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 3.0 DEVELOPING LOCAL, REGIONAL AND NATIONAL 
ECONOMIES 

 European exploration and settlement in Australia was inevitably tied to the search for 
and exploitation of new resources. The lack of navigable waterways, however, meant 
the difficulty and high cost of land transport was a major constraint to the development 
of inland regional economies. It was not until the tracks of the fledgling colonial 
railways penetrated inland that the staples and industries necessary to sustain local 
and regional economies there could develop.1 

While railways have been primarily viewed in the narrow context of a form of transport, 
they played an integral role in shaping the settlements and industries of the local and 
regional economies of New South Wales (NSW). This theme is explored in this section. 

 
Newcastle Railway Station in 1888, an era when the c ity had developed into a major regional centre  

(SRA collection).  
 

 3.1 Pastoralism 

From 1815 European settlers broke through the confines of the Great Dividing Range 
and walked their flocks of sheep into the interior to buy up large tracts of land and 
establish a profitable wool-growing industry. Due to the high value to weight of wool, it 
was able to sustain the high cost of transport from woolshed to coastal ports and, by 
the 1830s; the products of the pastoral industry had become the colony's dominant 

                                                 
1   Blainey, Geoffrey, The Tyranny of Distance: How distance shaped Australian history, Melbourne, Sun Books, 1966, p.228 
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export earner.2 It was to maintain its domination of the Australian economy for more 
than a century. 

Pastoral pursuits generated enormous wealth for the wool-barons of the nineteenth 
century. It also enabled them to become the dominant political force in nineteenth 
century colonial New South Wales and they exercised their power to shape railway 
policy, the major issue of the era. The pastoralists dominated NSW politics up to the 
1890s, when a rapid increase in urban populations and the impact of the economic 
depression brought an important change in the political landscape; but their interests 
did not always coincide, with the squatters living on their inland runs often having 
diverging views from absentee squatters living in Sydney and the larger towns, such as 
Charles Cowper, the driving force behind the Sydney Railway Company.3 Pastoral 
interests shaped early railway policy in NSW as described in theme 3.8.1. 

As the dominant industry in the 19th century, pastoralism stimulated a number of 
technological innovations that were to forge further links between livestock production 
and railways. The most significant of these was the development of refrigeration by 
Thomas Sutcliffe Mort. From 1866 until 1878 he financed experiments by the French 
refrigeration engineer ED Nicolle to design and produce refrigeration machinery 
suitable for use in ships, trains and cold-storage depots. They developed commercially 
viable systems for domestic trade which were brought together in the New South 
Wales Fresh Food & Ice Co. formed in 1875 and the first successful shipment of frozen 
meat arrived in London in November 1879.4 

3.1.1 Trans-
porting livestock 
and their 
products 

The classic linkage between the pastoral industry and railways relates to the transport 
of wool and live animals to markets, and in the case of live animals, between pastoral 
districts, especially in times of drought. Throughout rural areas, the loading platform 
was used for the transfer of bales of wool from road vehicles to rail and stockyards 
from where animals were loaded into special rail vehicles. The ubiquitous sheep van  
and the more sturdy cattle wagon  made up special trains for the transport of livestock, 
while wool was usually loaded onto standard four-wheel open wagons and secured 
against the elements with a railway tarpaulin. A small 4-wheel refrigerator wagon  was 
constructed in 1879 to transport frozen meat from Lithgow to Sydney, while 25 bogie 
refrigerator wagons were constructed from 1890. Insulated tank wagons transported 
chilled milk from country depots and factories to city factories and bottling plants.5 

The Darling Harbour branch line, which was opened by 1856, provided direct access 
to wharves for goods traffic. There was little goods traffic, however, until the Southern 
Line reached Picton in July 1863, after which Darling Harbour quickly became the 
centre of the colony's wool trade, with the leading pastoral companies establishing 
large wool stores in the locality. The remnant section of track under Railway Square 
incorporates the first railway tunnel in the colony. 

                                                                                                                                            
2  Day, David, Claiming a Continent: a new history of Australia, Sydney, Angus & Robertson, 1996, pp. 81-83. 
3 Lee, Robert, Colonial Engineer: John Whitton 1819-1898 and the Building of Australia's Railways, Sydney, ARHS, 

2000, p. 78. 
4   Barnard, Alan, 'Thomas Sutcliffe Mort (1816-1878), Melbourne, Australian Dictionary of Biography, Vol. 5, Melbourne 

University Press, 1974, pp. 299-301. 
5   Barnard, Alan, 1974, pp. 299-301; Jim Longworth, 'Standard gauge industrial sidings in Sydney: Lower North Shore', Light 

Railways No. 202, August 2008, pp. 609. 
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While livestock were generally loaded and unloaded at stockyards within the railway yard, but on occas ions 
innovation was required. In this 1960s scene, sheep  are being unloaded at Bredbo on the Goulburn to 
Cooma line using a motor lorry as a platform (NSWRTM  Roundhouse magazine).  

 

 
Two NSWGR refrigerator wagons being transported acro ss Sydney Harbour to the 
Pastoral Finance Association processing works at Kir ribilli Point in 1896 (Courtesy Light 
Railways magazine).  
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3.1.2 Servicing 
the pastoral 
industry 

Railways serviced the pastoral industry by providing a means of faster and cheaper 
transport of supplies to pastoral properties; and indirectly by transporting supplies and 
materials to the towns that serviced pastoral properties. On large squatter runs the 
'station store' provided the basic food rations and other items required by its transient 
population of employees and the efficiency of rail transport greatly assisted this task.  

On the other hand, in the 1870s and 80s rail transport enabled squatters to obtain 
fencing materials to enclose and sub-divide their runs – together with windmills and 
pipes to construct improved water supplies, thereby greatly reducing their reliance of 
shepherds and other labourers.  

 3.2 Forestry 

 European settlement in New South Wales brought an assault on its forests from two 
quarters: by those who saw the forest as an inexhaustible source of wood for local or 
export needs; and those who saw the forests only as an obstacle to the cultivation of 
the soil and the grazing of domestic animals. While navigable rivers facilitated logging 
of the rich forests of the North Coast, the clearing and exploitation of forests elsewhere 
was largely dependent on the availability of rail transport. In many instances the 
opening of railway extensions brought a flurry of logging activity that resulted in the 
wholesale clearing of forests.  

3.2.1 Trans-
porting timber 
and forest 
products 

The new settlement of Trangie  created by the extension of the Great Western 
Railway  to Nevertire in 1882 had three sawmills sending away large quantities of sawn 
Cypress pine timber by rail by 1886, while Mr John Campbell was 'dispatching trucks 
of pine logs on a daily basis to mills at Orange'.6  

Construction of the North Coast Railway  from 1913 facilitated the managed logging of 
productive State Forests, particularly in the Great Lakes, Stroud, Wauchope and Coffs 
Harbour districts. In addition, two branch lines – from Glenreagh to Dorrigo  (1924) 
and the Binnaway to Gwabegar  line – were primarily constructed to serve the timber 
industry. While the scale of steam sawmills was generally more modest in New South 
Wales than in other states, a number of mills constructed locomotive-operated 
tramways to transport their timber to the nearest government railway station. From 
there it was transported by rail to metropolitan markets or to Coffs Harbour , which 
remained an important timber export port until 1973.7 

3.2.2 Cutting, 
transporting and 
utilising for 
railway use 

The dominant demand for timber by the railways was for sleepers. Most sleeper 
cutting  in NSW was carried out on the east coast and escarpment areas, but the 
Pilliga State Forest is renowned for ironbark sleepers and the Mathora area on the 
Murray River for river red gum sleepers. Sleeper cutting employed many thousands of 
men in NSW for over a century and their harsh lives have a special place in railway 
folklore.8 

Political pressure to maximise the length of railways constructed at the lowest possible 
cost required economies in the construction methods used. John Whitton , the 
Engineer-in-Chief, used traditional English iron-lattice bridges wherever possible on 
the main lines, but was forced to use timber for the Singleton railway bridge  over the 
Hunter River and the long Wagga Wagga viaduct  to the bridge over the 
Murrumbidgee River. By the 1880s, further economies forced Whitton to use timber 
bridges  on the Cooma and Wallangarra lines – laminated timber trusses on the former 
and queen post timber trusses on the latter. Four bridges built to this design north of 
Glen Innes  were based on 1850s designs by IK Brunnel for the Oxford, Worcester & 

                                                 
6 McKillop, Bob, 'Perfumed Pines and the Pioneers', in John Dargavel et al (eds) Perfumed Pineries: Environmental history of 

Australia's Callitris forests, Canberra, CRES Publications, 2001, p. 122. 
7 Kramer, John, Ships and Timber: a short history of Coffs Harbour port and associated tramways, special issue of Light 

Railways, No. 86, October 1984. 
8 Hannah, Helen, 1986, p. 27. 



NSW Railways (RailCorp) Thematic History  Section 3 - Developing Local, Regional and National Economies 

 23 

Wolverhampton line in England.9 

The great majority of the thousands of buildings constructed by the railways in NSW 
were of timber construction. Due to its resistance to termites and attractive 
appearance, western white cypress pine gained a reputation as the preferred timber 
for buildings west of the Great Dividing Range, while a range of building timbers were 
used from coastal forests.  

The more significant relationship between the NSW railways and forestry was in terms 
of the use of timber for all manner of railway construction: hardwood for the sleepers 
on which the tracks were laid and for bridge construction, Cypress pine for stations and 
other buildings, and specialist coach woods for carriage and other rolling stock. The 
economies adopted to reduce costs for the 'pioneer lines' built from the 1890s (see 
3.8.2) resulted in increased use of timber for the construction of bridges and railway 
buildings. 

 

 
The Tenterfield Mail train crosses the Bluff River queen post timber trusses bridge on the 
Northern Tablelands (John Curry photo, ARHS Rail Res ources centre). 

 3.3 Agriculture 

Pressure from migrants who had come to the colony during the gold rushes to 'unlock 
the lands' controlled by squatters brought legislation to encourage 'closer settlement'. 
The intention was to allow selectors to purchase cheaply up to 250 hectares of Crown 
Land or portions of runs held by pastoral lessors. Instead, squatters purchased the 
best parts of their runs and those genuine selectors who did take up land struggled to 
make ends meet due to unsuitable technology and poor access to markets.  

It was not until the scientific work of William Farrer made available wheat varieties 
suited to Australian conditions and railway transport was available that could get its 
products to market efficiently and economically that agriculture flourished in what was 
to become the wheatbelt of NSW. Between 1893 and 1901, the area under wheat 
increased from 500,000 acres to 1.5 million acres and reached nearly 2 million acres in 
1906.10 

                                                                                                                                            
9 Lee, Robert, Colonial Engineer: John Whitton 1819-1898 and the Building of Australia's Railways, Sydney, ARHS, 2000, p. 

273. 
10 Town & Country Journal, 2 January 1907, 'The Golden Grain: Progress in Wheat Growing'. 
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By September 1905 when the NSW Railways celebrated its 50th Anniversary, it was 
observed that 'railways and agriculture should be coupled together in New South 
Wales as the success of one almost entirely depends on the other. Without railways, 
much of the land that is devoted to farming would remain uncultivated and 
consequently speaking, unproductive.'11 This synergy has remained a major driving 
force behind railway development and operations ever since. 

3.2.1 Trans-
porting crops 

The expansion of wheat farming brought political pressure to construct branch lines to 
serve emerging – and hopeful – agricultural areas. Horse-drawn wagons could only 
travel 10-15 miles in a day, so there was agitation to construct a network of railway 
lines 30 miles apart throughout the wheatbelt.  

Initially farmers harvested their wheat into large 4-bushel hessian bags and loaded it 
onto a wagon to be hauled by bullocks or horses to the nearest railway station during 
the busy harvest period. At the railway yard the scene was one of constant bustle and 
dust as teams converged there from all directions and vied to have their loads of wheat 
weighed and unloaded. Wheat bags were stored in the yard for long periods in open 
stacks where they were damaged by rain and mice, leading to agitation by farmer 
interests for improved handling, storage and transport. 

Following various studies of bulk grain handling in North America and associated 
reports, the NSW Government responded to an offer in 1915 from an American firm, 
Metcalf & Company Ltd, to act as consulting and designing engineers for the 
establishment of bulk facilities. On 4 October 1916, the Government passed the Grain 
Elevator Act 1916, which provided for the erection of terminal elevators at Sydney and 
Newcastle, together with up to 200 country plants. The first pilot Metcalf silo – and 
Australia's first public silo – was completed at Peak Hill  and given a test run in August 
1918. The Darling Harbour  terminal, then described as the largest nest of silos in the 
world with a capacity of nearly 6,750,000 bushels, came into use during 1921.12 

It was proposed that the bulk wheat handling system would be supported by the 
introduction of 36-ton grain hopper wagons for rail transport, but these were not 
provided. In the late 1920s 14-ton and 16-ton drop-side trucks were being used for the 
Sydney Terminal and their discharge was very labour intensive. In the 1930s and 
1940s the standard bulk wheat wagons  were, first, the tarpaulin-covered CU, then the 
metal-topped RU, both with a capacity of 21 tons. A significant improvement came with 
the introduction of bogie wheat hopper wagons (BWH) in 1953, which carried 41 tons 
of wheat and could be emptied in 1 minute via their bottom-discharging doors. 
Improved designs of bogie aluminium (WH) and Core10 steel hopper wagons 
followed.13  

Today the network of agricultural branch lines  has been significantly truncated, and 
those lines remaining in use are operated for bulk transport of a single commodity – 
grain. Deteriorating track conditions and the resulting decrease in the reliability of train 
services has brought a shift to road transport in many areas. Reduced demand for 
services has the impact of reducing the economic viability of these lines, while the 
impact of climate change and variable grain harvests has increased the risks of further 
investment in these lines.14 The range of grains and oil seeds transported has 
expanded to include barley, rice, sorghum, maize and canola. Increasingly specialist 
line of these grains are being packaged and transported by rail in containers. 

Vegetable and horticultural produce from Griffith  in the Murrumbidgee Irrigation Area, 
bananas from Coffs Harbour  and Murwillumbah  and other specialist crops have also 
been important commodities hauled by rail. Bogie louvre vans  have been 
predominantly used for transporting vegetables and horticultural produce, while unit 
container trains continue to haul cotton and cotton seed from gins at Moree , Wee 
Waa, Gunnedah , Trangie  and Warren . Baled hay, another important commodity 

                                                                                                                                            
11 The Sydney Mail, 27 September 1905, Railway Jubilee, p.816, 'Railways and Agriculture' by Moira. 
12 Grain Elevators Board, 50 Years of Bulk Grain Handling in NSW, Sydney 1972, p.5; The Sydney Mail, 14 August 1918, pp. 7-

8; 9 February 1921, p.12, ‘The Wheat Harvest, 55,000,000 bushels’. 
13 McGee, Bernard, “Grain Handling: Transition from bags to bulk in New South Wales”, m/s prepared for Graincorp Limited, 

May 1993. 
14 National Transport Commission, Rail Productivity Review Issues Paper, Canberra, NTC, August 2008, pp. 21-22. 
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transported by rail, was loaded onto open 4-wheel and bogie wagons from motor 
lorries at loading platforms. 

Grains and fresh produce were transported over the branch line in central Sydney to 
receiving facilities at Darling Harbour. With the transfer of Sydney's Markets  from 
Haymarket to Flemington  in September 1975, rail facilities with covered unloading 
areas were provided there. 

 

 
Horse teams at Narromine railway yard with load of wheat during the 1905 harvest. 
(Narromine Municipal Council photo). 

3.8.2 Pioneer 
branch lines 

Pioneer branch lines were primarily constructed to serve agricultural areas. Finley Rail 
Heritage Precinct  demonstrates a typical 'pioneer line' station and yard serving an 
agricultural district, including a 1922 Metcalf silo and the typical goods shed. 

3.3.2 Transport-
ing agricultural 
supplies and  
machinery 

The shift to agriculture brought more intensive land use and, accordingly farming 
communities required increased quantities of materials, such as planting materials, 
fertilizer and fuel, together with machinery to till the soil and harvest the crops. The 
goods shed  at rural stations therefore became a hive of activity as farmers and agents 
came to collect consignments unloaded from wagons left by passing goods trains.  

 3.4 Industry  

 The railway was a product of the industrial revolution, turning the stationary steam 
engine of the factory into a mobile one that revolutionised transport, and in doing so it 
also industrialised travel and society.  

In the NSW context, the introduction of railways in a largely pastoral colony generated 
the need for a local industrial base to service its needs. From the start, the railways 
established its own workshops to maintain its locomotives and rolling stock, but the 
enterprise remained dependent on British firms for their manufacture. An exception 
was the decision by John Whitton to construct a single 2-4-0 passenger locomotive to 
his design at the original Redfern railway workshops  for display at the Inter-Colonial 
Exhibition in Sydney, which was completed in June 1870 and known as ‘No. 10’.  

Colonial politics in NSW was generally dominated by 'free trade' ministries that 
responded to pressure for local manufacture by offering competitive tenders to the 
private sector. In 1869 the government entered into a 5-year contract with Morts & 
Company and Vale & Lacey for the manufacture of locomotives  and with PB Russell 
& Company for manufacturing rolling stock , but local capacity was limited and the 
contract was not renewed. A second attempt was made in the late 1870s when 
contracts were given to the Atlas Engineering Works to manufacture eight C79 class 
passenger locomotives  and to Henry Vale's engineering works for eighteen A93 
goods locomotives . Once more the firms had difficulty completing the orders.15 

                                                 
15 Gunn, John, Along Parallel Lines, Melbourne University Press, 1989, pp. 135, 249-50. 
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Opportunities to supply 'railway iron' led to the establishment of several iron-making 
ventures between 1863 and 1874, with the Eskbank Ironworks  providing the base for 
an inland industrial town at Lithgow . The works manufactured rails from local ores for 
the Sydney's steam tramways from 1879 and gained a five-year contract to reroll iron 
rails for the Government Railways in December 1879.16 

Local capacity was strengthened following the 1890s depressions, however, and 
following a royal commission in 1904, local manufacture of locomotives was shared 
between the railways' own workshops at Eveleigh  and the Clyde Engineering 
Company . 

3.4.1 Railway 
workshops 

As the railway system developed, locomotive depots  were established at junctions 
and larger towns where light engineering and other maintenance tasks were 
undertaken. Major maintenance work was undertaken at central workshops, initially at 
Redfern  in Sydney and Honeysuckle  in Newcastle. Between 1882 and 1890, George 
Cowdrey oversaw construction of the grand locomotive running sheds, workshops and 
carriage workshops at Eveleigh  in Sydney, then the largest industrial complex in 
Australia. Ambitious in design and magnificent in scale, they reflected the glory days of 
railway building in Australia. Between 1908 and 1952, 177 steam locomotives were 
built in the workshops and following their closure in 1986, Eveleigh came to be 
regarded as 'the greatest monument to the history of transport in New South Wales.'17 

In response to evolving technology, the Chullora railway workshops , comprising 
locomotive, signal and electric car workshops, was developed in the 1920s, followed 
by new locomotive workshops at Cardiff near Newcastle in the late 1920s.  

 

 
Workers operating a wheel lathe at Chullora Railway  Workshops in July 1939. State 
Library of NSW, GPO 1 – 27100.  

4.2.2 Making gas 
and generating 
electricity 

The NSW Railways & Tramways Department was a significant operator of industrial 
enterprises in its own right with gas making plants lighting local precincts and supply 
gas for carriage lighting and power stations generating electricity for tramways and 

                                                                                                                                            
16 McKillop, Bob, Furnace, Fire & Forge: Lithgow's iron and steel industry 1874-1932, Melbourne, LRRSA, 2006, p. 53-57, 69, 

77. Rails for the Camden Tramway were manufactured from local ores in 1881. 
17 Ashton, Chris (ed), Railways Relics and Romance: The Eveleigh Railway Workshops, Caroline Simpson, Sydney, 1996, pp. 

21-28. 
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electric railways. In a number of instances supplies were sold to local municipalities 
and industries. Further details of the railways operations in this capacity are provided 
in theme 4.2.2. 

5.1.1 Railway 
operations 
workers 

Collectively NSW railway workshops have been the workplace to many thousands of 
men (but few women, except during war). Due to the large concentrations of workers at 
specific sites, workshops developed their own distinctive work cultures with strong links 
to trade unions. These work cultures varied between workshops operated by the large 
Mechanical Branch  of the railways and those serving the Per Way , Signalling  and 
Electrical Branches .  

7.2.2 Federation 
and railways 

As the momentum built for the federation of the Australian colonies, so too did the 
need to build a strong industrial base for a self-reliant nation. At the People's 
Federation Convention at Bathurst  in November 1896, proposals for the 
establishment of large iron and steel works to create a strong industrial base received 
prominence. A steel furnace was opened at the Lithgow ironworks  works in April 
1900 when a single steel rail was rolled, while Australia's first large modern blast 
furnace opened there on 13 May 1906.18 

While Australian steel for railway tracks and bridges was available in April 1900, the 
manufacture of steel rails  did not commence there until January 1911. With the 
opening of a larger iron and steel works at Newcastle  in June 1915, Australia became 
self-sufficient in the manufacture of steel railways for its vast railway networks. 

 3.5 Mining 

The discovery of gold in 1851 transformed the New South Wales economy as workers 
downed tools and headed for the goldfields, followed by a dramatic influx of new 
migrants seeking their fortune. The high value of gold meant that new discoveries 
across the inland could be quickly exploited, however the exploitation of coal and other 
metallic ores requiring land transport to feed the needs of the emerging industries or 
for export depended on the availability of economic transport by rail.  

Coal mining at Newcastle  commenced in 1801 and the Australian Agricultural 
Company opened Australia's first industrial railway to convey coal from its 'A' Pit to a 
wharf on 10 December 1831. More substantial private railways to serve collieries in the 
area were opened from 1852, but it was not until the Newcastle Wallsend Coal 
Company  opened its railway from its 'A' Pit to junction with the Great Northern 
Railway  at Hanbury Junction  that the transport of coal became a significant 
contributor to the rail traffic on the government system. A similar development pattern 
emerged on the Illawarra Coalfield  where the Mount Kiera Tramroad  opened in 
November 1859, while exploitation of the Western Coalfield followed the opening of the 
Great Western Railway  to Bowenfels  in October 1869.19

 

3.5.1 Transport-
ing coal and 
minerals 

From the 1860s, coal transport became the dominant traffic on the government Hunter 
rail network centred on Newcastle . Over a million tons of coal was carried on the 
railway in 1878 and traffic expanded to reach a record 5.24 million tons in 1913, but 
traffic stagnated over the following decades. It was not until the expansion of coal 
exports to Japan and other Asian countries from the late 1960s and the rail handling 
system was upgraded that coal traffic on the Hunter network  commenced its rapid 
escalation to reach 100 million tonnes per annum by 2007-08. 

For over a century coal transport was in four-wheel non-air coal hopper wagons , 
each of 6 to 12 tons capacity, first introduced by the Scottish Australian Mining 
Company in 1863. They were unloaded by cranes which lifted the hopper from the 
underframe and when the hopper was above the discharge point its bottom door was 
opened. By the 1950s, 13,000 of these wagons were in use for coal haulage, the vast 

                                                 
18 McKillop, Bob, 2006, pp.  82-84, 99. 
19 McKillop, Robert F, Our Region, Our Railway: the Hunter and the Great Northern Railway 1857-2007, ARHS/NSW, Redfern, 

2008 (b), pp. 7-11, 28-30; Eardley, Gifford, Transporting the Black Diamond, Book 1, Canberra, Traction Publications, 1965, 
pp. 6-7; McKillop, Bob, 2006, pp. 32-33. 
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majority of them privately owned, although the Railway Department also maintained a 
large fleet to move coal for its own use. The first step toward modernising the coal 
transport system was the introduction of bogie coal hopper  (BCH) wagons in the 
1950s, followed by bogie wagons with aluminium hoppers in 1966. All loading points 
were upgraded for bogie hopper wagons, many with balloon loops to facilitate the rapid 
loading of trains, while high-capacity coal loaders at Port Waratah , Kooragang Island  
and Port Kembla  enabled the rapid unloading of trains and the transfer of coal to large 
bulk carrier ships. The last train of non-air hopper wagons operated over the 
government network on 8 February 1978.20 

The transport of minerals, iron ore, limestone and other quarry products has also been 
dependent on the availability of rail transport. Several government lines have been 
constructed primarily to service mining areas, notably the Nyngan-Cobar line  (1892), 
Cobar to The Peak (1901), Cobar-CSA Mine (1918), Matakana-Mt Hope (1919), 
Medway Junction-South Marulan Quarry  (1928), Bungendore Junction-Captains 
Flat (1940) and Cobar  to Elura Mine (1982). In addition the Unanderra to Moss Vale 
line  (1930) was constructed primarily to transport raw materials (iron ore and 
limestone) to the new steelworks at Port Kembla . A variety of wagons have been used 
for mineral traffic, with bogie hopper wagons handling for limestone traffic, while ore 
traffic has increasingly been transported in specialised containers. 

In 2005-06 the bulk transport of coal and minerals made up the majority of Australia's 
rail freight task with 51% and 27% of the tonnage moved respectively.21 In NSW the 
contribution of bulk coal transport is higher and that of bulk minerals lower than the 
national figure. 

 

 
Coal transport was already the dominant traffic on the Great Northern Railway in 1878 
when locomotive 23N was photographed at the Maitlan d Road overbridge at the head of a 
coal train. The train is heading for Queens Wharf a t Newcastle, with the junction of the 
new Bullock Island branch line in the foreground. St ate Records Office of NSW (Series 
17420). 

                                                                                                                                            
20 McKillop, Robert F, 2008 (b), pp. 30-31, 41, 152, 167; Webber, JR and Andrews, BR, 'The Story of Non-air Coal Hoppers as 

used on the Maitland and Newcastle Coalfields', ARHS Bulletin, Vol, XVIII, No. 465, pp. 141; Black, Graham, 'The restoration 
of Hunter Valley district non-air hopper wagons', Light Railways, No. 202, August 2008, pp. 3-5. 

21 National Transport Commission, August 2008, p.5. 
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The Eskbank Rail Heritage Precinct represents the ro le of railways in the transport of coal 
and minerals, and in serving industry. From 1906 th e Eskbank yard served as a 
marshalling point for trains hauling coal to market s and exchange sidings for limestone 
and iron ore traffic for the iron and steel works a nd from steel products being shipped to 
markets around Australia. This 1900 scene shows the  station building and goods shed 
beyond, with empty wagons for loading coal at the Es kbank Colliery on the right  (State 
Record Office NSW, 17420_a014_a014000756). 

3.8.3 Rail to ship 
interchange 

The contribution of mining to local, regional and national economies has primarily been 
in terms of generating exports. The efficient transfer of coal and minerals from rail to 
ship for export has therefore been a crucial element of the export chain. 

With the development of coal haulage for export in the Hunter Region  from the 1860s, 
the Railway Department was initially responsible for developing the port infrastructure, 
including the hydraulic cranes at The Dyke  and The Basin in Newcastle . 
Subsequently, high-capacity coal loaders were constructed by the private at Port 
Waratah , Kooragang Island  and Port Kembla  to enable the rapid unloading of trains 
and the transfer of coal to large bulk carrier ships. The rail infrastructure at these 
locations has been constantly reconfigured and upgraded to increase the efficiency of 
the transfer process. 

 3.6 Technology 

This state theme encompasses activities and processes associated with the 
knowledge or use of mechanical arts and applied sciences. As the major business 
enterprise in the colony (and subsequently state), the NSW Railways provided the 
public with some of the most visible and memorable applications of technology in the 
form of the locomotives  and rolling stock  that they encountered in their day-to-day 
lives. The following local themes explore the key elements underlying this moveable 
heritage. 

3.6.1 Locomotive 
design and 
technological 
development  

Limited local industrial capacity and the English background of railway administrators 
combined to ensure that early NSW locomotives were of trusted British designs. Amid 
the political controversies of the 1870s and 1880s, however, several types of North 
American locomotives  were imported. The first were two classic American 4-4-0s for 
passenger trains and then eleven 2-8-0 freight locomotives from 1877; with 10 
passenger locomotives from the Baldwin locomotive works arriving in 1884, with 10 
similar locomotives for goods service following a year later. In 1891 10 more powerful 
Baldwin-built 4-6-0 passenger (O446 class) and twenty 2-8-0 freight (J483 class) 
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engines entered service. The latter engines were generally successful, but were 
overshadowed by subsequent British-based designs. 

It was not until the appointment of William Thow as locomotive engineer in 1889 that 
designs for standard NSW locomotives were developed in consultation with the British 
builder Beyer Peacock. While these designs followed British design principles, the 191 
P6 class locomotives  (subsequently C32 class), which entered service from February 
1892, were well to the forefront of passenger locomotive design and became world 
famous. They were followed by 280 T524 (D50) class standard goods locomotives  
from 1896 and 145 S636 (C30) class suburban tank locomotives introduced in 1903. 
All three classes continued to dominate NSW railway operations until the 
abandonment of steam power in the early 1970s.22 

Distinctive local designs merged in the 1920s with the introduction of 75 C36 class  
passenger locomotives from January 1925 and 25 heavy 'Mountain' type D57 class  
locomotives for freight train haulage on heavily graded lines. They were designed by 
Departmental officers under the leadership of Chief Mechanical Engineer Ernest 
Edward Lucy . Lucy's successor, Harold Young , travelled to Britain, Europe and North 
America in 1936 to assess the latest locomotive developments with a view to designing 
a more powerful engine for mainline passenger trains. Based on his experience with a 
French-designed articulated Garratt locomotive, Young recommended the 
development of the powerful engine of the Beyer Garratt type, but this was considered 
too revolutionary by the Chief Commissioner. Instead he designed the C38 class  
Pacific express locomotives in 1938 to meet local needs, but due to wartime 
constraints, the first locomotive was not completed until 1943. The thirty C38 
locomotives  represented the pinnacle of steam power in NSW and the preserved 
examples (3801, 3820 and 3830) have become icons of the steam age, Young's 
recommendations for Beyer Garratt locomotives was finally fulfilled in June 1952, when 
the first of Australia's most powerful steam locomotives, the 42 members of the AD60 
Class , entered service.23  

A more important advancement in locomotive design was the introduction of five 
diesel-hydraulic power cars (coded DP) in 1937 for the revolutionary Silver City 
Comet  train. As Australia's first air-conditioned train, it commenced service between 
Parkes and Broken Hill on 27 September 1937. Four power cars were rebuilt in the 
1950s with new engines and torque converters.24 This innovative development was not 
taken further by the NSW railways, however, and it was not until 1951 when the first of 
twenty 40 Class mainline diesel-electric locomotives entered service. They were built 
by the Montreal Locomotive Works to standard North American designs. Apart from the 
unsuccessful 41 class diesel-electric shunting locomotives imported from England in 
1953-54 and ten 70 class diesel-hydraulic locomotives built locally to a European 
design, subsequent diesel-electric locomotives have been built by local firms under 
license to North American manufacturers, although local design features included twin 
full-width nose less cabs for the 422, 442, 80 and 81 class locomotives. The 
successors to the DP power cars of 1937 are the 18 XP class  diesel-hydraulic power 
cars built from 1982 for the XPT high-speed trains . While based on the successful 
British HST trains, they incorporate a number of local design features to adapt them to 
NSW operating conditions. 

With electrification of the Western Line to Bowenfels  in the 1950s resulted in the 
construction of a prototype electric locomotive at Chullora Workshops  in 1952 to 
provide drivers with experience with this type of locomotive. Forty 2820kW electric 
locomotives built in Great Britain entered service between 1956 and 1958. They were 
supplemented by 10 locally-built 85 class electric locomotives from 1979, and fifty 86 
class  units from 1983. 
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32 class locomotive 3265 in maroon livery and named  HUNTER with the Inter-City 
Express at Newcastle Railway Station in November 1935 . This locomotive is being 
restored by Powerhouse Museum to this specification.  John L Buckland photo, National 
Library of Australia (nla.pic-an24768300). 

3.6.2 Coaching 
stock design and 
technological 
development  

As noted in theme 2.2, management of the colonial railway network was dominated by 
British migrants who imported passenger carriages from the 'old country' and later 
contracted local manufacturers to build carriages to conservative British designs. By 
the late 1860s, American carriages riding on two 4-wheel bogies were regarded as far 
superior in riding qualities, but John Whitton's  dislike of American technology resulted 
in his order for 8-wheel carriages with rigid frames and radial links on the end axles to 
enable them to take sharp curves, the 'mountain radials', in 1868. The poor 
performance of these carriages was a factor in Whitton's declining influence and 
eventually resulted in importation of typical American carriages in 1877.  

Mounted on bogies and featuring clerestory roofs, open saloons and end-platforms, 
these American carriages  were the predecessors of some 1800 end-platform 
carriages used for Sydney's suburban train services until the mid-1930s – and in the 
Newcastle area until the early 1970s. The Sydney firm of Hudson Brothers  
constructed six sleeping, 29 first class, 15 composite and 31 second class carriages to 
the same general design from 1879. A second series of carriages built by Morrison in 
1890-91 had roofs of the Mansard type with canopy ends, while semi-elliptical roofs 
subsequently became standard.25 

Traditional English designs continued for long-distance passenger trains, however, 
with the ubiquitous swing-door, non-corridor bogie carriage, colloquially known as 'dog 
boxes', becoming the typical passenger vehicle seen throughout the state up to World 
War II. Built between 1897 and 1915 by three Sydney firms (Ritchie Brothers , Clyde 
Engineering  and Meadowbank Engineering ) and in Departmental workshops, they 
came in first class, composite and second class versions, the latter seating 60 
passengers in six compartments. American carriages appeared on long-distance 
passenger trains in 1890 when the Pullman Car Company supplied 8 sleeping 
carriages (AF code), which were supplemented by four similar sleeping cars (code AF) 
and 12 side-corridor cars of similar external appearance.26 

Local variants of the American-style sleeping carriages that were constructed for 
                                                 

25 Lee, Robert, 2000, p. 198-99; ARHS Bulletin, No. 153, July 1950, 'Early rolling stock builders: Hundson Brothers',  p.48; Clark, 
LA, 'NSW Passenger Stock: 2. American-type suburban cars', ARHS Bulletin, No. 167, September 1951, pp. 120-22. 

26 Clark, LA, 'NSW Passenger Stock',  ARHS Bulletin, No. 166, August 1951, pp. 110-11; No. 169, November 1951, pp. 169-70. 
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mainline overnight express trains appeared from 1903. Built in Departmental 
workshops, these large timber carriages rode on two six-wheel bogies ('twelve 
wheelers') and accommodated 18 or 20 passengers in two-berth compartments, 
together with an attendant's cabin, wash room and lavatory accommodation. A total of 
105 corridor and central-aisle carriages were built to this design from 1914.27 

A distinctive NSW design appeared in 1935 with the introduction of the first all-steel 
steam-hauled passenger side-corridor compartment carriages appeared. The 35 first 
class (BS) and 86 second class (FS) carriages became the main coaching stock on 
country mail trains until their withdrawal in November 1988. A further development was 
the application of forced ventilation in the 35 'N'-type centre-aisle tourist-type steel 
carriages built by Waddingtons in 1939. The forced ventilation was unsuccessful, 
however, and was abandoned after a few years use.28 

The lightweight steel carriages built for the Silver City Comet  train sets in 1937 
featured the first application of air-conditioning in Australia, powered by generator sets 
in the power cars. They also had strong Art Deco design features. Air-conditioning did 
not become a common feature until the early 1950s, however, when new all-steel 
carriages entered service on Daylight Express trains  serving all mainlines. Built by 
Commonwealth Engineering, the RUB sets included a separate power/brake van, 
while the Tulloch built HUB sets used on shorter distance trains had the diesel 
alternator set located in a section of a second-class carriage. 

The final development of passenger carriages was driven by the private sector. 
Commonwealth Engineering  entered into a licence agreement with the Budd 
Company of Philadelphia for the manufacture of stainless steel carriages to Budd's 
patent shot-weld process, thereby giving the firm a lead in passenger-car design. After 
several years of negotiations with the NSWGR, Commonwealth Engineering received 
a contract to construct 10 stainless steel carriages for the Brisbane Limited Express in 
1959. The five LAN roomette carriages used a zig-zag corridor similar to those in use 
on German-built carriages for the Commonwealth Railways, but with a number of 
innovations to achieve a design suitable for NSW conditions. The design was also 
used for the 43 carriages built by for the luxury Southern Aurora  express train from 
1962. The carriages, jointly owned by the NSW and Victorian Railways, included 
lounge and dining cars.29 

The first carriages were dimply lit by colza oil lamps, which proved most unsatisfactory, 
so gas lighting experiments were initiated in 1878. Their success resulted in the NSW 
Railways constructing gas works at the main stations and the fitting of gas lighting to 
all carriages. Gas was fed into cylinders located under the carriages. Electric lighting 
was introduced in October 1904 using the Stone system, with generators driven from 
each axle charging a battery while the second battery was used for lighting. 
Fluorescent lighting was introduced with the RUB/HUB carriages. 

                                                                                                                                            
27 Clark, LA, NSW Passenger Stock',  ARHS Bulletin, No. 183, January 1953, pp. 10-12; No. 184, February 1953, pp. 19-21. 
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1953, pp. 10-12. 
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The air-conditioned Newcastle Flyer train arriving at No. 1 platform at Newcastle station 
behind a new 42 Class diesel-electric locomotive in  1956 symbolises a more modern era, 
but the trains on the adjoining platforms are made up of carriages of the American end-
platform design dating from the 1870s. State Records  Office of NSW (Series 17420). 

3.6.3 Electric 
carriage design 
and technological 
development  

Prior to developing his dramatic proposals for the development and electrification of 
Sydney's suburban railway system, Dr JJ Bradfield  studied the latest advances in 
Europe and North America during 1914. The electric carriages that were developed for 
the upgraded system were strongly influenced by North American practice and with a 
width of 10ft 6in, they were much wider than rolling stock currently in use. Accordingly, 
alterations were required to tracks, tunnels, lineside structures and platforms for their 
introduction. A number of existing wooden suburban carriages were rebuilt to the new 
design as motor cars and trailers, while 50 steel motor cars were constructed by the 
Leeds Forge Company from 1924. The first public electric train on 1 March 1926 
comprised two steel motor cars and one timber motor car built by Clyde Engineering  
with three timber trainer cars rebuilt for former suburban carriages. This basic design 
provided the basis of the Sydney electric fleet up to the 1950s, with local 
manufacturers – Clyde Engineering, Walsh Island Dockyard  and Tulloch Limited  – 
building both steel motor cars and trailers.30 

A significant step in the evolution of suburban electric trains occurred in October 1962 
when an order for 120 double-deck trailer carriages was placed with Sydney-based 
manufacturer Tulloch Limited. The innovation reached a more significant milestone on 
6 January 1969, when the world’s first complete double-deck electric train with full 
saloons on both decks entered service. This eight-car train, also built by Tulloch almost 
doubled the passengers carried in the existing single-deck trains for the same length, 
thereby eliminating the need for expensive changes to station infrastructure to increase 
the capacity of existing lines. These double-deck carriages were built in large numbers 
by Commonwealth Engineering  and Goninan Limited  between 1972 and 1987. The 
introduction of air-conditioned Tangara trains from 1987 enabled an all double-deck 
suburban timetable to be implemented in January 1992.31 

With the extension of electrification across the Blue Mountains to Bowenfels  in 1957, 
Commonwealth Engineering gained a contract to build 80 multiple-unit electric inter-
urban carriages  which featured the first application of Budd lightweight stainless steel 
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body shells in NSW. Due to a delay in delivery of power cars, the first train commenced 
journeys to Lithgow  in July 1958.32 A notable advancement in interurban services 
occurred on 22 June 1970 when the first double-deck, air-conditioned train 
commenced service between Central and Gosford  after tunnel floors on the line had 
been lowered. In order for the double-deck trains to travel on the Blue Mountains Line  
to Lithgow, it was also necessary to lower tunnel floors on this line, a project that was 
completed in November 1978. Up to 1989, 244 of these highly successful and very 
popular V-set carriages, known as double-deck inter-urban trains, were placed in 
service. 

 

The official train to inaugurate the extension of e lectrification to Campbelltown is pictured 
at the station on 4 May 1968. Double-deck Tulloch t railer cars are included in the train. 
State Record Office NSW (17420_a014_a0140001186).  

3.6.4 Freight 
vehicle design 
and technological 
development 

While goods traffic dominated the NSW railways, the development of freight vehicle 
design has generally received low priority. The first goods wagons  imported in 1855 
were typical English 4-wheel timber bodied products of the era, comprising 40 high 
sided open wagons, 10 closed wagons, six brake vans, a cattle truck and a sheep van. 
Local manufacturers were generally contracted to build replicas of these wagons, 
together with horse boxes, over the ensuing decades. A consignment of bogie side-
tipping wagons for coal, ballast etc was imported from America in 1883 and bogie 
designs were promoted by the Eddy administration from 1888, including for specialist 
wagons such as refrigerator cars and livestock wagons.33 This innovative approach 
was not maintained in the 20th century however, and as a result the majority of goods 
stock comprised small 4-wheel high sided open wagons up to the 1960s. 

Major technological issues relating to goods rolling stock were braking and coupling. 
Initially the brakes of the locomotive and brake van were considered adequate for the 
light trains that ran across the Cumberland Plain, but better braking was required once 
the lines entered steeply graded districts.  

The American George Westinghouse has designed the firth 'automatic air brake' for 
passenger cars and freight wagons in 1868 and tests were undertaken in NSW with 
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both vacuum and Westinghouse compressed air brakes  for passenger carriages in 
1877. Although adopted for passenger trains from 1879, but it was not until 1890 that 
tests of vacuum and Westinghouse brakes were conducted on goods trains. The 
Westinghouse system was found to be the most suitable, and the fitting of brakes to 
freight vehicles was largely completed by 1905. 

Initially the coupling of wagons was by the English system of a screw link dropped over 
a steel hook, the strength of which was limited to the weight of the train. Automatic 
couplers were another American technology introduced from the 1920s.  

While the evolution of freight vehicles was a gradual process in NSW, there was a shift 
to all-steel manufacture for wagons in the 20th century, with the capacity of 4-wheel 
wagons increasing from 15 tons (S trucks) to 25 tons (K and U wagons). Larger 
capacity bogie wagons were introduced in the 1950s, including 500 bogie open 
wagons with a capacity of 40 tons.  

More significantly, the NSW Railways were Australian pioneers in the development of 
containers  for less-than-car-load (LCL) freight. In 1947 they joined the South 
Australian Railways to develop 5.5 tonne steel containers to handle freight movements 
between Sydney and Adelaide. Their use was extended to country freight services 
from 1952 and by 1958 larger containers were being used to provide door-to-door LCL 
services. Special flat wagons were constructed jointly by the NSW and Victorian 
Railways in 1962 to handle 35ft road-rail containers on the new standard gauge track 
between the two capital cities. The introduction shipping containers built to 
international standards (ISO) from 1968 promised a new era for railway freight 
services. After much haggling, the ISO standards for 10-, 20-, 30- and 40-foot 
containers had finally been agreed in June 1967 and in NSW new wagons designed 
specifically for ISO traffic entered service from 1969.34 Inter-modal container traffic is 
now the major interstate rail traffic, but unfavourable road pricing policies, different 
operating standards between states and the lack of investment in rail infrastructure has 
resulted in the majority of this traffic in NSW being carried by road.35 

 

 

A four-wheel S-truck at Thirlmere Rail Heritage Cen tre with 5.5 tonne steel containers 
from the 1950s. (RF McKillop photo). 
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3.7.3 Signalling 
and safe working 

During the transition to automatic couplers goods trains included vehicles fitted with 
both link and hook, and automatic couplers, a situation that resulted in the state's worst 
railway disaster to that time when 27 people were killed and 37 injured at Muralla  on 
the Northern Line on 13 September 1929. The accident was caused by runaway 
wagons from a goods train careering down a steep grade and ploughing into the North 
West Mail train. The enquiry found that the accident was initially caused by the failure 
of the draw-hook on the leading end of four-wheeled truck (S.15936), which had been 
coupled to the transition chain of an automatic coupler on the truck ahead. 
Unfortunately the driver and guard of the train failed to follow the established 
Regulations in dealing with the situation and following the inquiry, they were charged 
with manslaughter, although they were acquitted in subsequent court proceedings.36

 

3.6.5 Rail motor 
design and 
technological 
development 

Following World War I the NSW Railways looked to rail motors to provide adequate 
services for passengers and parcels on lightly trafficked branch lines. The rationale 
was that life in rural areas needed to be made more attractive to prevent the drift to the 
cities, but the services provided by mixed trains were slow and uncomfortable. Two 
experimental rail motors were constructed in 1919 and 1922, but the major response 
was the construction of 37 42ft 6in CPH rail motors  at Departmental workshops 
between 1926 and 1930. Known as 'Tin Hares', these popular timber-bodied rail 
motors served communities on branch lines across the state over the next 40 years, 
providing accommodation for 21 first class passengers and 24 second class, while the 
centre guard's compartment provided space for mail, parcels and small goods 
consignments. When introduced between Cootamundra  and Forbes , they reduced 
travelling time from 9 to 4½ hours and the running costs were only 12 pence per mile 
compared with 28 pence for a steam train.37 The CPH rail motors were re-engined with 
165hp diesel engines driving through hydraulic torque converters in the 1950s. 

Among the post-war improvements were the ten two-car diesel trains with hydraulic 
transmission built at the Chullora workshops  and introduced on branch line working 
from 1947 (the 600/700 class), and seven four-car air-conditioned trains of similar 
design (800 class or DEB sets). The first train entered service as the North Coast 
Daylight Express in May 1952, but serious technical problems emerged and it was 
found necessary to replace the engines and hydraulic transmission sets. The trains 
finally entered regular revenue service in May 1955 as the Canberra-Monaro 
Express . The 620/720 class railmotors, an improved version of the 600 class fitted 
with Rolls Royce engines, was introduced on Newcastle suburban services in 1961. 
They gave reliable service until their final withdrawal in 2007.38 
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The CPH rail motor prepares to depart on its twice-w eekly service to Cootamundra and 
return in January 1961 (RF McKillop photo). 

 3.7 Communication 

As a state-wide organisation with many thousands of employees, the railways required 
effective communication systems for its effective operation, the safe working of trains, 
and to ensure that its customers were aware of the services available and their 
obligations in using these services. In addition, the railways played a major role in 
disseminating information to the general public through the speedy and economic 
transport of mail, newspapers, magazines and books to communities, large and small, 
across a vast land. 

While the early colonial era in NSW was characterised by sharp divisions between 
convict and jailer, literacy had become more widespread than in Britain by the 1840s 
and a larger proportion of the population communicated by letter and read newspapers 
and novels. In 1871 the quantity of books imported into NSW meant that every 
inhabitant might each have bought two shillings-worth, or several small volumes.39

 

3.7.1 Mail trains 
and parcels 
service 

The spread of the railway network in the nineteenth and early twentieth century 
brought the ideas of the wider world into households and offices in the form of mail, 
newspapers and books carried by mail trains. The large department stores of the 
metropolis printed mail order catalogues that were dispatched to customers, who sent 
their orders by mail which were processed by the stores, who dispatched the goods by 
the railway parcels service or by lodging parcels at the Parcels Post Office  adjacent 
to Central Railway Station . Libraries and booksellers also sent books to country 
customers by parcels services. At railway stations across the state, people gathered to 
meet the mail train each day, swapping news with new arrivals and collecting their 
parcels. 

The railways took over the carriage of mail from the coaching companies. Mail trains 
incorporated a travelling post office  van from the 1870s in which mail was sorted en 
route, with each TPO van having its distinctive postmark. The first mark 'R. P. - NSW 
was used on the Great Northern Railway  prior to 1876, when it was replaced by 
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'GNRP – NSW', which in turn became 'TPO No.3 N B' in 1898. 'T.P.O. West No. 2' and 
'T.P.O. No. 3 S A' were in use by 1885.  

For the railway parcels service, the Government Printing Office printed NSWGR 
stamps, the first series being used from 1891 to 1929. A second series of 'Government 
Railways Parcels Stamps ' issued from 1929 had provision for each station to print its 
name in an empty space. These were replaced with decimal currency stamps in 1966. 

Railway parcels traffic consisted of every type of freight imaginable, from a prize bull to 
the smallest of items. When moving pictures became a popular form of entertainment, 
the reels of film were conveyed by the mail trains to cinemas across the state and 
returned to the distributors by the same means. Horses were given passenger transit in 
specially designed carriages, which also contained ‘accommodation’ for an attendant. 
Dogs were conveyed in dog boxes fitted into passenger train brakevans, cats and birds 
in their own containers. All these animals were given attention when their journey took 
them through Central station, requiring them to be fed and watered at during their stay. 

Special fast electric parcels vans  carried parcels and passengers' luggage to and 
from suburban stations to Central Station for processing and transfer with country 
trains. The railways found the competition from road transport increasingly challenging, 
however, and when the post office decided to transfer its mail contracts to road 
transport in 1985 the TPO vans  were withdrawn in August of that year. Overnight mail 
trains struggled on a for a few more years, but the arrival at Central Station of the 
North Mail from Armidale on 28 November 1988 signalled the end of their era. Railway 
parcels traffic was transferred to the new Trackfast facility at Chullora  in April 1985. 
The last fast electric parcels van service operated on 25 August 1989 and the 
Trackfast service  was closed on 5 October 1997.40 

 

 
An American style mail van at Dubbo in 1961 (RF McK illop photo). 

3.7.2 Railway 
telegraph service 

The Signal and Telegraph Branch  was responsible for the safeworking and 
communication services of the NSW Railways. The Telegraph Office provided 
communication services with stations, signal boxes and other railway facilities across 
the state and it also provided services to the public. During World War I messages 
delivered by the service to country stations were often the first news that families had 
concerning their loved ones on active service overseas. 

In the early years the bulk of communications were in the form of telegrams sent by 
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Morse sounders, but circuit and automatic telephones were in use at Central Station  
by 1917. Large capacity automatic exchanges and automatic dial telephones were in 
general use in the metropolitan area by 1948, although Morse telegraph operators  
remained at the heart of the system. They were gradually replaced by teleprinter 
machines during the 1950s, but the last Morse message on the NSW Railway was not 
sent until 25 August 1968, when 'Barney' Bryant transmitted a message from Dubbo to 
Broken Hill.41

 

3.7.3 Signalling 
and safe working 

Railway safe working relies on clear rules and regulations backed by signals that 
communicate to train crews the availability of sections of track to safely proceed to the 
next signal. Over the years various types of communication failure have resulted in 
accidents – both minor and major disasters.  

One such accident at Emu Plains  on 30 January 1878 resulted in the death of three of 
the crew of the two locomotives that collided head-on and marked the turning point in 
the career of the Engineer-in-Chief, John Whitton . During 1877 there had been three 
near misses due to outdated safeworking rules and infrastructure, but Whitton had 
resisted implementing the required improvements and, furthermore, he opposed the 
efforts of the Traffic Manager, Donald Vernon, to have all single lines conform to basic 
telegraph or staff-and-ticket safe working procedures. On his return to the Public 
Works Ministry, John Sutherland  reviewed the situation and concluded that Vernon 
had been correct. As a consequence, Sutherland undertook a radical restructuring of 
railway management, appointing Charles A Goodchap  as Commissioner and 
demoting Whitton, with his responsibilities restricted to the construction of new lines. 
Tragically, upgraded rules for single working arising from these changes were due to 
come into force 6 days after the Emu Plains accident. Following the accident, major 
upgrades of the primitive and haphazard safeworking systems in NSW were 
implemented.42  

Initially railway junctions (points) were worked by mechanical levers, while signals were 
operated by foot stirrups with oil lamps being raised up the mast for night indication of 
its status. The international signalling firm McKenzie & Holland began supplying 
interlocking machines and signalling equipment to the NSW Railways in 1881. 
Automatic electro-pneumatic signals and points were first introduced in Sydney 
Railway Yard  from 1910 and on suburban lines from 1913. The first country automatic 
signalling using lower quadrant signals commenced operation between Farley and 
Lochinvar  on the Main Northern Line in July 1914, while the first daylight colour light 
signal was installed at Burwood  in December 1914. A larger installation of daylight 
colour light signals was made at Lidcombe  in 1924. The first all-relay interlocking 
signal system in Australia was brought into use at Civic Signal Box  in Newcastle  on 
23 June 1937 as a pilot for its wider application on the Cronulla line  in 1938-39.43 

Train control  was an important function of the Traffic Branch . From 1930, a 
telephone-based train control system was introduced and gradually extended across 
the state. Traffic controllers working in specially fitted sound-proof rooms dealt with 
traffic on their section of the lines by means of telephone links to all stations, signal 
boxes and sidings  in their area of control to track the passage of trains. Centralised 
train control (CTC) systems were progressively introduced from the 1960s, which 
utilised computers to remotely control signals, points and train movements over long 
sections of track.44  

                                                                                                                                            
41 McKillop, Robert F, 2008(a), pp. 92-94. 
42 Lee, Robert, 2000, pp. 239-244; Taaffe, RT, 'The Development of Distant Signal Indications in NSW', ARHS Bulletin, No. 474, 

April 1977, p. 83. 
43 Taaffe, RT, 1977, pp. 84-93; ARHS Bulletin, No. 475, May 1977, pp. 114-17; McKillop, RF, 2008(b), p. 120. 
44 McKillop, RF, 2008(a), pp. 95-96; 2008(b), pp. 120, 171. 
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Piston-grip electro-magnetic signalling and interloc king systems in Illawarra Junction 
signal box in 1926 (State Record Office NSW 17420_a01 4_a0140001071). 

3.7.4 Customer 
information 
systems 

For the railway traveller, the railway brought the discipline of the industrial age, with 
trains arriving and departing to rigid timetables. The public timetable, printed in book 
form and as large sheets in the railway printing office, was the basic means of 
communicating this information to the public. Similarly, the rate for different categories 
of goods and parcels were prominently displayed in goods sheds and parcels offices. 
Moreover, timetable and rate changes were widely publicised in the newspapers of the 
day. 

Additional information was provided at larger stations by train arrival and departure 
indicator boards. The most intricate and best known was the large departure board 
manufactured at the Signal Workshops Eveleigh  for the Central Station  concourse 
in 1906. The Sydney Morning Herald described it as:  

‘A thoroughly modern train indicator board. It is manipulated by an ingeniously designed 
mechanism, curiously contrasting with the clumsy method now in vogue at the present 
station’.45 

This board was replaced by a computer-based train information system in 1981. In 
contrast, the refurbishment of Newcastle Station  in 1984 included the retention of the 
traditional hand-operated train information boards, which contribute to the heritage 
character of the building. 

                                                 
45 SMH, Monday 6 August 1906, p. 6, 'The Sydney Railway Station'. 
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The traditional manually-operated train departure i ndicator boards at Newcastle Railway 
Station in January 2007 (RF McKillop photo). 

 3.8 Transport 

The state transport theme covers the moving of people and goods from one place to 
another, together with the systems for the provision of such services.  While a central 
function of the NSW railways is obviously that of transporting people and goods, their 
operation and impacts have been much broader than this specific theme. This analysis 
has identified the following railway themes under the state theme of transport. 

3.8.1 Building the 
railway network  

As Geoffrey Blainey has pointed out, because settlers had wandered far from the coast 
in a land where navigable rivers were few, steam locomotives offered the prospect of 
transforming the country.46  

Building the first railways: Proposals for the first railways in the colony were driven 
by landed interests seeking improved transport for their wool from the inland centres of 
Goulburn, Bathurst, Singleton and Muswellbrook. 47 

Trunk railways policy:  In April 1873 John Sutherland , the Minister for Public Works, 
set out a policy to complete the main trunk railways prior to the construction of branch 
lines. Both the southern line to Albury  and the western trunk route to Bourke  on the 
Darling River were responses to the threat that wool from the Riverina and the west 
would be diverted to Melbourne via river boats and the Victorian railway to Echuca on 
the Murray River, which opened in 1864. The extension of the northern line to 
Armidale would serve powerful pastoral interests. 

Railway branches: Pastoral interests overthrew the ‘Trunk Railways Policy’ in April 
1877 when, in response to behind-the-scenes lobbying by Thomas G Dangar, the 
powerful MP for Gwyder, the NSW Parliament voted for a branch line to head off to 
Gunnedah before the Great Northern Line  reached Tamworth . The other 
beneficiaries of the decision were the large pastoral districts of Mudgee , which gained 
a branch line from the Great Western Railway  at Wallerawang , and of Narrandera 

                                                 
46 Blainey, Geoffrey, 1966, p. 228. 
47 Lee, Robert, The Greatest Public Work: The NSW Railways, 1848 to 1889, Sydney, Hale & Iremonger, 1988, p.39.  
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and eventually Hay in the Riverina, which were served by a long branch line from 
Junee .48 The move laid the foundations for the era of ‘railway mania’ between 1877 
and 1887 when railway leagues were established in towns and villages across the 
inland to lobby for branch lines to serve their era. In the five years from December 
1879, the NSW railway network increased 136 per cent from 1174km to 2771km in 
length, dubbing the period as the ‘Great Railway Years’. The depression of 1889 to 
1894 brought the euphoria to a sudden halt. 

In addition to the track itself, the railway network required bridges to cross streams, 
and tunnels, cuttings and viaducts to ease the grades in hilly terrain. To carry the 
Western Line over the Blue Mountains, John Whitton  was forced to compromise on 
his ambitious plans to pierce the cliffs with long tunnels and carry the track across 
ravines with grand viaducts by financial constraints, so he built the world’s first mainline 
zig-zags to climb the eastern escarpment and make the spectacular descent into the 
Lithgow Valley. The Great Zig Zag  at Lithgow, which included three tunnels and seven 
stone viaducts, was internationally recognised as an engineering masterpiece. It was 
nevertheless a significant blockage to the efficient operation of the Western Line .49 

Following controversy over the two bridges to span the Nepean River at Menangle  and 
Penrith , Whitton introduced iron lattice girder bridges  of standard designs to carry 
his lines over the inland rivers, commencing with the bridge over the Hunter at 
Aberdeen erected in 1871. While the approaches to these bridges were mostly built of 
timber, Whitton used iron girders for the longer and higher of the short spans where 
timber was not viable. The approaches to the bridge over the Murrumbidgee River at 
Wagga Wagga required 266 timber spans with a total length of 2.4km.50 

The world renowned bridges on the NSW railway network were the Hawkesbury River  
and Sydney Harbour bridges . The Hawkesbury River Bridge was put out to inter-
national tender, with the Union Bridge Company of New York being the successful 
bidder. While the design was sound, there was no routine process of inspection by the 
corrupt Goodchap regime and the contractors ‘defrauded the railway with impunity’.51 
Built to last 100 years, serious problems were evident with the bridge within 40 years 
and it was necessary to build a replacement bridge during the Second World War.  

Conceived as an integral part of Dr JJ Bradfield’s  visionary plan to provide Sydney 
with a world-class public transport system, Bradfield proposed a cantilever design for 
the Harbour Bridge ‘on account of the heavy railway traffic the bridge would carry’ in 
1912, but he changed his recommendation to an arched bridge with granite-faced 
pylons at either end and he collaborated with the British firm of Dorman Long & 
Company for its detailed design. Opened in March 1932, the bridge carries the North 
Shore rail line on its western side, but the eastern tracks for the Warringah line were 
used for trams instead.52 

By the 1920s the railways came under increased competition from road transport, both 
in terms of drawing off passenger and freight business and in terms of the diversion of 
capital funds to road building rather than rail. Railway building was only modest after 
1925, the main projects being the completion of the standard gauge line to South 
Brisbane  (1930) and the link to Broken Hill (1927), together with expanding capacity 
on the main lines and the Sydney metropolitan network . 

                                                                                                                                            
48 Ferry, John, “Werris Creek Railway Management Plan: a conservation management plan”, University of New England, 1998, 

p.3. 
49 Lee, Robert, 2000, pp. 140-41, 162-67. 
50 Lee, Robert, 2000, pp. 230-32. 
51 Lee, Robert, 2000, pp. 280-86. 
52 Department of Railways, The Railways of New South Wales, Sydney, 1955, pp. 181-192; McKillop, Robert F, 2008(a), pp. 50, 

51, 55, 58. 
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Expansion of the NSW railway network during the Gre at Railway Years. Open to 1875 in red and 1875-1885  in white  
(Department of Railways, The Railways of NSW , 1955). 
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The NSW railway network in 1955, with lines constru cted between 1925 and 1955 in white  
(Department of Railways, The Railways of NSW , 1955). 
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'Pioneer lines' opened between 1895 and 1905 (in wh ite) (Department of Railways, The Railways of NSW , 1955).
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3.8.2 Pioneer 
railway lines 

The economic depression of 1889 to 1894 brought a dramatic halt to railway 
construction in NSW and when expansion of the system resumed, it was under a new 
era of austerity. The most dramatic feature of the change was the advent of the 
'pioneer line'. It was an innovation that represented a shift away from British railway 
practices to those used in the United States . In 1894, Henry Deane , the Engineer-in-
Chief for Railway Construction visited North America and Europe to investigate 
cheaper methods of railway construction. Practices in the USA particularly interested 
him as the climate was much the same as that experienced in NSW. Deane noted that 
it was common to construct lines initially without using ballast, that being added when 
the line had earned sufficient profits to warrant the added expense.53 

The US practices, including limited earth works, a reduced number of sleepers, light 
rails, the absence of ballast and a 20mph speed limit, were subsequently adopted in 
NSW for 'pioneer lines' constructed primarily to serve agricultural areas. Railway 
buildings were austere and of timber construction. The first such line opened using this 
design was from Jerilderie  to Berrigan  (34.8km), opened on 14 October 1896 at a 
cost of £2036 per mile, and it was extended to Finley (22km) on 16 September 1898.  

Finley Rail Heritage Precinct  is being developed to interpret the story of 'pioneer 
lines'. Its small station building and goods shed were the first constructed to the 
'pioneer design, and goods yard typifies the pioneer style of railway constructed to 
serve the agricultural areas of New South Wales from the 1890s. 

3.8.3 Rail to ship 
interchange 

European settlement in Australia has depended on international trade from the outset, 
but it was not until railways provided an efficient means of land transport that inland 
settlements could expand their economies beyond high value-for-weight products like 
wool or gold. In NSW the railways initially funnelled the products of the vast inland to 
Sydney's port facilities at Darling Harbour  via the first branch line in the colony. As 
trade expanded, this line was extended to serve new port facilities at Darling Island 
(Pyrmont) in 1900 and to Rozelle/White Bay  in 1922, which completed a 'goods line' 
connection to the Bankstown Line  (opened 1916). The transport revolution from the 
1970s transformed the world’s ports before the container as traditional ports gave way 
to a reduced number of very large ports built exclusively for handling containers.54 
Sydney’s traditional port facilities at Port Jackson were phased out in favour of a 
container terminal at Port Botany in the 1970s, with the goods line from Marrickville 
Junction to Port Botany becoming a busy port rail link. 

In recent decades the scale of rail to ship interchange in Sydney has been vastly 
overshadowed by the phenomenal expansion of trade through the Port of Newcastle  
and, to a lesser extent, Port Kembla . Coal, grain and other bulk commodities are 
railed to (and from in the case of fertilizers) huge handling facilities at Port Waratah  
(Bullock Island) and Kooragang Island  at Newcastle for transfer to (and from) bulk 
carrier ships. Similar facilities at Port Kembla's Inner Harbour are served by a branch 
line opened in 1963, with a balloon loop constructed in 1983. An important heritage 
landmark of the Port of Newcastle is the hydraulic power station at Carrington, 
constructed from 1877 to power the coal-loading cranes at The Dyke and, later, The 
Basin.55 

                                                 
53 Pollard, NJ, 'NSW Railways: Progress and Policies 1881-1905', ARHS Bulletin, No. 668, June 1993, pp. 139-148. 
54  Levinson, Marc, 2008, pp. 190-209. 
55 McKillop, Robert F, 2008(b), p.38. 
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A loaded hopper is lifted from a non-air coal wagon  by No. 11 hydraulic crane for 
unloading into a ship's hold at The Dyke circa 1916  (State Library of NSW a1164). 

3.8.4 Maintaining 
the railway 
network 

Maintenance of the railway track and its structures was the responsibility of the Way 
and Works Branch of the NSW railways. The branch also constructed and maintained 
administrative and station buildings, traffic and locomotive depot buildings, refreshment 
rooms, rest houses and trucking yards. The branch operated workshops at Chullora, 
Newcastle, Bathurst and Goulburn  which manufactured points and crossings for the 
permanent way, steel girder for bridges, and the mechanical and electrical equipment 
used in signalling and interlocking throughout NSW. 

Track repair and maintenance was carried out by fettlers , who were formed into gangs 
of five men under the supervision of a ganger, to which each were allocated a section 
of track to maintain (13 miles for pioneer lines for instance). Many lived in isolated 
camps and undertook hard physical labour replacing worn sleepers and rails, and 
shovelling ballast. Often fettlers and their families lived in tents supplied by the railways 
and their water, basic household supplies and mail were delivered by passing trains. 
The gangs travelled to their work sites on small trolleys where they toiled replacing 
decaying sleepers, spreading ballast brought in from departmental quarries and 
repairing track after derailments or washaways. Their tools were round-mouthed 
shovels, hammers, adzes and crowbars, a jigger to bore the sleepers and rail tongs.56 
Bridge gangs comprised men based in larger railway centres that travelled out to 
maintain the bridges on various lines, particularly timber bridges.  

The maintenance gangs travelled over their allocated sections of track on small 
vehicles that were described under a range of names. Initially these were light hand-
powered vehicles and the most common form in NSW was the two-man hand trike , 
which was propelled by its occupants alternatively pushing and pulling a hand lever. 
‘Triking the length’ was the daily task of the ganger who inspected his section of track 
and allocated men to repair any defects. Light motorised vehicles, initially four-wheel 
‘quads’, ‘trolleys’ or ‘motor cars’, were introduced in the late 1940s. They came from 
several manufacturers, with those built by Fairmont with Villiers engines the most 
common. Larger track gang vehicles  with cabs to accommodate six men appeared 
later, eventually being succeeded by four-wheel drive High-Rail road vehicles fitted 
with equipment to run on rails.  

                                                 
56 Don Crowther, interview Werris Creek, 18 July 2003; Arthur Verdon, interview by Ray Love, The Rock, 13 December 2000. 
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Two fettlers head out from Cooma Yard on a single-ma n hand trike in the 1950s  (Cooma 
Monaro Railway Preservation Society). 

3.8.5 Making 
railway journeys 

The starting point for railway journeys was the local station. Of the 1660 station 
buildings that have been erected at over 1400 railway stations  in New South Wales, 
the great majority were of timber construction. Overwhelmingly they were small 
buildings containing just one, two or three rooms.  

The station was a central meeting point in most communities where people gathered to 
meet friends and relatives arriving by trains or to see them off on new journeys, to 
collect their parcels, to gather information about the outside world or simply to watch 
the brief flurry of activity before the town or village resumed its normal slumber. For 
those departing on journeys, their starting point was the booking office to purchase a 
ticket and perhaps book a special seat or sleeping berth. Here the customers queued 
for service on a 'first come, first served' basis.  

 

 
A large gathering of townspeople have assembled on the platform at Trangie as the 
morning mail train rolls into the railway station ( Narromine Council photo) . 
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3.8.6 Trans-
porting goods  

The primary function of the NSW railways was the transport of freight . The major 
commodities carried are covered under the specific industries described in their 
sections, but the common carrier status of the railways meant that an incredible range 
of goods was carried. The goods shed and the parcels office  at the station were 
busy venues throughout the day as customers came to lodge goods or individual 
parcels and to collect consignments. Smaller items were weighed on platform scales, 
while large consignments required the vehicle to pass over a weighbridge on the way 
in, and then after unloading to obtain a tare weight. The vast majority of goods sheds 
were of heavy timber construction with corrugated iron cladding, although brick sheds 
were a feature of the Great Northern Railway . A yard crane assisted with the loading 
or unloading of heavy items, but the vast bulk of the task of transferring goods to rail 
vehicles and vice versa was done by manual labour. Platforms at the goods shed and 
loading banks in the yard assisted this heavy work. 

The task of moving the goods required vast amounts of paper work. Staff had to 
prepare a consignment note for each parcel, which defined the contract entered into by 
the consigner and the Railway Commissioner  under which the consignment was 
accepted for transit. Stamped consignment notes were white in colour and had only 
the one money column in which was placed the value of the stamps placed on the 
parcel as freight endorsed, while green consignment notes were used for parcels 
dispatched as either paid or to-pay. For ‘Cash on Delivery’ parcels the consignment 
note included the actual cost of the items consigned plus fees for this type of 
consignment and outwards freight. Wagon-loads of goods had cards placed in a holder 
on the wagon that specified the goods, the consignee and consigner, and where the 
wagon may require remarshalling. 

 

 
Unloading bagged wheat from rail wagons at Darling Harbour (State Library of NSW 
04051h). 

 3.9 Environment – Cultural landscape  

3.9.1 Creating 
railway 
landscapes 

This state theme covers the shaping of physical surroundings by human activity. As 
major engineering works, the construction of railways has impacted on landscapes in 
various ways, particularly in mountainous terrain. The best known engineering 
accomplishments are John Whitton's  use of zig zags to ascend the Blue Mountains  



NSW Railways (RailCorp) Thematic History  Section 3 - Developing Local, Regional and National Economies 

 50 

at Lapstone and the more dramatic Great Zig Zag  to bring the line down into the 
Lithgow Valley. Hailed as engineering masterpieces in their time, the zig zags were 
bottlenecks to efficient railway operations and were subsequently bypassed, but the 
Great Zig Zag continues to serve as a popular heritage railway. While it created a 
dramatic scar on the western escarpment following its construction, the drainage 
provided by the grand viaducts has enabled the natural forest cover to recover. 

Two other railway landscapes stand out. The line from Hawk Mount  across the 
Hawkesbury River  and though to Gosford  is one of Australia's most scenic that 
continues to attract train travellers for the enjoyment of the experience. The small 
footprint of the rail line compared with the adjacent freeway minimises the impact of the 
railway on the natural landscape. Similarly, the line from Waterfall  to Bulli transverses 
the Illawarra escarpment and offers spectacular views, but here unstable geological 
structures continue to present a challenge to maintaining the line and its longer term 
sustainability.  

 

 
A Daylight Express train transverses the scenic sec tion of track along Mullet Creek north 
of the Hawkesbury River in the 1950s (NSWGR photo) . 

3.2.1 Trans-
porting timber 
and forest 
products 

As indicated under this section, railways have played an indirect role in the clearing of 
forests for agriculture in rural areas by enabling the exploitation of forests  and through 
the demand for timber generated by railway construction. 

3.8.1 Building the 
railway network 

Because railways involved the construction of significant embankments, they had the 
potential to alter landscapes. Construction engineers generally made provision for 
adequate bridges, viaducts and culverts to ensure that natural drainage patterns were 
not affected, but on occasions their efforts were constrained by financial constraints. In 
addition, as a fenced corridor across the landscape, railways have also restricted the 
movement of native fauna. This potential impact has been recognised in recent years 
and it is addressed in the design of new construction works. 
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3.9.2 Environ-
mental footprints 

While it was a 19th century innovation, the low friction generated by steel wheels on 
steel rails has given railways a new lease of life in the 21st century when energy 
efficiency has come to the fore. Transporting goods by rail uses is four times as energy 
efficient as road transport and rail is twice as efficient in moving people.57  

 3.10 Events 

This state theme covers activities that mark the consequences of natural and cultural 
occurrences. It covers celebration of activities directly related to the railways 
themselves and the role of railways in responding to natural disasters. 

3.10.1 Railway 
celebrations and 
commemorations 

As the most important public work in the colonial era, opportunities to mark the 
commencement of a railway construction project and its completion were popular 
among politicians and the public alike. The first such event, the turning of the first sod 
for the construction of the Sydney to Parramatta Railway  in Cleveland Paddock on 3 
July 1850, was a somewhat premature vice-regal event that attracted some 10,000 
citizens of the fledgling city. Artefacts from that ceremony, including the barrow and 
spade, and the music of the Sydney Waltz, specially composed for the occasion, 
survive as important heritage artefacts.  It was not until Wednesday 26 September 
1855 that 'thousands upon thousands' of people congregated at the same site to 
witness the opening of the line by Governor General Sir William Denison , who arrived 
in full Windsor uniform escorted by the Volunteer Yeomanry Corps.58 Few direct items 
from that event have survived. It has, however, provided the opportunity for large 
events to celebrate significant anniversaries of the opening date, notably the 50th, 
100th, 140th and 150th. Commemorative medallions  have been issued, books and 
promotional material published, and special flags flown for these events. 

Similarly, politicians have been busy over the years turning the first sod, laying 
foundation stones and declaring open railway lines, buildings, bridges and depots 
across the length and breadth of the state. Centenaries of these events in particular 
have also provided the opportunity to run special trains and/or holding special events 
to mark the occasion. 

On occasions, members of Britain's royal family have been available to add pomp to 
these events and to other events of particular significance, while a royal tour was soon 
identified as a means of raising the spirits of the populace in times of stress. For royal 
visitors, their Australian representatives and other dignitaries, it was seen as 
appropriate that they should travel in a style befitting of their position, so special 
carriages were constructed for their exclusive use. Accordingly, a fleet of five special 
VIP carriages  was built by the NSW Railways between 1891 and 1920 for use by 
royalty, governors-general, governors and premiers. The pride of the fleet was the 
governor-general's carriage built at Eveleigh Workshops  in 1901, which originally had 
three sleeping suites, dining room, gallery, attendant's compartment and an 
observation lounge. It was modified for use on the royal train in 1920 and again in 
1954. These events are further covered in theme 9.2.2. 

                                                 
57 Australasian Railway Association, 'Carbon Pollution Reduction Scheme Submission', 12 September 2008; 'Freight Transport 

in a Carbon Constrained Economy' submission to the National Transport Commission, September 2008; Media Releases, 10 
September 2008, 1 October 2008. 

58 Gunn, John, 1989, pp. 1-2, 46-47. 
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The dining section of the Governor-General’s carria ge as built in 1901 (ARHS Rail 
Resource Centre 18197) . 

3.10.2 Respond-
ing to natural 
disasters  

Droughts  and floods are prominent themes in Australian history and the railways have 
frequently been called upon to provide special services in times of drought. Providing 
transport to move stock away from drought-affected areas and fodder to such areas 
have been a constant political role for the railways over the years. More specific has 
been their role in transporting water to drought-affected towns. One of the most regular 
water carrying tasks has been to the mining centre of Cobar . During the great 
Federation Drought (1894-1902) the government made special trains available to carry 
20,000 gallons of water from Warren  to the town on a daily basis from March 1902, 
and from 30 May additional trains supplied 32,000 gallons per day to the Great Cobar 
Copper Mine. This emergency arrangement continued until November 1902, when 
good rains fell. Water trains, this time from Nyngan , were again required to keep the 
town alive during 1954 and again in 1957-58. Similar water trains were based at 
Narromine  to convey water to the town of Peak Hill  in the 1940s and 1950s. 

Floods  have generally impacted on the railways by damaging lines and interrupting 
services, notably in 1890, 1949, 1950, 1955, 1956 and 2007. On these occasions 
major efforts were required by railway workers to repair tracks before services could 
resume. In specific instances, however, the high embankments and bridges used to 
carry tracks over rivers meant that the railway became the only service that could 
maintain transport services between specific stranded communities during floods. This 
has occurred at Tamworth , Wellington , Wagga Wagga  and Grafton .  

Right: water gin 
at the 
Richmond Vale 
Railway depot, 
Kurri Kurri 
(Graham Black 
photo).  

 

 


