box of photographs at a time. He followed his process to the 
letter with every box I sent to him for appraisal and descriptions. It didn’t take long for me 
to realize that I wanted him to appraise the entire collection so I drove it down to him, 
dropped it all off, and let him do his thing on the whole lot of slides, photos, and negatives. 
And I’m glad that I did. 

In short order I got everything back, organized, grouped, with titles, descriptions, and 
templates, with starting prices and the final sales price range of what I could expect to get 
as I sold them on eBay. I don’t know how he did it or how he knew what everything would 
sell for but he did. In fact, I sold literally everything he appraised for even more than the 
range he quoted. No one ever offered to give me less than what I was asking but they all 
gave me more. 

Sending Jeff the items a box at a time so that he could sort, identify, appraise, and describe 
each item for me worked flawlessly. And I still have a ton of items that I can sell whenever 
I want to. All along the process Jeff stayed available to me. If I had a question about any 
item I had, even the stuff he didn’t appraise for me, I could email him and ask for advice 
on how to describe it and how to price it so I would get what it was worth. He was always 
right on.  

I know I can ask Jeff’s help in the future and I know he’ll be there for me. I now consider 
Jeff and Carol my friends. Without their knowledge and assistance, I would still be 
struggling to get the items sold and would have in all likelihood made far, far less than I 
have realized with their box-at-a-time sales consulting process. I got the prices I wanted to 
get and much more.  

And if I had to do it again I’d do it in a heartbeat. If you are in a similar situation and need 
real help selling your loved one's lifetime collection of model trains, slides, photos and 
negatives - especially if they are things from the Duluth-Superior area - then talk to Jeff 
about what he can and can't do for you and you'll get the straight story, pros, cons, and 
everything in between. Jeff and Carol - thanks again for all your help and support. 

Jane Carlson, Duluth, MN 
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Qualifying Your 

Own Needs 

Did you have a relative or loved 

one who collected model trains, 
railroad memorabilia, train books, 

train slides or photographs?  

Are you the person who is faced 
with the expense of storing and 

caretaking a large collection until 

you can sell it?  

Besides things like books and boxed model trains that are easy to describe, is it difficult 

for you to determine the exact nature and potential value of most of the other items? 

Are there lots of unboxed brass and plastic models, tools, layout items, photographs, 

negatives, color slides, blueprints, or paper items in the collection? 

Are you unsure about how to determine which items are gems and which items are junk? 

Are you frustrated at the prospect of having to pack and ship thousands of items? 

 

You’re not alone. 
Many families face these issues each year. Tomorrow is always a comfortable day to start an unpleasant 

project. There is no magic solution to selling things short of hard work. And there is only one 

guarantee that I can make to you about selling your stuff. Without starting the process you’ll never make a 
dime. This is a guaranteed certainty. It’s easy to lose sight of this fact with everything else going on in 

your life. To be successful there are some things you need to do well and some other things you need 

to avoid completely. By partnering with us we can 
take a lot of the load right off your plate. And help 

you make money in short cycles. Please call us today 

to learn about options and the realities of selling in 
2023 and beyond. 

 

Jeff’s email: JEFFLEMKETRAINS@ATT.NET 
 

Jeff’s phone:  630-893-5719 
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About the Author 
 
Jeff Lemke started collecting railroad items in 1975. His current business, Jeff Lemke Trains, Inc. 

(www.JEFFLEMKETRAINS.com) is the crowning achievement of his tenure within the model 

railroad hobby industry. He also created the Twin Ports Rail History website to help people better 

understand the value of the things they have collected and how to successfully market them.  

Jeff has worked in the model hobby industry as a new product design consultant for many years helping 

to create and import more than 400 different models, parts, decals, paints, and tools. He held several 
important positions with major hobby 

industry companies including Research 

Specialist and Director of Advertising. He 
has written many articles featured in 

magazines and historical publications. His 

photography has graced the covers and 
pages of books, national magazines, 

catalogs, and product literature. His 

generous donations of time have helped 
to make the railroad hobby more 

enjoyable for his friends and clients alike. 

Jeff’s professional sales and sales training 
management career began with Platinum 

Technology, Inc. in Oakbrook Terrace, IL 

where he developed and delivered 
extensive interactive sales training 

programs to sellers in 17 countries. At 

Computer Associates International he 
served as a Client Manager before moving to Tellabs, Inc. where he was Manager of Sales Training & 

Competency Development for their Global Sales Operations group operating on four continents. 

Jeff fulfilled his lifelong dream to become a Class 1 railroad conductor and locomotive servicing 
engineer in 2004 when he hired on to help move passengers and the nation's most important freight 

cargoes. Retiring from the railroad in 2013, Jeff started his current company that is 100% exclusively 

about brass model trains. Jeff and his wife Carol have three boys and live in the Chicagoland area.  

 
 

Jeff is highly available and can be reached by email at 

JEFFLEMKETRAINS@ATT.NET or by phone at 630-893-5719. 
His business hours in Bloomingdale, Illinois are 

Monday-Friday 7:30AM to 4:30PM CST. 

http://www.jefflemketrains.com/
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