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Among the Odd Things that Trains Can Carry: 

 
 When the first working steam locomotive hit the tracks in Shropshire back in 1802, 

it’s unlikely that its proud owners could have foreseen the future, and predicted what 

trains might eventually transport.  Then, in 1802, the Coalbrookdale Locomotive 

carried coal.  Over the next two centuries trains would evolve to carry everything from 

steel to livestock, from produce to people.  It was trains that carried six million people 

to their deaths in the camps of Auschwitz and Buchenwald and Dachau and Bergen-

Belson, and it’s been trains that have carried the great and the glorious, lugging royalty 

to be fawned over by their admirers, and campaigning politicians to spout their hollow 

promises.  And, of course, among the many things that trains carry is disease. 

The Coalbrokdale Locomotive 
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Viruses don’t have legs.  They don’t have wings, and they can neither squirm nor 

wriggle.  In fact it’s debatable if they’re even a life form, and yet they’ve cunningly 

found ways to transport themselves to every corner of the globe.  They’re hitchhikers, 

and the current Covid 19 crisis is a timely reminder of the role that rail transport played 

in the 1918 influenza pandemic.  While that particular pandemic earned the title 

“Spanish Flu”, it almost certainly did not originate in Spain.  Theories abound, that the 

disease began in a British army camp in France, or at Fort Riley in Kansas, or more 

recently that it had its origins in China.   

 

Then, there were two main vectors for spreading disease over distance: sea and rail 

travel, and of the two, rail travel was the more common.  In late 1918 the Atlantic was 

abuzz with crowded troop carriers ferrying troops both ways.  Many of them were 

infected with the flu virus, and by the time the ships docked, there were many more.  

With instructions that movement of troops should not be halted for any reason, they 

were then packed into trains, and their journeys continued. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

        

             New Zealand  troops on the leave train during World War I 

             

It was an autumn morning in 1918 when 3,108 servicemen boarded a train at an army 

base north-west of Chicago.  This was not first-class travel.  They were packed like 

sardines in a can, shoulder to shoulder, and were bound for Georgia.  Fifty hours later 

the train pulled into Augusta, and of the 3,108, 2,000 needed immediate hospitalisation.   

 



 

3 

 

As today, the federal government in the United States initially adopted an upbeat 

approach, exemplified by the stance of the Philadelphia Inquirer.  “Do not even discuss 

influenza,” recommended the Inquirer.  “Worry is useless.  Talk of cheerful things 

instead of disease.”  And so the madness continued.  Authorities continued to cram 

people into trains, ensuring the disease reached the most remote corners of the United 

States, and eventually, the planet. 

 

Today trains have a smaller role to play in transporting people.  But as of the time of 

writing (March 10th, 2020) rail transport has been affected.  Train companies are 

reviewing their ticketing systems and asking for government bailouts as passenger 

numbers plummet.  Because, really, it’s a hard sell to ask someone to sit in a stuffy, 

crowded carriage when you might potentially be in the company of a quite virulent 

disease. 

 

 

Corrections and Apologies: 

 
It’s always good to get these sorts of things out of the way first, isn’t it?  So here goes: 

1. In the spring edition of On Track it was quite categorically stated that the final 

train from Little River was hauled out of the station by engine 704 – an AB Class 

locomotive, proudly built at the Addington Railway Workshop in Christchurch.  

Mr Alan Tunnicliffe immediately spotted the inconsistency in that, and was good 

enough to provide a correction.  A friend gave me the Spring edition of “On 

Track”, wrote Mr. Tunnicliffe, which I found very interesting to read.  

Congratulations.  Just one point: on page 3 you say that the last train out of 

Little River was pulled by engine 704.  If that number is correct, then it was not 

made at the Addington Workshops but built in 1923 by A & G Price of Thames. 

Of course, there is a degree of romance attached to the idea that the last train out 

of town was built locally, and it would have been nice had it been so.  But I’m 

more than happy to bow to Mr. Tunnicliffe’s superior knowledge on the AB.  In 

fact, of the 141 built between 1915 and 1927, only 38 were turned out of the 

Addington Workshops.  A & G Price’s Thames workshop produced a further 20, 

with the balance being imported from the North British Locomotive Company, 

headquartered in, well, northern Britain.  In fact, two of these workhorses 

destined for these islands, the Crown’s most far-flung colony, never made it to 

their destination.  Instead they went down with the SS Wiltshire, after it struck 

rocks a little north of Rosalie Bay on Great Barrier Island, on a dark and stormy 

night.  Nevertheless, the AB was the most common steam-powered locomotive 

throughout New Zealand during the first half of the twentieth century.  Famous 
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AB-powered trains include the Kingston Flyer which, with an AB at its head 

would be capable of hitting almost 60 mph (100 kph). 

2. In the Summer Edition, by way of introducing our board to members, I noted 

that Mr. Colin Higginbottom was a career sign writer and screen printer.  I was 

subsequently contacted by Mr. Higginbottom, and while it would be unfair to 

describe him as outraged, he did feel in some way diminished.  Mr. 

Higginbottom is, in fact, a Seri artist and trophy maker.  That said, he is also an 

accomplished screen printer and sign writer, and the Trust is indebted to Mr. 

Higginbottom for his efforts on its behalf.  In fact, if you’re wearing a Little 

River Railway Station Trust T shirt as you read this (and you very likely are), it 

is the work of Mr. Higginbottom. 

 

Station Upgrade: 
 

 The railway station upgrade is now complete, but still with the exception of the doors.  

The Trust apologises to those with Zimmer frames, prams, back packs, bum bags and 

front packs, or to those who are with child, or are simply large of stature, who find the 

doors difficult to negotiate.  We particularly apologise to the gentleman from Sweden, 

who, with his backpack, became lodged in the doorway, and required the intervention 

of several alarmed passers-by, before he was finally freed.  The Trust has been in 

serious negotiation with the Christchurch City Council for some years to achieve a 

replacement of the doors, as yet to no avail. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  Our Swedish visitor celebrates his release from the jaws of the doors of the Little River Railway Station 
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The Goods Shed: 

 
The remedial work to the historic goods shed at the rear of the station is now largely 

complete, and on a warm summer’s evening in late December, members of the Trust 

celebrated the occasion with a bit of a knees-up on the platform.  Tradespeople involved 

in the project were invited to attend, but due to the fact that Little River is a long way 

from anywhere, which is where most of them live, plus the fact that there’s no longer 

a train service, few were able to attend.  Nevertheless, Trust members put their 

collective shoulders to the wheel, and very little of the baked goods or liquor remained 

at the end of the evening.  Trust secretary, Jody Tuckwell, was particularly diligent in 

his commitment to ensuring that not a skerrick remained.   

 

The Trust, however, still has no access to the shed, because there is still some work to 

do, and funding will not be allocated until the new financial year.  Economic conditions 

and Covid 19 permitting. 

 

Parking Chaos: 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Anyone who has visited the station over the busy summer months, and has been 

confronted by an armada of buses, shoals of cars and herds of pedestrians stuck and 

milling around the area immediately in front of the station, may have wondered whom 

we have to thank for this situation.  If you haven’t had your ear to the ground in Little 

River, you could easily have remained unaware that change has been in the air.  

Deciding that the area in front of the station was both unattractive and impractical, local 

luminaries took it upon themselves to design an upgrade.  The result is that the many 
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busses which call in to disgorge their passengers to both relieve themselves and to 

sample the delights of the artisans at the Little River Craft Station, become bogged 

down in a Beijing grade traffic jam.  However, the work is not yet complete.  We are 

yet to get planters, salvaged from elsewhere in Canterbury, and the coup de grace: 3D 

judder bars.  For those unfamiliar with this concept, 3D judder bars are judder bars that 

look like judder bars, but are not, simply by virtue of the fact that they fail to judder.  

They have the added advantage of looking temptingly like pedestrian crossings, which 

they are also not.  The intention is, in fact, to “calm traffic”.  Historically traffic in front 

of the station never seemed particularly angry, but if the fury and frustration now being 

vented is a benchmark, then calming will most certainly be needed. 

 

Our Edison Electric: 
 

Mention was made in the previous edition of On Track of the Edison Electric, 

specifically in regard to its watery grave on the Oamaru foreshore.  However, there is 

much more to the Edison than a watery grave, and as it’s an oddity more or less peculiar 

to Little River, it seems worth a mention. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     

    Edison trams negotiating the streets of Gisborne 

 

Gisborne is the first city in the world to see a new day, a new year, or a new millennium.  

It was also the first city in New Zealand to install a battery-powered public transport 

system.  In 1910 the city’s mayor, Mr. L.D. Lysnar, happened to meet with Thomas 

Edison, while holidaying in the U.S.  So impressed was Mr. Lysnar with the mercurial 

Edison that he promptly placed an order for a pair of trams, which were delivered a 
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couple of years later and pressed into service in 1913.  They proved popular with the 

public, and a further two were purchased.  However, perhaps due to the financial 

vicissitudes of those times, with the intervention of a war and a looming depression, 

the service proved uneconomic, and in 1929 was eventually axed.  

 

Little River, of course, already had a perfectly serviceable rail service, for both 

passengers and freight, and had had one since 1886.  But if there was one problem with 

the passenger journey on the Little River branch line, it was that passengers had to 

share their journey with moo-ing, baa-ing, defecating and urinating stock.  Not that the 

stock were actually in the passenger cars, but their mere presence brought the 

unpleasant waft of urine and dung through the open, summer windows.  Flies 

proliferated.  And then, of course, there were the frequent stops, perhaps to load more 

stock, or freight.  The line was crying out for a dedicated passenger service. 
 

Put simply, the Edison Electric Railcar had the appearance of a conventional passenger 

car, with the exception that the ends looked more like a tram.  This was so it could go 

both ways, obviating the need for a turnaround at the conclusion of its journey.  It was 

powered by nickel-iron (Ni-Fe) batteries, patented by Edison on 1901.  He claimed 

them to be far superior to conventional lead-acid batteries, and indeed, for uses such as 

railcars or trams, they had a number of advantages.  They were less hazardous than 

lead or cadmium batteries, and they were able to endure frequent cycling.  

Consequently nickel-iron was the preferred choice on railways around the world, 

including the London Underground. 

 
RM6, was unique, a one-off that was never to be repeated.  It had never been intended 

for the Little River Line, and its first assignment was the Lyttleton tunnel, a route it 
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began plying in 1926.  Then, in 1927, with the electrification of the tunnel, RM6 

became redundant.  Its range of around 100 miles (161 kilometres), with a four hour 

charge time, made it ideal for Little River, and so began our twice daily service.  It 

could carry seventy passengers, sixty of them in seated luxury, all hurtling along at a 

dizzying 37 miles per hour (60 kph).  New Zealand Railways boasted that its electric 

showpiece could cover the journey in 69 minutes.  That was pretty good going, 

considering that the rail line didn’t follow the present road route, but extended out to 

the west of Tai Tapu, with potential stops at Lincoln and Prebbleton, before heading 

into Hornby, Sockburn, Riccarton, and then eventually the original, Gothic styled 

Central Railway Station in Moorhouse Avenue.  In all, RM6 had 12 scheduled stops 

on route. 

 Edison RM6 at the Little River railway station heading towards Christchurch 

 

Passengers were delighted with the new service, as illustrated in an enthusiastic review 

from The New Zealand Railways Magazine (Volume 2, Issue 10, February 1 1928).  

Let’s go back almost a hundred years, and take a journey with their anonymous 

reviewer as he heads out on an adventure to the wilds of Wairewa. 

 

 “We had the pleasure, recently,” writes the reviewer, “of making a trip in the car and 

the first point observed about it, from the passengers' point of view, was the roominess 

of the interior, which has seating accommodation for 60 passengers—one end being 

partitioned off as a smoking compartment. The windows are large and almost 

continuous, very little space being required between the panes for framework, with the 

result that a splendid outlook is obtainable throughout the journey from any point in 

the car in practically every direction. The vehicle is manned by a driver and guard and 

runs under tablet protection.  {The reviewer is referring to a system which ensured that 

only one train could occupy a given stretch of track at any one time.  Originally a 
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simple token, or staff, carried on one train, and then passed to the train that would 

succeed them on the line, the electric tablet was an updated and more foolproof 

method.} The internal appointments are convenient and comfortable, providing what is 

really a first-class ride at second-class rates. 

“Immediately the starting whistle at Christ-church was blown the car commenced to 

accelerate, and the speed with which this was done served to explain the reason why 

this car can be scheduled at so satisfactory a speed through the suburban area served. 

“The next point noted was the complete absence of sound from the car. One usually 

associates noise of some sort with speed, whether the travelling is done by steam 

locomotive, motor car, aeroplane, or tramcar, but the power releasing features of the 

storage battery car are quite soundless, the only noise noticeable at any speed being 

that produced by the contact between the wheels and the rails. Add to this advantage 

the fact that there is no steam, smoke, fumes, exhaust, or other drawbacks of the kind, 

and the popularity of the car with travellers is easily understood  

“A 

noticeable advantage over road travelling is the absence of dust and the fine outlook 

obtained, the latter being due mainly to the comparatively high elevation above the 

road level at which rail car passengers are seated. This gives them a substantial 

advantage, from the sightseeing point of view, over most travelling road vehicles—an 

advantage particularly appreciated in Canterbury, where flat country (with high fences 

and hedges), makes any kind of outlook difficult from the ordinary highway. From the 

electric rail car, however, sufficient elevation is obtained to see over the tops of the 

ordinary boundary obstacles and to obtain fine panoramic outlooks over the pleasant 

land through which the route to Little River lies. 
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“The station staffs along the route evidently take pride in the running of the electric car 

service, for we noted the quick despatch given at stations. A stop at Addington—where 

passengers were picked up—occupied only eight seconds, whilst on the return journey 

the stop at one of the smaller outlying stations to pick up a passenger was so brief as to 

be barely perceptible. 

“The driver's seat is placed on a standard and resembles (in 

shape and fittings) those found supplied for passengers in 

the dining saloons of coastal vessels. In order that his 

attention may not be diverted from the work of handling his 

levers and watching the road ahead, the exchanging of 

tablets is attended to by the guard.  

“Soon after Lincoln is passed the track follows the windings 

of a beautiful stretch of water with rugged hills running 

down to its edges. Some fine metal is worked at the quarries 

in this area and, for the rest, the principal occupation of the 

settlers is sheep rearing and dairying. 

“Little River, the terminus of the line, is the jumping off 

place for Akaroa—a favourite holiday resort, where 

Canterbury people and others who appreciate the quiet 

charm of the peninsula may enjoy the opportunities there 

afforded for the seaside pleasures of tramping, fishing and 

swimming. Under an arrangement with the Pilkington 

Motor Car Service, train connection is made at Little River 

with motor cars for or from Akaroa. The whole journey can be accomplished quickly 

and comfortably by this happy combination of rail-car and motor car service. 

“Very careful consideration was given to the question of comparative cost as between 

a rail car and a steam driven train before this experiment was launched, as it was desired 

by the Department to make sure that the introduction of the storage-battery type of 

vehicle was likely to prove a sound proposition economically. It was found that, taking 

all the factors into consideration, the relative difference in operating cost was 

comparatively small, whereas the cleanliness, comfort and freedom from vibration 

possible in the storage car, together with a somewhat unique simplicity of operation in 

driving and control, made it eminently suitable, from the passenger's point of view, for 

the kind of service most desired in suburban areas. 

“More recently a further battery has been provided for the car, which has enabled its 

area of operation to be extended considerably. 

“As a means of further utilising the revenue-earning capacity of this motor unit the 

Department has now made arrangements under which the car may be hired out for the 

purpose of conveying special parties to different towns or districts in North Canterbury 

The indicators showing a 

tablet has been issued for an 

Up train from this 

instrument 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Tyer's_No._6_Tablet_Instrument-11.JPG
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on occasions when the ordinary trains are not suitable. Thus lodge parties, concert 

parties, athletic teams, etc., are able to hire the car, paying no more than the ordinary 

return adult fare; and although about 70 can be accommodated in the vehicle, the 

minimum number of passengers required for the average run is only about 20. 

“As the car can run approximately 100 miles on one battery and provision is made to 

allow of a wait of about three hours at destination station, the popularity of this 

innovation is assured. From the economic point of view it is of considerable 

importance, as runs such as these can be made at times that will not interfere with the 

ordinary scheduled running on the Little River branch and will assist in reducing the 

average unit cost of the service.” 

Today, all that remains of RM6 are its bogies, which are currently stored at the 

Ferrymead Railway Museum. 

 

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

The Blue Train (A Window to the Soul of Africa) 

 

I must admit that, until we started planning a trip to Africa, I had never heard of the 

iconic “Blue Train”.  But since travelling on it last year, I’ve seen numerous 

advertisements for it in Christchurch newspapers etc. 

It’s promoted as a luxury train to rival the Orient Express and luxurious it certainly is. 

Privately owned, it’s been operating since 1946 on the South African rail line between 

Cape Town and Pretoria  

Arriving at the Blue Train’s own Cape Town Station (different from, but near the 

Central Station) you are treated to a drab exterior.  But then, once inside, one is given 

a taste of the good things in life. The Station Lounge is set up Victorian style, with a 

roulette table in one corner, lots of nice food and bubbly on hand. 

The train manager gives a welcoming speech to the 39 assembled passengers (down on 

the usual 75), a butler is assigned to each couple or family group and we are then 

escorted onto the train and to our private suite. The word “opulence” springs to mind, 

the suite being large enough to accommodate a double bed (turned into a lounge during 

daylight), and a separate, gold plated bathroom with bath, shower and toilet. 

Seeing there are so few of on board, all are invited down to the observation car to watch 

the train pull out of Cape Town at the start of what will be a 1000-mile journey, while 

our glasses are kept topped up with bubbly. 
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The train itself is pulled by two electric locomotives, and has 15 carriages, a cocktail 

bar car, a smoker’s lounge car, two dining cars and the rear observation car. As we left 

the confines of the city, darkness drew in and we trundled on into the countryside at an 

average speed of 55kph (there is a big dial in the front carriage which shows the train’s 

speed). 

Unfortunately, the state of the track does not match that of the train, we bump along 

undulating rails, clatter across points, and frequently pull into sidings to allow freight 

trains to pass. Then it’s a dash up to 90kph to make up time. 

Sleep is difficult on a bucking train, so 

somewhat bleary eyed I watch the sun rise as 

we rumble across the great Karoo and see the 

occasional deer and goat. Morning exercise 

consists of a walk along the length of the train 

and back again. 

A stop that day is made at Kimberly to visit 

the now closed diamond mine, where we take a trip down underground to experience 

what the miners faced. There is a huge hole where the mine cuts down into the bowels 

of the earth, now partially filled with water. Lots of old steam powered railway 

memorabilia to see there, as well as, of course, diamonds. 

The back on the train and to the bar to quench our 

thirst from the dry dusty Kimberly area. Dinner 

each night is a grand affair (formal dress), 

accompanied by a musician. The food is top notch, 

and then it’s time to retire to one of lounge cars for 

yes, more drink and roulette (with the paper 

money you receive on boarding). Somewhere 

during the night, we pass our sister train heading 

in opposite direction.  

Trying to have a shower in a rocking train, is somewhat difficult and perhaps hazardous, 

but we manage. 

Morning sees more signs of civilisation, as we pass through small towns, arriving late 

morning at another private station in Pretoria. 

Looking back it’s one of those life experiences that, despite the cost, I’m glad I DID. 
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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. 
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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 
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