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(57) ABSTRACT 
A toy carrying case, preferably for a toy train, is provided 
Wherein the case may provide storage for various compo 
nents of a game or other activity. The case may be unfolded 
to provide a playing surface. The unfolded case may be 
designed to be of a standard height and Which may be linked 
to other cases or other accessory components. 
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PORTABLE TOY TRAIN CARRYING CASE AND 
TRACK LAYOUT 

CROSS REFERENCE TO RELATED 
APPLICATIONS 

[0001] This application claims the bene?t of US. Provi 
sional Application No. 60/545,104, entitled “Portable Toy 
Train Carrying Case And Track Layout”, ?led Feb. 16, 2004. 

TECHNICAL FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

[0002] This application relates generally to toy trains. 
More particularly, this invention is directed at a carrying 
case for a toy train, the case being unfoldable from its 
storage con?guration to form a ?at playing surface for the 
train. The outer surfaces of the case include the track and 
other features consistent With the activity theme. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

[0003] In the World of toy trains, there are tWo primary 
play scenarios. The ?rst consists of “Free Play”, Where a 
train set-up is created from scratch, piece-by-piece to create 
a layout, and the second is “Fixed Play”, Where a train set-up 
is glued or otherWise af?xed to a train table or other surface. 

[0004] Free Play typically takes place on an open ?oor 
space, but may also take place on a train table. Because boys, 
the overWhelming users, are most interested in trains 
betWeen the ages of 11/2 and 4, for much of that period they 
lack the motor skills and patience to create a satisfying 
set-up by themselves. In addition, boys in this age group are 
also very destructive and are largely incapable of preserving 
a train set-up for any period of time. So, When parents help 
their children create a great layout, it may not be long before 
the children intentionally, or accidentally, Wreck it and 
become very frustrated. HoWever, this is also the age When 
parents Want to encourage creativity and help develop motor 
skills for their young children. Consequently, there is a 
dilemma—the very activity of setting up a piece-by-piece 
layout, one Which promotes spatial reasoning, motor skills 
and creativity, is at odds With What children of that age group 
?nd satisfying-immediate play that can stand up to tough 
play. Free Play has a number of advantages and disadvan 
tages. 

Advantages Disadvantages 

Encourages spatial reasoning 
Promotes motor skill 
Promotes creativity 

Requires a large floor space 
Very di?icult to do on train table 
Set-up is easily Wrecked; frustration 
for children 
Requires a lot of time for set-up 
Children can’t play independently 

Provides unlimited con?gurations 
Train set may be stored or 
transported in pieces 

[0005] Fixed Play consists of a single train layout glued or 
otherWise attached to a train table surface. This may fre 
quently be found in retail stores, Where trains are set up for 
children to play With. This may also be found in some 
households, Where the draWbacks of free play drove a parent 
to more permanently af?x the tracks. Children absolutely 
love a ?xed train table. They can focus on maintaining the 
trains and not be concerned With Wrecking the tracks. This 
may provide immediate satisfaction, With no Waiting and 
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more than one child can play at a time, Where “traf?c” and 
sharing may be the only problems. HoWever, there are feW 
parents that resort to gluing doWn tracks, in fear that they 
may be fundamentally destroying the educational, creative 
and developmental value of a train set. And, for many 
families Who don’t have room for a train table, Fixed Play 
is not an option. 

[0006] Fixed Play has a number of advantages and disad 
vantages. 

Advantages Disadvantages 

Immediate interaction, no set-up 
required 
Can’t easily be Wrecked 
Fosters independent play 

Requires a train table and generally a 
large space 
May limit creativity 
May limit motor skill development 
Only one con?guration is generally 
available 
No portability, set-up is “permanent” 

[0007] What is needed is a con?guration for a toy train set 
Which provides ease of storage and transport for the various 
components, yet may easily be set up, preferably in multiple 
con?gurations that alloW interacting With other children as 
Well as creativity, development of motor skills and spatial 
reasoning. 

[0008] What is needed is a carrying case for a toy train 
Which may be unfolded and laid out to form a semi 
permanent train table capable of recon?guration, expansion 
and/or interconnecting to other like train tables. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

[0009] In a ?rst summary exemplary embodiment the 
present invention is directed at a case suitable for use as a 

play surface, comprising a ?rst portion and a second portion, 
each portion having a plurality of peripheral Walls and a side 
Wall, the side Walls having an outer playing surface. The ?rst 
and second portions are connected along one of the periph 
eral Walls by at least one pivotable connection and the case 
can be con?gured in a ?rst closed con?guration and in a 
second open con?guration. The peripheral Walls of the 
second portion are capable of ?tting Within the ?rst portion 
When in a closed position. The pivotable connection is 
positioned so that the case when in an open position is 
capable of positioning the outer playing surfaces of the ?rst 
portion and second portion at substantially the same height 
When the open case is placed on a support surface. 

[0010] In a second summary exemplary embodiment, the 
present invention is directed at a case for a toy train 
including a ?rst portion and a second portion to con?gure in 
open and closed positions, the case including a storage 
compartment. The ?rst portion and the second portions each 
include a plurality of peripheral Walls and a side Wall 
connected thereto, the side Walls having an outer surface. 
The ?rst and second portion are pivotably connected along 
one of the peripheral Walls and an inner cover is provided for 
the second portion, the cover adapted to be located opposite 
the side Wall of the second portion to cooperate With the 
peripheral Walls to form a storage area in the second portion. 
The inner cover is pivotably connected to the second portion 
peripheral Wall Wherein the inner cover is capable of piv 
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oting and engaging With the ?rst portion to secure the case 
in an open position. Additionally, in a ?rst closed position 
the peripheral Walls of the second portion are capable of 
?tting Within the ?rst portion and the pivotable connection 
betWeen the ?rst and second portions is capable of position 
ing the outer playing surfaces of the ?rst portion and second 
portion at substantially the same height When the open case 
is placed on a support surface. 

[0011] In a third exemplary summary embodiment, the 
present invention relates to a method for forming a case that 
provides a playing surface including supplying a ?rst portion 
and a second portion, each portion having a plurality of 
peripheral Walls and a side Wall having an outer playing 
surface. This may be folloWed by connecting the ?rst and 
second portions along one of said peripheral Walls by a pivot 
connection Wherein the case can be con?gured in a ?rst 
closed position and a second open position. In addition, the 
second portion is capable of ?tting Within said ?rst portion 
When in a closed position and the pivot connection is 
positioned so that the case, When in an open position, and 
resting upon a supporting surface, positions the outer play 
ing surfaces of the ?rst portion and second portion at 
substantially the same height. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

[0012] To better understand and appreciate the invention, 
refer to the folloWing detailed description in connection With 
the accompanying drawings Wherein: 

[0013] FIG. 1 is a perspective vieW of the present inven 
tion is a collapsed con?guration for transport and storage of 
the toy train set. 

[0014] FIG. 1A is another perspective vieW of the present 
invention. 

[0015] FIG. 2 is a perspective vieW of the present inven 
tion as it is being unfolded for set-up and for play. 

[0016] FIGS. 3 and 3A are perspective vieWs of the 
present invention at the second stage of unfolding and set-up 
from different angles. 

[0017] FIG. 3B provides a cross-sectional vieW of the 
present invention. 

[0018] FIG. 3C provides an additional cross-sectional 
vieW of the present invention. 

[0019] FIG. 4 is a perspective vieW of the present inven 
tion in a third stage of set-up for play. 

[0020] FIG. 5 is a perspective vieW of the present inven 
tion inverted from the set-up stages to the unfolded ?nal play 
con?guration. 

[0021] FIG. 6 is a perspective vieW of a link for connect 
ing other tracks to the present invention. 

[0022] FIG. 7 is a vieW illustrating the use of the universal 
connectors in FIG. 6 alloWing linking of the cases. 

[0023] FIG. 7A is a vieW illustrating hoW the present 
invention may be integrated With other structures to provide 
an overall playing environment. 

[0024] FIG. 8 is a perspective vieW illustrating the 
optional incorporation of hinge ?eXure. 
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[0025] FIG. 8A is a cross-sectional vieW illustrating fur 
ther details of the optional feature of hinge ?eXure. 

[0026] FIG. 9 is a cross-sectional vieW at the hinge 
location illustrating hoW hinge ?eXure Would accommodate 
an inadvertently placed ?nger. 

[0027] FIGS. 10A and 10B illustrate a cross-sectional 
vieW of an optional springe-hinge Which Would also accom 
modate an inadvertently placed ?nger. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE 
INVENTION 

[0028] The present invention, entitled a “Portable Toy 
Train Carrying Case and Track Layout” may herein create a 
neW category of play, called “Hub Play.” HoWever, the 
present invention is not limited to a toy train as the basic 
concept and its con?guration may be eXtendable to a Wide 
variety of other play scenarios for children, including but not 
limited to, a construction site or rock quarry, a circus, a farm, 
a village, an airport, and even combinations thereof to form 
a toWn or city. 

[0029] Hub Play consists of a central, self-contained, 
effectively indestructible element, Which can be used inde 
pendently or added to in any variety of con?gurations. It 
alloWs for all the advantages of both FiXed and Free Play 
While largely eliminating their negative aspects. Although 
the concept of Hub Play can be applied to any number of 
play categories, for instance toy trains, as Well as construc 
tion sites, farms, villages, etc., Hub Play is described herein 
as only a preferred embodiment. The present invention 
therefore may provide a means for rapidly setting up a play 
scenario so that play may begin virtually immediately. The 
central layout or hub is sturdy and not easily damaged. It 
may be comprised on any of a variety of materials, includ 
ing, but not limited to, cardboard, Wood, plastic, foam, metal 
or combinations thereof. The carrying case is portable and 
may easily be converted to the playing surface of table top 
even by young children. A single child may play indepen 
dently and enjoy a creative experience developing their 
motor skills, or a number of children may interact With one 
or more of the cases linked together. The carrying case may 
be unfolded onto the ?oor, a table or any ?at surface for use. 
The case includes an area for storing the various pieces of, 
in one embodiment, a toy train set; spare track, engines, cars, 
caboose, ramps, human ?gures, trees and other decorative or 
functional components. The track may be used for directing 
the movement of a hand propelled train or may be con 
structed to alloW electric trains to be used. As Will be 
eXplained beloW, the toy train set of the present invention 
may be set up in a Wide variety of con?gurations. It may be 
further constructed to interface With the current major 
brands of Wooden trains (Brio, Thomas Tank, Imaginarium 
(TRU) etc.) or built to match the scale of other toy trains 
popular With children (e.g., 1/220th (Z), l/160 (N), 11/87th (HO), 
etc.). In addition, it may be constructed to provide a platform 
for electric trains, and the case When opened can be con 
?gured such that electrical connection can be made across 
the entirety of the playing surface. The case is further 
constructed such that When it is unfolded the top surface of 
both portions of the track may be at an even height and may 
be easily connected to other versions of the invention 
Whether toy train sets, or other venues. 

[0030] Turning to the ?gures, FIG. 1 illustrates a perspec 
tive vieW of the present invention, con?gured in a preferred 
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embodiment as a toy train carrying case and track layout 10. 
The case 10 comprises a ?rst (preferably multi-level) portion 
12 and a second (preferably storage) portion 14 connected 
by at least one hinge 16 (see FIG. 3A). 
[0031] The outer surfaces 22 and 24 of portions 12 and 14 
of case 10 each include, in a preferred embodiment, a set of 
tracks 32, 34 for a toy train. The case may further include an 
opening 40 for access inside portion 12 such that the train 
may ride along tracks at tWo different levels. Also shoWn are 
tunnel openings 50, 52, 54 Which are accessed form the outer 
surface 22 of portion 12 by a ramp 60 (see FIG. 5) Which 
alloWs the toy trains to operate through tunnels on a loWer, 
submerged level, Tunnel opening 54 in addition may serve 
as a grasping or carrying handle for the case 10. A separate 
carrying handle may be added to any of the peripheral Walls. 
With attention to FIG. 1A, the case 10 may further include 
one or more protrusions or feet 13 Which are located on the 

outside of the peripheral Walls to provide stability When 
standing the case in upright position. In addition, such feet 
may be con?gured to be accommodated in openings 15 
When the case is in an open position. 

[0032] FIG. 2 shoWs a ?rst stage of the unfolding of the 
carrying case 10 in the process of setting up the toy train set 
for play. Here, it can be seen that the second portion 14 of 
the case 10 is covered With a hinged inner cover 18. This 
creates a convenient storage compartment for the various 
small components that make up the toy set. Portion 14 has 
Wall 42 around its periphery Which forms the storage area 
along With hinged cover 18 and outer surface 24. 

[0033] In addition, it can be seen that peripheral Wall 42 is 
preferably connected at a location Within the perimeter of 
Wall portion 43. Portion 12 has a peripheral Wall 44 Which 
may therefore be conveniently dimensioned to con?gure 
over Wall 42 When the case is folded up. This creates a 
design Which When unfolded may form an open and sub 
stantially ?at playing surface positioning the surfaces 22 and 
24 (see FIG. 5) in the same general horiZontal plane and at 
a standard or equal height elevation When the unfolded case 
is placed on a ?oor, table, or other suitable supporting 
surface. Or, stated another Way, the outer surfaces 22 and 24 
(FIG. 5) are such that the surfaces 22 and 24 may be aligned 
so that surfaces 22 and 24 come together to provide an 
overall playing surface made up of surfaces 22 and 24. 

[0034] Tracks may be formed on or applied to the outer 
surfaces 22, 24. Both portions 12 and 14 are dimensioned in 
height so that When they are unfolded (see FIG. 5), the outer 
surfaces 22 and 24 are at the same height alloWing for a 
smooth transition of the toy train from portion 12 to portion 
14. Tracks 36 may be located on the outer surface of cover 
18 Which align With the tunnel openings 50, 52 of portion 12 
When the cover 18 is ?ipped over to form the ?oor of the 
loWer level of portion 12. (see FIG. 5). Alternatively, the 
cover may be a separate piece and be removed from one side 
and placed on the other, accomplishing a similar function. 

[0035] FIG. 3 shoWs the hinged cover 18 partially tran 
sitioned from covering the storage area 70 to forming the 
tracks Which cooperate With tunnel openings 50, 52. The 
cover is positioned by one or more hinges 18 Which alloW 
the cover to tightly ?t into portion 12 forming a base thereby 
adding structural reinforcement to portion 12, and in par 
ticular, the peripheral Walls of portion 12 such as Wall 44. 

[0036] FIG. 3A shoWs the inner cover 18 pivoting at 19 
and in the process of advancing toWards portion 12. The 
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unique location of pivot 19 enables 18 to completely cover 
side 12 and engage the furthest Wall, as shoWn in greater 
detail in FIG. 3B. Opening 48 alloWs hinge 16 to protrude 
through the hinge Wall of side 12 When the case is in the 
closed position. The slots 48 shoWn in FIG. 3A can accom 
modate the pivot or hinge 19 When the case is in a closed 
condition. This feature, among others, is elaborated upon in 
connection With the ensuing discussion of FIG. 3B. 

[0037] Turning then to FIG. 3B, Which provides a cross 
sectional vieW, and a sequence of travel for cover section 18 
about the indicated arroW, it can be seen that the pivot 
location 19 for the inner cover is preferably offset an amount 
“X” Which alloWs the cover to completely cover portion 12 
and engage Wall 44 Which as illustrated may contain tunnel 
opening 50. It should be noted that storage portion 14 may 
be smaller than portion 12 so that it ?ts inside portion 14. 
Therefore, it can be appreciated that pivot 19 may actually 
fall outside the case When closed and as a consequence, slot 
48 may be provided. 

[0038] In addition, also illustrated in FIG. 3B, it can be 
seen that hinge or pivot location 16 is offset a vertical 
distance amount “Y”. Preferably, the offset “Y” is set so that 
it may ensure that both portions 12 and 14, When in an 
opened position, and When resting on a support surface, Will 
align the outer surfaces 22 and 24. By “align” it should be 
understood herein that the outer surfaces 22 and 24 may 
provide substantially the same height to the formed playing 
surfaces 22 and 24 (see FIG. 5) from a supporting surface. 
HoWever, it should be understood that playing surfaces may 
have their oWn three-dimensional contour (e.g. impressions 
or protrusions or even added features) as may be deemed 
appropriate for a given play scenario. In addition, FIG. 3B 
happens to illustrate that offset “Y” may also be the offset 
betWeen the center of the tWo pivots 16 and 19. 

[0039] For eXample, in the event that one desires to form 
a case Which: 

[0040] (a) When opened provides a playing surface that 
is 3.0“ from the ?oor; 

[0041] (b) Where 2.5“ of portion 14 ?ts Within portion 
12 (this can best be seen With reference to FIG. 8); and 

[0042] (c) under circumstances Where one desires to 
form a closed case that provides an overall thickness of 
3.5 “ 

the pivot location 16 may be offset an amount “Y” of 
1.25“. Accordingly, When 2.5“ of portion 14 is made 
such that it ?ts Within portion 12 (see again FIG. 8) it 
can be de?ned herein that such condition forms a 2.5“ 
envelope. Therefore, the offset “Y” is preferably 
selected to be 1/2 the value of any such selected enve 
lope value, or in the above referenced eXemplary case, 
the offset “Y” is set to about 1.25“. 

[0043] Furthermore, another feature of such offset “X” in 
combination With offset “Y” is that as inner cover 18 
engages With portion 12 as shoWn at 18A, and is accom 
modated by a recess in one of the peripheral Walls of portion 
12 (or any another mechanical features such as a latch) the 
cover Will then prevent pivot location 16 from any further 
rotation. Accordingly, it can be appreciated that cover 18 
then provides a structure and technique to form a case that 
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provides in open condition a playing surface that may be 
locked into such con?guration. 

[0044] FIG. 4 illustrates the cover 18 frictionally engaged 
inside of peripheral Wall 44 of portion 12. This alloWs the 
case to be physically interlocked in an open position due to 
the action of cover 18 held by hinge 18 and engaged inside 
of peripheral Walls 44 of portion 12. Small openings, such as 
those shoWn in feature 72, can be conveniently placed at the 
corners of inner cover 18 for grasping the cover and return 
ing it to the storage position in portion 14 When the set-up 
is being dismantled. Inner cover 18 may also be more ?rmly 
engaged in peripheral Walls 44 or 12 through mechanical 
features (eg snap ?ts, detents . . . etc) or magnets. 

[0045] FIG. 5 illustrates the present invention in a con 
?guration ready for play and enjoyment. The case 10 has 
been unfolded and inverted from FIG. 4 such that the top 
surfaces 22 and 24 form a toy train track layout and playing 
surface. The main portions 12 and 14 hinge together such 
that the tracks 32 and 34 are continuous from portion to 
portion. Also shoWn is a turntable or Wheel 80 Which may be 
rotated on surface 24 to provide an alternate track con?gu 
rations/paths (say from north-south (N-S) to east-West 

A ramp 60 is shoWn placed in opening 40 for 
transitioning a toy train from an upper level, surface 22, to 
a loWer level, represented by tracks 36 on inner cover 18 to 
access tunnel openings 50, 52 and 54. 

[0046] The case as displayed in FIG. 5 may be easily 
connected to other like cases or other lengths of track 
through the interlocking and mating ends built into the track 
at each termination. This can readily be seen in FIG. 7. 

[0047] FIG. 6 illustrates a simple universal connector 
(male/female) 90 comprising a socket 92 and a ball 94 Which 
engage With other balls and sockets at various track termi 
nation points on the case to alloW linking of the cases 
together. Other types of terminal ends and connectors may 
be employed, such as, tongue and groove, dovetail, etc. 
Preferably the connector has mating features Which retain 
the sections of track from easily pulling apart. FIG. 7 is a 
vieW illustrating the use of the universal connectors in FIG. 
6 alloWing linking of the cases and other tracks. FIG. 7A 
illustrates hoW the carrying case may be integrated With 
other track portions to provide an overall playing environ 
ment. 

[0048] Thus, one may appreciate that the present inven 
tion, in a preferred embodiment provides a carrying case 10 
consisting of tWo primary portions 12, 14 Which, based on 
the unique pivot location, may doubly-envelope into one 
another through the action of one or more hinges or pivot 
locations 16 positioned on one of the peripheral. When 
closed, these tWo portions 12, 14 create a siX-sided boX, or 
storage and carrying case, capable of being closed and 
transported. When opened, the location of the hinge 16 
alloWs for each side to pivot relative to the other, With an 
included travel angle of about 180°. The location of the 
hinge may alloW each side, When unfolded and placed ?at, 
to maintain a play surface Which is preferably about 3 inches 
from the supporting surface. Furthermore, because of the 
“double enveloping” design, When closed, the boX may still 
be approximately 3 inches thick. The three inch dimension 
is of course only one preferred dimension around Which the 
standard elevation increments have been established for all 
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brand name Wooden toy train sets. Consequently, the tWo 
sides of the case may be designed to open to one preferred 
standard elevation increment. 

[0049] On the outside surface 22, 24 of each portion of the 
case 10, there may be, preferably, an integral track layout 32 
that is united With a mating track layout 34 on the opposite 
portion as the case is opened. This may create a complete 
layout, With any variety of con?gurations, When the case 10 
is opened. In addition, each portion of the case may have one 
or more connection points 82, 84 upon Which external tracks 
can mate. These connection points may alloW the play 
surface to eXpand the layout onto the surrounding surface 
supporting the case (i.e. the ?oor, a train table, a kitchen 
counter, etc.). The integral tracks may only be of partial 
height of standard tracks on most of the case surface, but 
eXpand to full height at the connection points near the edge. 
These connection points may be located anyWhere along the 
outside perimeter of the unfolded case, either orthogonal or 
at an angle. Because the case 10 may also alloW for train and 
track storage When closed, the partial height tracks alloW for 
maXimum utility of the storage area 70. Of the tWo primary 
portions that create the case 10, the inside of the second 
piece 14 may be largely dedicated to storage, and the inside 
of the ?rst piece may become an integral tunnel area. A train 
setup may then be created such that one or more tracks run 
“through” the ?rst portion, or tunnel area. The second 
portion, also in the instance Where the case 10 is folded up, 
may contain an inner cover 18, largely ?at, Which better 
retains the stored tracks and trains. This cover 18 may be 
removable or pivotable to gain access to the storage area. 
This cover 18 may also contain integral track segments 36 
on one surface that may be used in the tunnel area or 
connected to the primary train layout. 

[0050] The case 10 may also have one or more access 
areas 50, 52, 54 Which alloW for user access to the tunnel 
area. This may enable the child to reach into the tunnel area 
and manipulate the trains. 

[0051] Because the case 10 pivots as it is opened, there 
eXists the possibility that ?ngers could get pinched betWeen 
the tWo portions 12, 14 of the case as the included angle of 
travel begins to reach 180°. The invention contemplates a 
“compliant” pivot Which may alloW for some amount of 
translation betWeen the hinged Walls of the tWo portions in 
the event that a ?nger, or other item becomes lodged 
betWeen the tWo Walls of the case. One eXample of such a 
compliant pivot is illustrated in a perspective vieW in FIG. 
8, Where the ?eXure points are shoWn generally at 96. With 
attention to FIG. 8A, a cross-sectional vieW through the 
hinge is provided, Which illustrates carrying case loWer 
portion 98 hinge ?eXure and carrying case upper portion 100 
hinge ?exure. In addition, hinge ?eXure may be indepen 
dently provided by the feature of a compliant hinge pin 99, 
Which may be fabricated of polymeric material such as an 
elastomeric material (e.g., natural rubber, synthetic rubber, 
thermoplastic elastomers, thermoset elastomers, etc.). 
Accordingly, compliant hinge pin 99 may be used either 
alone or in combination With hinge ?eXure portions 98 and 
100. FIG. 9 shoWs in cross-section hoW the hinge ?eXure 
Would accommodate a ?nger inadvertently positioned at the 
hinge location. As can be seen, the hinge is such that When 
the case is in the open position, the hinge also provides 
relative movement betWeen the peripheral Walls that are 
joined by the hinge such that the Walls may move apart from 






