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Little River’s Railway before the Railway:  
 

Before the Stone Age, before the Bronze Age and the Iron Age, there was the 

Age of Wood.  As Roland Ennos points out in his quite long and interesting book, The 

Wood Age, it was understanding the versatility of wood that allowed a shrewdness of 

apes in Africa to come down from the trees and set off on the path to civilisation.  With 

twigs they could make pokers to reach into termite nests, to hook out the edible delights 

within.  With sticks they could beat each other senseless, or even better, they could 

make spears, and do an even better job of it.  More importantly, with wood they could 

make fire to keep away the terrors of the night.  And finally, from wood they could 

make paper to record their achievements.  

 



The rich and famous of Christchurch, in their ongoing quest to become even 

more rich and famous, had a similar epiphany in the early 1860’s, and again, it all had 

to do with wood. 

Early central Christchurch looking South towards the Port Hills along the Avon River and 

Oxford Terrace.                                                                                      Courtesy Chrischurch Library 

 

Once Canterbury had been settled, and once the settlers had decided to build 

their flagship city in a swamp, they looked about them and realised that one important 

piece of the puzzle was missing, and that thing was wood.  Gazing out to the north-

west, they might have seen a small but significant stand of native timber around the 

fledging town they’d optimistically called Oxford1.  And then, to the south-east of the 

swamp was Banks Peninsula, where people complained that there were so many trees, 

and hence so many birds, that you couldn’t hear yourself think.  The fact was, these 

                                           
1 These early settlers planned to build a university there.  We’re still waiting. 



early pākehā settlers had wood coming out their ears.  They just couldn’t move it to 

where they wanted it. The need to move stuff is a human problem, and it’s linked to 

the need to own stuff.   Perhaps one of those first proto-humans that came down out of 

the trees and picked up a stick and made it his or hers was the first person to own stuff.  

My stick!  It sets it apart from all the other sticks on earth, and owning it somehow 

makes you special.  The stick becomes special; it attains mana; you’re proud of your 

stick; you probably show it off to your mates, who inevitably covet it, and then they 

want a stick, and they probably want a bigger one than yours.  But the thing is, once 

you’ve got a stick, the next thing you want is another stick.  More and bigger becomes 

the catch cry. 

By the mid nineteenth century things had evolved to where sticks weren’t so special 

anymore.  But the stuff that you made from sticks was: chairs and tables, carts, drays 

and carriages, cabinets and beds, even dentures and self-pleasuring devices were made 

from wood.  Stuff.  Everyone had lots of stuff, and the immediate problem when you 

have lots of stuff is how do you move it?  Look around your home today at all your 

stuff and imagine trying move it.  Suddenly you’re a long way removed from that first. 

cave person who, when the divorce papers came through, just picked up his or her stick 

and set up house in a cave down the road. 

Australia: Heaviest train ever - BHP (2001) – 99,734 metrics tons  BHP eight 

GE AC6000CW locomotives.  

           So now we have cars; we have trucks and planes and ships to move our stuff.  

And of course, we have trains.  Trains are probably the most efficient bulk transporters 

for shifting stuff on land.  In fact, the world record for the heaviest train was set by 

BHP in Australia in 2001, with 682 cars of ore and 8 GE AC6000CW locomotives 



hauling a total of 99,734 tonnes2.  A hundred thousand tonnes in one go makes it sound 

easy.  So how did we manage before trains?  Well, the simple answer is, with great 

difficulty. 

Here, in Wairewa, by the middle of the eighteen hundreds, the little town of 

Little River had big plans, and as everyone knows, you can’t have big plans without 

having lots of stuff.  People arrived in Little River with stuff, and once they got here 

they were generating more stuff, and they needed to move it. 

The settlement in Little River Valley past Lake Forsyth, the main entrance to Banks  Peninsula  

ca. 1881                         Courtesy Burton Bros. Christchurch City Council Library  

 

The tipping point came when William Coop arrived with his sawmill in 1863, 

and the requirement to move stuff suddenly became acute.  Christchurch was by now 

bellowing for timber for bridges and houses and commercial premises in the now-

drained swamp, and the most obvious source of that timber was Wairewa.   

 

Today Little River markets itself as the Gateway to the Peninsula, and there’s a 

good reason for that: once you get through the gateway the going gets tough, because 

suddenly there’s a hunk of rock that rises to 555 metres at its most accessible point.  

The hunk of rock is why the railway never got beyond Little River; it’s why an all-

weather road took so long to build, and even today that road can become impassable in 

severe weather events.  But what that hunk of rock also meant was that Little River 

was the obvious terminus for some means of getting timber from Wairewa to where it 

was needed.   

                                           
2 As an interesting aside, the eight locos generated an overall 50,000 horsepower, equivalent to a team of 58,000 draught 

horses.  The train was over seven kilometres in length, and if you’d been held up at a railway crossing while it passed, 

you’d have been waiting for over six minutes.  The journey from Yandi to Port Hedland took ten hours, at an average 

speed of 75kmh. 



By the middle of the nineteenth century, Christchurch was back in the Stone Age.  

Stone buildings were popping up everywhere, largely fuelled by the abundant supply 

of good quality stone from the Halswell quarry.  Construction had begun on the 

Christchurch Provincial Council Buildings in 1858, and “Sunnyside Lunatic Asylum” 

opened its doors in 1863, to house the mentally ill who had previously been savouring 

the ambience of the Lyttleton Jail.  While both buildings are splendid examples of 

Victorian Gothic architecture3, the artisans of Christchurch still desperately needed 

timber.  And when they eyed the rich resources in an around Wairewa, they were 

always confronted with the problem of the miles of swampy, flood-prone terrain that 

lay between them and their goal.   
 

Cometh the hour, cometh the man.  No problem, said Samuel Bealey, well-

heeled pastoralist and third superintendent of the province.  Bealey, along with his 

mates, William Guise Brittan, William White and William Coop devised a cunning 

plan.  While Bealey was a well-to-do farmer, the three Williams had a variety of know-

how and expertise between them.  Brittan had risen from humble middle class origins 

in Gloucester, to become a dabbler in business in Christchurch, and eventually 

Commissioner of Crown Lands for Canterbury.  His dabbling had also led him to 

become part owner of the Halswell quarry.  White was a publican, and a self-taught 

bridge builder.  His bridges stood the test of both time and nature, standing firm where 

those built by professionals failed.  It was White who first spanned both the 

Waimakariri and Rakaia rivers.  And Coop, of course, was the millwright and soon-to-

be founding father of Cooptown.  So this quartet resolved to bridge the gap between 

Christchurch and Wairewa.  Bealey was to be the bloke in charge of everything, White 

was the hands-on man when it came to construction, Brittan, the entrepreneur, was 

there to put money in and then take money out, and Coop had the expertise and sheer 

Lancashire determination to get the milling enterprise up and running, which he duly 

did.   

The plan was to build a wooden tramway between Christchurch and the town 

which people had now started to refer to as Little River because – well because it had 

the only river on the Peninsula, and it was little, which just shows what you can do 

with a bit of imagination.  The tramway would pop by the Halswell quarry on the way, 

easing Brittan’s problem of transporting his stone.  In fact the track would pretty much 

follow the present highway, beginning at Moorhouse Avenue, down Lincoln Road, 

over to the Halswell quarry, through Tai Tapu, and then to Birdlings Flat.  From there 

it would skirt the lake, meander through the new town with the new name, and 

eventually reach Puaha Valley.   

                                           
3 “Was” a splendid example in the case of Sunnyside, because it was demolished a few years ago to make way for a 

housing development. 



This would be as far into the timberlands as you could go without having to scale 

a mountain.  The gauge would be four feet, and the rails would be five inches by two 

and a half inches in cross section, all laid on matai (black pine as they preferred to call 

it then) sleepers, with the eventual motive power to be provided by horses.  The cost 

per mile was calculated at £1,023 ($125,000 in today’s money), and around forty miles 

would be needed, meaning an all-up budget of £40,920 (about five million).  And this 

estimate failed to include bridges or culverts, which would have had White rubbing his 

hands in anticipation.  Money appeared to be no   obstacle   when it came to the burghers 

of Christchurch getting their hands on Wairewa’s one significant natural resource.   

Sunnyside Asylum, Christchurch. Designed by Benjamin Mountfort, and completed in 1891, 

this was one of his last major works. The chateauesque Gothic design meant that the large 

windows created the air of a country house rather than a place of incarceraton.    

                                                                                                       Courtesy Christchurch City Library 

 

And so a deed was drawn up in October of 1864, seeding capital was advanced, and 

work began on what would be the first (sort of) railway to Little River.  By September 

of 1866 the Halswell quarry section had arrived at the outskirts of Christchurch, where 

the fine, blue-grey stone was being used to extend the increasingly magnificent gothic 

structure of the Lunatic Asylum, as the numbers of mentally ill Cantabrians appeared 

to be proliferating at an alarming rate.  However, White was finding himself cash-

strapped.  Creditors were becoming restless, and there were mutterings about 

insolvency.  But White, ever the bridge-builder, decided he would cross that bridge 

when he came to it.  Creditors were pacified with promises, a bit more capital was 

found, and White struggled on.  The wooden track headed off down Lincoln Road, 

disfiguring and disrupting its relatively flat surface. Outraged residents now began to 

raise track-cutting parties at night.  

Meanwhile, after encountering similar difficulties with disgruntled locals, Coop 

finally had his mill up and running, and now he was busy building a tramway.  Coop’s 

preferred site for the mill had been adjacent to the present day marae, mostly because 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Benjamin_Mountfort
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chateauesque
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Country_house


 that’s where the standing timber ended.  His Māori neighbours, took exception to this 

intrusion, and mounted a campaign of semi-passive resistance.  By day, Coop and 

company would set up cables and ropes, and by night the neighbours would cut them.     

Eventually the neighbours won.  Coop abandoned his plans, and moved his mill into 

town, siting it roughly where the shop and gallery are now situated.  There he began 

churning out sleepers and rails for the new wooden tracks.  And so the first section of 

the Little River end of the tramway stretched from the mill to a landing point below 

where the Catholic Church now stands (or now partially stands, since its damage during 

the 2010-2011 earthquake sequence).  From there timber was rafted across the lake to 

a wharf at the Birdlings Flat end, where it was transferred to a second tramway and 

carried to Te Waihora (Ellesmere).  Finally, it was punted, rafted or paddle steamer-

ed4 across to a timber yard on the western shore.  

Mr Coop’s sawmill (White & Co.) which commenced operations at Little River in 1863.   

Note the wooden tracks                                                    Courtesy Little River Railway Station archives 

 

While this might sound inefficient and difficult, it was made even more difficult 

by fluctuating water levels in the lakes.  The Rhodes family had grazing rights to the 

shores of Wairewa, and were insistent on letting the water out during spring, to create 

more grazing.  Coop was equally insistent that the water  remain in  the lake, so  that 

he  could more easily float his timber.  As you might imagine, the Rhodes side generally 

won, because once the water is out of the lake, it’s no easy matter to put it back in 

again.  And when Te Waihora was particularly low, wagon teams had to be employed 

to cart the timber the twelve mile length of Kaitorete Spit, meaning a large part of the 

cost of Wairewa timber, once it arrived at its destination, was freight. 

                                           
4 Various paddle steamers plied the lake at this time, the most notable two being the Pukaki and the Swamphen.   
 



      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The old Rakaia combined road & rail bridge: at right the new road is under construction. 

  [ca.1938] The new road bridge, the longest in New Zealand, opened in 1939. 
                                                                                       Courtesy Christchurch City Library 

 

Nevertheless, timber was getting out. The Waimakariri Bridge was built, and in 1869,                                                                              

after delays caused by a lack of capital, construction work on the Rakaia Bridge began.  

At 1,370 metres long and 5.26 metres wide, it simply soaked up timber being milled in 

Little River.5  Totara and matai were also finding their way into Christchurch, with all 

of it still being floated and hauled to its destination.     

As the 1860’s progressed, a number of things began to conspire against the future 

of the wooden tramway.  Firstly, money.  Grosvenor Miles, a prosperous merchant and 

partner of White had been bled dry, or at least as dry as he intended to allow himself 

to be bled.  Secondly, residents were increasingly unhappy with the above-ground rails, 

which, as you might imagine, created a significant hazard, particularly where they ran 

down Lincoln Road.  And thirdly, the real railway with real trains was now a real 

possibility.  In 1873 residents were given permission to remove sections of rail adjacent 

to their properties, and promptly set about doing so.  And as these sections of the line 

disappeared, the prospect of a wooden tramway to Little River withered on the vine, 

and finally evaporated. 

                                           
5 In fact, the bridge was a disaster.  Planking had been fixed transversely across the main girders, and then covered with 

five inches of asphalt.  Once traffic began to use the bridge, flexing of the planks caused the asphalt to de-laminate, and 

the entire deck had to be lifted and re-built.  Work was almost complete on the re-build when a flood washed out bunds 

at both ends of the bridge.  The solution was to lengthen the bridge to 1,836 metres.  This old road/rail bridge was replaced 

by two separate, concrete bridges in 1939.  At 1,756 and 1,740 metres respectively, they remain New Zealand’s longest 

road and rail bridges. 



Timber and produce would continue to be barged, hauled, horsed or walked into 

and out of the district, and the good folk of Wairewa would have to wait another 

thirteen years before the real railway, with real steel tracks, arrived in town. 

 

Ken and Lynne: 
 

 It is with some (well a lot, actually) of sadness that the Little River Railway 

Station Trust is farewelling long-standing stalwarts, Ken and Lynne Sitarz.  Ken and 

Lynne have been associated with the Trust almost since its inception, way back in the 

last century.  After decades of toil on behalf of both the Trust and the Little River Craft 

Station, they have decided it’s time to take things a bit easier.  Their input will be 

missed, and while they will remain as Trust members, they will no longer be an active 

part of its executive. 

Trust members and locals will remember Ken as being particularly resilient in 

his various campaigns on behalf of, not only the Trust and the Craft Station, but of the 

district in general.  While more often than not successful, Ken has occasionally had to 

admit defeat, most recently in the case of the rapidly deteriorating 3D judder bars – the 

judder bars you have when you’re not having judder bars.  On the success side of the 

ledger, Ken’s contribution to Birdlings Flat has been immense (most notably in relation 

to the Birdlings Flat Land Titles Act 1993).  And on simple, everyday matters, Ken 

was always there to lend a hand.  Perhaps you’ve heard that old joke – How many Craft 

Station members does it take to change a light bulb?  Well, just one, actually, because 

it was always Ken. 

None of which is to minimise Lynne’s efforts.  While perhaps less inclined to 

take up cudgels against bureaucracy, she has been a steadying hand on the helm of both 

organisations for close to thirty years, and always a kind and giving member of the 

community.      

We wish them both well as they embark on this new adventure in their lives, as 

city folk. 

Membership: 
 

While we’re on the topic of membership, this is a reminder that the Trust 

welcomes new members.  If you feel you have anything to contribute, whether it be of 

a practical nature, or in a supporting role, your assistance would be greatly appreciated.  

Our work ranges from liaising with other local organisations, and the Christchurch City 

Council, to fund-raising, to hands-on work on the Trust’s various assets.   

You can join the Trust through our website, or at the station itself, or see details 

at the end of this newsletter. 

 

 

 



Memorabilia: 

 
And a reminder, too, that the Little River Railway Station Trust is an avid 

collector of local memorabilia.  Should you have any recollections, photos, film, etc., 

that you would like to share with us, things that relate to the area, we’d be very happy 

to have them. 

 

The Endless, Sad and (Still) Ongoing Saga of the Goods Shed: 
 

If what follows seems familiar, it’s because it’s repeated from the summer 

edition of On Track.  And the reason it’s repeated from the summer edition is because 

nothing’s changed.  As Alexandre Dumas once commented, “Nous vivons dans 

l’espoir”.  We live in hope.  But he then went on to point out that we die in despair.  In 

relation to the goods shed, Trust members are around midway between these two 

conditions – still hoping, but beginning to despair. 

Many readers will remember how fondly we celebrated the completion of the 

Little River Goods shed a year ago.  Some of you might have been there.  At last, we 

thought, we had a venue to carry out work on our various items of rolling stock.  All 

we needed to do was to lay some additional track, install some points, and we’d be 

away. 

Sadly this was not to be the case.  Soon we were advised that the Christchurch 

City Council had a few items to complete before we could gain access.  Then we were 

advised that the Council lacked the funds to complete the work.  And finally we were 

advised that our plans to lay track into the goods shed would need Council approval, 

approval for which we are still waiting. 

It is said that the wheels of bureaucracy grind slowly.  It seems that sometimes 

those wheels are square, and never grind at all. 

 

 

The Try Pots: 

 
Yes, we do realise that we said the project would be completed by now, but there 

have been a few hiccups of a highly technical nature.  Mr. Jody Tuckwell, consulting 

engineer and Trust secretary advises that we can look forward to completion of the try 

pot project over the coming weeks. 

 



 

 

Final Toot from the Engine Driver 
From Trust Chairman, Warren Brixton. 

 

A Trip by Train to the West Coast 

There has been a long history of passenger and freight-carrying trains between 

Christchurch and Greymouth prior to the current daily Tranz Alpine Express and long, 

diesel locomotive Kiwi Rail coal trains. 

  

Living in Darfield, west of Christchurch, in the 1970/1990 period, the main West 

Coastrail line ran through the centre of the township, and the toot and rumble of a 

diesel-drawn freight train or rail car would cut through the night air.  In fact, on a still 

winter’s evening trains could be heard descending out of the Waimakariri Gorge, down 

through Kowai Pass, to the station at Springfield, a distance of about 30 kilometres as 

the crow flies. 

Vulcan railcar RM30 

Vulcan railcars served to carry passengers, followed by the twin unit Fiat railcars.  

As well as carrying passengers between Christchurch and Greymouth, the railcars 

ferried hunters and trampers into the alpine region, seemingly stopping by arrangement 

with the train guard to pick up or let down passengers at various points along the line. 
 

It was a great service, and one which I took advantage of on numerous occasions.    

I well remember my family, and that of friends with four young children in tow, 

boarding the railcar at Darfield for the run through to Greymouth.  With few passengers 



on board the kids seemingly had the run of the railcar, either sitting in the rear cab 

watching the countryside flash by, or in the front cab, admiring the skill of the driver 

negotiating the twisty curves down from Otira to Moana. 

Otira, like Springfield, was a brief refreshment stop, but from there on the 

countryside changed, and you knew you were on the West Coast. 

Avoca in the Southern Alps is a place steeped in history, and was a particular 

source of coal before the Otira Tunnel was built.  The remnants of the tramway which 

brought coal out of the hillside, across the river and through the alpine forest, before 

being lowered down an incline to the railway siding, to me represents one of those 

engineering marvels of yesteryear. 

 

The run up from Bealey to Arthurs Pass on a winter’s day, with hoar frost 

clinging to the wires and trees, or snow drifts alongside the track, was something for 

kids to marvel at.  

RM100 Fiat railcar – note the middle carriage 

Moana, alongside Lake Brunner, was a great place to disembark from the train 

and spend a few hours watching boats on the lake, or just wandering around the 

foreshore.  The hotel that overlooked the lake at the time was about the only 

establishment there where one could get some refreshments. 

On this occasion, as we had ordered fish for lunch, I thought a white wine to go 

with it would be nice. The publican looked at me in surprise.  Wine was something he 

was never asked for, but after a bit of head scratching and rattling around he produced 

a German Riesling.  He had no idea what to charge us, but after a bit of negotiation we 

settled on a price, which seemed to be fair to both parties. 

 

The kindness of West Coasters is something I will always value.  They were 

always there to offer assistance if needed, and to offer free advice. 



Yes, sitting in comfort in a coach on the Tranz Alpine Express, looking out 

through huge plate glass windows, is a far cry from the Vulcan or Fiat railcars, but any 

rail trip is one to be savoured, and not to be missed. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

                                                                                                   

Membership: 
 

Little River Railway Station Trust welcomes new members.  Just go to our website 

littleriverrailway.co.nz and click on ‘Membership”.  It’s easy. 

                                                                                                       
You can choose to be: 

o A VIP Member ($NZ60 annual membership).  You will receive all the 

entitlements of a Full Member.  Additionally you will receive either: 

 A T shirt, printed with the Trust’s logo.  Please select: 

o Black 

o White 

o Small 

o Medium 

o Large 

 

o A Full Member ($NZ20 annual membership).  You will receive a 

regular quarterly newsletter updating me on the Trust’s activities and 

progress.  You’ll also be welcome at the Trust’s periodic functions, and 

will be able to attend its AGM and vote in its board of trustees. 

 

o An Associate Member ($NZ10 annual membership). As an Associate 

Member, you will receive a regular quarterly newsletter keeping you up 

to date with what’s happening with the Trust. 

 

Membership and donation money is used to advance the various projects the Trust 

undertakes, and to maintain the station and its surrounds in good order.  

Our next large projects are to renovate the rooms which house our museum to their 

original state, with new showcases, to reinstate the third track off the platform and to 

lift and re-lay the two existing tracks.  Points will be installed, so that rolling stack 

can be housed in the goods shed, while work is carried out. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Little River Railway Station Trust gratefully acknowledges the support of: 

 

 Lottery Grants Board -Te Puna Tahua  

 Mainland Foundation 

 Rata Foundation 

 Christchurch City Council 

 Agrippa Paints 

 Banks Peninsula Transport 

 Akaroa Mail 

 Little River Craft Station 

 

The newsletter for the Little River Railway Station Trust is a quarterly publication. 

Should you wish to contribute, please forward to: robin.mcfarland@xtra.co.nz 

Postal contributions can be sent to: 

   Rob McFarland 

   P.O. Box 38, Little River 

   Canterbury, New Zealand 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

                                                                                                         

 

Little River Railway Station Trust, 

Main Road, Little River   

Email: lrrst1886@gmail.com 

Website: littleriverrailway.co.nz 
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