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S eicho Matsumoto (1909-1992) is 
considered the greatest mystery 
writer to come out of Japan since the 

end of the Second World War. According 
to Gonda Manji, a leading critic of Japa-
nese crime fiction: "Matsumoto's crime 
fiction with a social consciousness made 
him the most popularly read mystery au-
thor in modern Japan." As the father of 
social realism in Japanese detective fiction, 
he resembles Dashiell Hammett, whom 
Raymond Chandler said “took murder out 
of the Venetian vase and dropped it into 
the alley” and "gave murder back to the 
kind of people who commit it for reasons, 
not just to provide a corpse."  

Matsumoto's most famous novel, Points 
and Lines (1957), is regarded as the best 
crime novel written by a Japanese. Conso-
nant with his reputation as an exponent of 
social realism, it is a vivid social and moral 
portrait of a Japan in transition in 1957, 
and it reveals a great deal about Japanese 
social attitudes in general, as well as Japa-
nese attitudes toward crime and punish-
ment. 

The plot centers on a double murder dis-
guised as a lovers' suicide, committed to 
cover up a government kickback scandal. 
The victims are a young government bu-
reaucrat, Sayama, and a Tokyo waitress, 
Otaki, whose bodies are discovered on a 
beach in Kyushu. The murder is investi-
gated by two detectives; Jutaro Torigai of 
the Fukuoka police represents rural values, 
and Kiichi Mihara of the Tokyo Metropoli-
tan police is entirely city-bred. They solve 
the case with hard-headed logic and by 
religiously studying railroad timetables, 
which become crucial in placing suspects. 

A key clue is a dining-car receipt for only 
one person found on the body of Sayama, 
which puzzles the detectives; if the lovers 
were traveling together by train on their 
way to their death, why didn't they dine 
together? The murderer is revealed to be 
Yasuda, a contractor who has been bribing 
government officials to receive favorable 
treatment; his accomplice is Ishida, a bu-
reaucratic division chief. 

When Matsumoto wrote Points and Lines 
in 1957, Japan's post-war economic recov-
ery had stabilized and people were getting 
used to their improved standard of living; 
but inevitably married to this return to 
economic health was political and corpo-
rate corruption, two problems that continue 
to infest Japanese society to this day. If 
anything, the moral situation described in 
Points and Lines has grown much worse 
and the corruption has become much more 

Murder among timetable collectors 
Ten to Sen: SEICHO MATSUMOTO'S Points And Lines: The Shortest Dis-
tance Is The Truth. Truth is… the murderer was a Timetable Collector. 

thoroughgoing. 

In the muckraking tradition of proletarian 
literature, Matsumoto uses the conventions 
of the detective story to strip away social 
illusion and to reveal the true nature of 
political and economic power. When their 
bodies are at first discovered on the beach, 
it is assumed that the waitress Otaki and 
the young government bureaucrat Sayama 
died in a lovers' pact; the motivation for 
the crime is seen to be personal, an act of 
passion. It is only through the diligence of 
two common-man detectives (notable for 
their ordinariness) that the true nature of 
the crime is revealed—the murder is an 
economic and political crime rigged to 
bolster the existing order (the Establish-
ment, if you will). 

The detectives also learn to penetrate some 
of the masks of Japanese society. The kil-
ler Yasuda hopes to conceal his crime by 
cloaking it in a Japanese social convention; 
he arranges the murder scene so it resem-
bles that of a love suicide (not unusual in 
Japanese society), hoping that it will cause 
the deaths not to be questioned.  

In the case of a simple suicide, there is 
always the suspicion of murder, but when a 
double suicide occurs and there is a 
woman involved, there is far less cause to 
be suspicious. Yasuda was very clever.  

At the risk of sounding extremely reduc-
tionistic, here is a possible explanation for 
the prevalence (or social acceptability) of 
suicide in Japan: in Japan the group is 
more important than the individual, where 
in the West the individual takes precedence 
over the group. In the West, when a per-
son's internal pressures become unbear-
able, the individual explodes and projects 
his or her aggression outward; this can be 
termed a sadistic response, where in Japan 
the individual is encouraged to be maso-
chistic and repress his or her rage or frus-
tration. This makes for group harmony (or 
so it is seen). But when psychological 
stress becomes too much, one is encour-
aged to take oneself out of the picture. For 
disappointed or tragically mismatched 
lovers, it is the height of romanticism to 
die in each other's arms. 

Yasuda cynically plays on this cultural 
conceit when he murders Otaki and 
Sayama. By masking his crime as a love 
suicide, Yasuda here is committing a radi-
cal act of cultural corruption. At the deep-
est level he is tampering with Japanese 
social perceptions. To the Japanese mind it 
is outrageous for anyone to distort this 
beautiful, near-sacred social trope—two 
lovers dying romantically in each others' 

arms—and twist it by using it as a vehicle 
for homicide. Yasuda's cynicism in using 
love suicide as a smokescreen for murder 
is near-foolproof and shows how easy it is 
in Japan for authority figures to manipulate 
and distort the great spiritual idealism of 
the Japanese people. 

But by carefully scrutinizing aspects of the 
case that don't fit (the dining car receipt for 
only one person, for instance), the detec-
tives are able to see through Yasuda's care-
fully-constructed mask of social artifice 
and to illuminate aspects of Japanese 
power that have hitherto been kept in the 
dark. For example, they learn that in the 
government bureaucracy, Division chiefs 
and section chiefs seem to leave all routine 
matters to these experienced assistants.... 
They [the assistants] have to stand by and 
watch the younger men, the university 
graduates, with the proper qualifications, 
get promoted and go past them. . . . . . .if a 
senior official so much as takes notices of 
one of them, the man is overjoyed. . . . 
That's why they'll do anything to please the 
boss.  

Particularly noteworthy is Matsumoto's 
knowledge of Japanese bureaucratic or-
ganization and style, including the bu-
reaucracy's occasional corruption, and 
political appointees' exploitation of almost 
feudally loyal lower officials. He has even 
published a long series of purportedly non-
fiction articles, similar to his kuroi kiri 
stories (8), under the general title Gendai 
kanryo ron (On contemporary bureauc-
racy). One of his great best sellers, Ten to 
sen (Points and Lines), which has sold over 
a million and quarter copies since its publi-
cation in 1957, concerns the murder of a 
bureaucrat and an innocent waitress—
faked by an industrialist, his wife, and their 
bureaucratic allies to make it look like a 
"love suicide." It immediately caught the 
imagination of thousands of Tokyoites 
who were working in precisely the kinds of 
ministries that Matsumoto described. 

The main way in which Matsumoto's he-
roes penetrate the veil of social obfuscation 
concocted by Yasuda and his associates is 
by exhaustively studying railroad (and 
airplane) timetables to determine where 
those involved in the case could have been 
at crucial times. "As I look back on it, I 
see the case built around train and plane 
schedules, from start to finish," Mihara 
states in the book's final, epistolary chap-
ter. "It is buried in timetables." This fact 
about the novel, which is often commented 
on by Western readers, has both cultural 
and metaphysical implications. 
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On a purely practical level, Mihara and his 
rural counterpart, Torigai, are able to de-
duce truth from falsehood in this case 
through the analysis of timetables because 
Japanese trains are never late. Japan's tra-
dition of clockwork efficiency makes it 
possible for the two detectives to pinpoint 
characters' movements with mathematical 
precision. This kind of tracking would be 
unthinkable in most other societies, which 
lack Japan's efficiency (or anal-retentive 
rigidity, if one prefers to see it that way). 

In fact, on an episode of the PBS-TV series 
Locomotion aired in February 1994, a 
black-and-white clip from Japanese crime 
film (showing police studying a map of a 
train line) was screened to illustrate the 
point that the Japanese train system is so 
efficient that Japanese crime writers can 
regularly use its clockwork efficiency to 
establish when and where a crime could 
have been committed. 

From a historical perspective, railroads are 
the premier symbol of Japan's moderniza-
tion and Westernization. It is a remarkable 
historical fact that only twenty years after 
Commodore Perry presented the Japanese 
with a miniature-scale railroad, the Japa-
nese had constructed their own full-blown 
railway line. Japan is also a nation that 

wholly depends on trains for public trans-
portation; trains are to Japan what automo-
biles are to the United States. Just as cars 
represent personal freedom to Americans, 
railways represent to the Japanese a 
shared, communal existence based on mu-
tual cooperation. 

In terms of the dichotomy between nature 
and culture (or civilization), railroads are a 
nonpareil symbol of man's conquest over 
time and space. Great distances can be 
traversed in a relatively short period of 
time. The fact that Japanese efficiency can 
pinpoint the arrival and departure of trains 
with such mathematical logic is a triumph 
of the human will over the environment; 
nature can be calibrated, assessed, inter-
preted. 

The title of the book itself, Points and 
Lines, refers to this method of railroad 
ratiocination, station stops being the desig-
nated points and time intervals (recorded 
on the timetables) being the lines. "Lines" 
can also represent physical direction, in 
terms of the detectives trying to deduce 
where various characters traveled at differ-
ent times in order for them to have ended 
up at certain places at known times. 

The detectives pursue clues with a tenacity 
and a passion for the process of elimina-

tion that owes at least as much to the Japa-
nese passion for thoroughness as to Sher-
lock Holmes and deductive procedures 
common to police forces the world over. 
Matsumoto employs a striking device in 
the book by having his detectives write out 
logical lists and diagrams that set forth and 
clarify the circumstances of the case; this 
device also serves to illuminate the reader 
and help him or her keep with up with the 
detectives, so that the reader can see if he 
or she can solve the crime before the detec-
tives. 

The detectives also learn to see through 
deceptive appearances. "Sometimes a pre-
conceived opinion will make us overlook 
the obvious. This is frightening." This 
point is underscored by Torigai's telling of 
how an old woman’s killer went free be-
cause she died wearing a heavy winter 
jacket in April and the chief suspect was in 
prison during the winter, letting him off the 
hook. Then Torigai realizes, "I still believe 
there are cold days even in April. . . . Just 
because she was wearing a heavy jacket 
need not mean that it was winter; it could 
have been April [when the suspect was 
free]." 

By not taking such assumptions for 
granted, the detectives are able to see 
through the conspirators' ruse and recog-
nize that Otoki and Sayama were not lov-
ers and they did not die together. For ex-
ample, Mihara is initially stumped in one 
instance when he realizes Yasuda could 
have flown from Kyushu to Hokkaido 
(instead of traveling by rail) and still fit 
into the murder timeframe; but when Mi-
hara checks airline passenger lists for the 
day in question, he is crestfallen to learn 
Yasuda's name appears on none of them. 
Later it hits him: "Yasuda didn't have to 
use just one name. He could have made the 
plane reservations under different names."  

The detectives also realize there is a time 
to examine the emotional truth of a situa-
tion. When the question comes up of a 
dining car receipt for only one person, 
Torigai asks his daughter if she wouldn't 
accompany her boyfriend to the dining car 
if the couple were traveling together; her 
reply is, "Well, I think it's a question of 
love rather than of appetite." Based on this 
consideration, Torigai feels it highly 
unlikely that Sayama and Otoki were truly 
traveling together; this is the first chink in 
the facade of the murder cover-up. 

"Yes, the case had spread out and now 
extended from one end of Japan to the 
other." In this and other instances, Matsu-
moto hints that his story is deeply emblem-
atic of Japan. His narrative revolves 
around the terrifying fact of Japanese life 
that bureaucratic subordinates are expected 
to take their own lives rather than impli-
cate their superiors, a practice that contin-
ues to this day, as evidenced by the suicide 
three years ago of then-Prime Minister 

He went to the office of the station master. After introducing himself he said, "I'm sorry to 
trouble you but I have a question to ask. Before the Asakaze leaves at 6:30 P.M. from plat-
form 15, can it be seen at any time from platform 13?" The railway official was an older 
man. He looked at Mihara curiously. 

"Are you asking if at any time the tracks between the two platforms are entirely clear?" 

"Exactly." 

"Well, I believe there is always one train or another obstructing the view. But let me check, 
to make sure. Please wait a moment." He went to his desk and brought out the train charts. 
His fingers followed the intricate lines that criss-crossed the paper. Suddenly, he remarked, 
"There is a break! For a short period there are no trains on tracks 13 and 14 and you should 
be able to see the Asakaze at platform 15. Well, I never! That is most unusual!" He sounded 
as if he had discovered something extraordinary. 

"There is a break? Then it is possible to see the train?" Mihara was disappointed, but he 
suddenly became tense when he heard the station master's next words: "It is possible, but 
only for four minutes." 

"Only four minutes?" Mihara's eyes widened. His heart missed a beat. "Please explain that." 

"To be precise," the official began, "the Asakaze pulls in on track 15 at 5:49 and leaves at 
6:30. It remains at platform 15 for forty-one minutes. Now let's see the arrivals and depar-
tures of trains on tracks 13 and 14. On track 13, on the Yokosuka Line, train No. 1703 ar-
rives at 5:46, leaves at 5:57. Then, at 6:01, No. 18CM arrives and leaves again at 6:12. 
After that Yokosuka Line train has departed the regular No. 341, bound for Shizuoka, ar-
rives at platform 14 and remains till 6:35, blocking the view of the Asakaze on track 15." 

Mihara took out his notebook. He could not take in the details from just hearing them once. 
The station master, noticing this, said, "This is probably difficult to follow. Let me write it 
down for you," and he gave him an extract of the timetable. 

Returning to the Metropolitan Police Board Mihara studied the timetable he had received, 
then took a sheet of paper from his desk and made a diagram of it. It now became clear to 
him: from 5:57, when the Yokosuka Line train No. 1703 left from platform 13, to 6:0 1 , 
when No. 1801 arrived, was exactly four minutes. During that brief interval the tracks were 
clear and there was an unobstructed view of the Asakaze from platform 13.  
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Miyazawa's personal secretary when the 
scandal broke that forced Miyazawa's 
eventual resignation. 

There are also echoes of an older, darker 
Japan in the triangle of Yasuda the mur-
derer, Ryoko, his scheming, tubercular 
wife, and Otoki, Yasuda's mistress. "In 
other words, Otoki was Yasuda's official 
mistress, with Ryoko's approval. It was a 
curious triangle. We may find it hard to 
accept but these situations do exist in mod-
ern society. Of course, it was common 
practice in feudal times." However, when 
one thinks of how Yoko Ono selected the 
pretty young Mai Ling to serve as her hus-
band John Lennon's mistress during their 
estrangement in the early Seventies, it does 
not seem so impossible. 

The dishonesty of their social arrangement 
is a reflection of the twisted natures of 
Yasuda and his Lady Macbeth-like wife, a 
literary vampire if there ever was one. 
Possibly Matsumoto is also implying that 
this feudal holdover of a relationship is a 
symbol of the unwholesome nature of the 
Old Japan that went down in flames in the 
Second World War. 

Matsumoto makes it very clear that the evil 
Old Japan has not died. Occupation-era 
democratic reforms have not abolished the 
feudal hierarchy of privilege that protects 
wrongdoers in high places. Rather than 
having to face punishment for his collusion 
in the twin murders, Division Chief Ishida 
is promoted and has a bright future ahead 
of him: 

He will probably become a bureau chief or 
a vice-minister, and may even run for a 
seat in the Diet. I feel sorry for those poor 
subordinates whom he uses as stepping 
stones. However, even if they know they 
are being abused, they will try to stay in 
his good graces by showing their loyalty. 

"The whole case has left a bad taste in my 
mouth," Mihara writes Torigai at the end of 
the book. Clearly he fears that this system 
of injustice will perpetuate itself and grow 
unchallenged. The only reason this social 
evil was checked in this case was because 
of the tireless efforts of two ordinary, 
down-at-the-heels police detectives. "I 
need not tell you that a detective should 

never give up a case; he must pursue it all 
the way," Torigai advises Mihara. 

Seicho Matsumoto wrote Points and Lines 
to expose these social evils, in the hopes of 
rousing the public. The unprecedented 
success that greeted his book proves that 
the Japanese public was concerned about 
these issues and found them of great inter-

est. It also reveals the degree to which the 
democratization of Japan instituted during 
the Occupation succeeded; an informed, 
concerned citizenry had been created that 
cared about abuses of democracy and 
wanted them stopped. 

 

When one is confined to bed for a long time, reading becomes an absolute need. One day, 
when my husband had come to see me, he happened to leave behind a railway timetable. I 
picked it up out of sheer boredom. A timetable is of no use to me, bed-ridden invalid that I 
am, but I found it surprisingly interesting. It was far more entertaining than a poorly written 
novel. My husband uses a timetable very often because of his many business trips. He is 
familiar with it for practical business reasons, whereas I, an invalid, have become a con-
stant reader not out of necessity but for the sheer pleasure it gives me. 

This timetable has the names of all the stations in Japan. As I read them, I can picture each 
one, even to the surrounding landscape. The small local stations are the ones that really stir 
my imagination. Toyotsu, Saikawa, Saidyama, Yusubaru, Magarikane, Ita, Gotö-ji, these 
are names of little stations on the local lines in Kyushu. Shinjö, Masukata, Tsuya, Furuku-
chi, Takaya, Karikawa, Amarume lie along the local railways in the Tohoku region. The 
name Yusubaru, for instance, suggests to me a village set in a deep ravine filled with the 
luxuriant flora of the south; Amarume, I imagine to be a desolate little town in the north-
east, cowering under a sullen sky. In my mind's eye I see the villages, the towns, the moun-
tains that surround these stations, the houses and even the people living there. I recall a 
phrase in the famous Tsuretsuregusa which says, 'Whenever I hear a name, I seem to be 
able to visualize the person.' Well, I feel the same way about places. When I am bored, I 
open to a page in the timetable. No matter which page, I am carried away. I am free to 
travel through San-in, Shikoku, Hokuriku, just as I please. 

But my imagination does not stop there; it extends into the element of time. For example, I 
may look casually at my watch: it is 1:36 in the afternoon. I turn the pages of the timetable 
and look for a station marked by the numerals 1:36. I find that at Sekiya Station on the 
Echigo Line, number 122 has just pulled in. At the same moment, people are getting off 
number 139 at Akune station on the Kagoshima Main Line. Number 815 has arrived at 
Hida Miyata. At Fujiu on the Sanyo Line, Jida in ShinshU, Kusano on the Jöban Line, Hi-
gashinoshiro on the Ou Main Line, Oji on the Kansai Main Line, at all these stations, trains 
have come to a stop at this same instant. 

At this very moment, as I lie abed staring at my emaciated hands, trains are coming to a 
stop at certain stations in Japan. People from every walk of life and with varied back-
grounds are getting on and off these trains. I close my eyes and picture the scene. If I check 
the time and the station I may even learn how trains pass each other and at which station 
and at what hour. This can be fascinating! How and when trains connect or pass each other 
is deliberate and planned, but the meeting and parting of passengers is purely accidental. At 
such moments I can imagine the ceaseless movements of these thousands as their paths 
cross and their lives briefly brush past each other in those faraway places. I find more 
pleasure in my own flights of fancy than in novels born of the imagination of others. It is a 
pleasure wrung from-the dreams of a lonely woman. 

The railway timetable with its numbers and Chinese ideographs is one of my favorite books 
these days. 
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A s I have remarked in previous arti-
cles, in the middle fifties I discov-
ered private bus timetables and 

started collecting them. It wasn’t until the 
North Shore trams were replaced by buses 
in the middle of 1958 that I discovered the 
government also issued timetables and I 
began collecting them as well. I was thus in 
time to collect the last tram timetables on 
the red routes in the western suburbs and 
quite a few from all the eastern suburbs 
lines. The man in the Bus Hiring Office in 
Challis House, Martin Place, soon came to 
know me and assisted me in obtaining a 
complete set of government timetables and 
advised me when new timetables had been 
issued for various routes. 

This month I am looking at timetables to 
the Balmain area in the last days of the 
trams. My first timetable (see pages 7-9) 
consists of pages 14 to 17 of the Western 
Suburbs Lines timetable, from Tuesday, 
26th April, 1949. The pages of this timeta-
ble are 10.5 cm wide and 17 down. This is 
not a timetable I got from the Bus Hiring 
Office, but one I acquired recently in Auc-
tion number 30. On page 14 we find the 
timetable for the limited service between 
Quay Street (just north of Railway Square 
on the avoiding line) and Gladstone Park, 
Balmain via Harris Street, Pyrmont (the 
main tram route to Balmain ran further to 
the south west via Forest Lodge, while 
these trams ran along the route of the Ryde 
trams.) This was a peak hour service only, 
on Mondays to Sundays, with half day 
Saturdays meaning that the afternoon ser-
vices ran around noon, instead of at four to 
five p.m. The service was not all to and 
from work places near the city, we can see 
four trams to Balmain, as against six the 
other way, on  Monday to Friday mornings 
and five to Balmain against three to Quay 
St in the evenings. 

Most of these trams terminated at Glad-
stone Park, short of the main Balmain ter-
minal, although two on Monday to Friday 
evenings went all the way to Nicholson St, 
at the top of the counterweight up from the 
ferry. I’ve no idea why there were no corre-
sponding trams to or from Nicholson St on 
this run at other times. At the foot of the 
page we see a similar timetable for trams 
from the Ryde line to Railway Square run-
ning through Forest Lodge on the regular 
Balmain route. These also stopped short of 
the full run, at Drummoyne instead of 
Ryde, and we may notice that there were 
only morning trams, and no midday ones, 

on Saturdays. 

The main tram service to Balmain ran via 
Forest Lodge and is shown on pages 15 
and 16 of the timetable, There is a basic 
service of three trams an hour to Nicholson 
St, Balmain, with another three trams in 
the intervals to Birchgrove. In peak hours 
the frequency on both routes increased, 
though there was no clock face timetable 
during the peaks. In spite of the similar 
services, the Balmain trams started earlier 
and finished much later than the 
Birchgrove ones. On the weekends, the 
trams ran only from Circular Quay, while 
on weekdays they started and finished at 
Fort Macquarie. The Balmain service was 
operated by trams on all seven days of the 
week, unlike many other routes in this 
1949 timetable, where buses operated on 
Sundays. With a long section running on 
reserved track past Harold Park, buses 
could not provide service along the same 
route as the trams. There are no times 
given for intermediate points in this timeta-
ble, which meant that the Balmain to City 
tram timetable could be covered in less 
than four pages. 

At the foot of page 16 and the top of page 
17 we find lists of all the tram stops on the 
Balmain and Birchgrove lines. The sec-
tions were longer than those I recall: the 
first section covers the whole distance 
from the Quay to Railway (without the 
Market St section which has been there as 
long as I can recall) and it takes only two 
sections to reach Birchgrove and three to 
Balmain. 

My next timetable (pages 10-11) is one of 
the ones I collected in 1958, though it had 
been issued on Monday, December 17, 
1956. It is the last timetable in force for the 
Balmain trams, although there were quite a 
few sheets included with it listing minor 
changes of times, which I have not printed 
here. The timetable had increased in size, 
being 16 cm across and 25.5 down, and the 
timetables and other material took up 
pages 2 to the top of page ten. Two things 
contributed to this increase of material. 
Firstly, the ends of the tram lines had been 
replaced by buses, route 401 York St to 
Balmain and route 441 York St to 
Birchgrove. The trams continued to run 
from Fort Macquarie, but now only went 
as far as Balmain Post Office, also identi-
fied as Rowntree St. Jct. (the point at 
which the Balmain and Birchgrove lines 
diverged - this had had its own sign, 
Rowntree Street on two lines and no colour 

symbol, on the Western Suburbs destina-
tion indicator, though there were no trams 
shown to Rowntree St in the 1949 timeta-
ble and in 1958 these trams carried 
“Balmain” with white and red rectangles.) 
In 1958 through passengers could travel by 
both tram and bus on one ticket, we can 
see on page 9, by changing at Balmain 
P.O. to the route 445 for Balmain (this is 
the cross country route from Canterbury) 
and to route 441 for Birchgrove. It seems 
that passengers for Balmain could not use 
through tickets on the tram and on route 
401 – possibly because the 441 and 401, 
running ten minutes apart in off-peak 
hours, could not both be timetabled to meet 
the trams at Balmain P.O., and the authori-
ties wanted through passengers to take the 
next available vehicle. We saw a similar 
curtailment of the end of the Abbottsford 
line in The Times in August 2005, with 
trams running only as far as Haberfield and 
buses beyond, though that arrangement did 
not require through ticketing. 

The second factor increasing the size of the 
timetable was the inclusion of intermediate 
timing points. On the tram timetable we 
find Railway Square as well as Fort Mac-
quarie, with some trams starting at the 
Railway: the 5.44 from Railway has not 
started from either Fort Macquarie or Mill-
ers Point (there is only one solitary tram 
from Millers Point to Balmain, at 7.49 a.m. 
on Mondays to Fridays) and additional 
trams are shown from Rozelle Depot (just 
beyond Harold Park.) Inbound to Fort 
Macquarie we have the bus departure times 
from Darling Street Wharf on the 445 and 
the route 441 from Birchgrove. These are 
followed by the tram departure times from 
the Post Office, a note that trams leave 
Rozelle Junction four (4) minutes later 
than from Balmain P.O., and then addi-
tional trams from Rozelle Depot (which is 
further from Rozelle Junction than the 
latter is from Balmain P.O.) Saturdays and 
Sunday timetables give similar timing 
points and have a similar basic twenty 
minute service; Fort Macquarie has re-
turned as the start and finish of weekend 
trams – the use of Circular Quay at week-
ends in 1949 must have been another elec-
tricity saving exercise. For Public Holi-
days, we are given two phone numbers to 
ring, because Public Holiday services vary 
(see the foot of page 4.) Did they only tell 
you the frequency of the service, as the 
notice says, or could you find out the times 
trams departed around the hour you wanted 

Last Tram to Balmain 
JIM O’NEIL was out and about in Darling St collecting timetables in 
1958, in the last days of the tram service. 
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to travel? 

On pages 5 to 8, we find the bus timeta-
bles, once again with extra timing points 
listed. In the afternoon peak hours the 
buses have a first set down restriction, 
Mansfield Street, Balmain (a short way 
north of Rozelle Junction.) Passengers 
travelling a shorter distance would proba-
bly have caught the 500-series to Ryde, 
rather than the Balmain trams. Times for 
the two routes together are shown to Bal-
main P.O., for the 401 to Gladstone Park 
and to Darling Street Wharf, and for the 
441 to Birchgrove. Buses ran beyond 
Gladstone Park to the ferry wharf only in 
the evenings. (buses could never turn at 
Nicholson Street, and so it has been 
dropped as a terminal.) An extra outbound 
timing point is shown at White Bay Junc-
tion, but you just add ten minutes to the 
times from York St. The buses are in the 
same position as the trams for service on 
Public Holidays – ring and find out the 
frequency. 

The basic off-peak services to and from 
Balmain and Birchgrove were at alternat-
ing ten minute intervals, just as in the 1949 
timetable. With a further twenty minute 
tram service from Balmain P.O., it seems 
that the truncation of the trams to the Post 
Office had meant that extra runs were op-
erated to provide an equivalent frequency 
to the 1949 service. From the foot of page 
8 to the top of page 19, we find informa-
tion on Running Times, Fares and Routes. 
We no longer have a list of stops or section 
points, but since we are given the fares up 
to six or seven sections, we can see that 
shorter sections were in use in 1956 than 
had been in 1949, and there were now 
seven sections to Balmain instead of three. 

This combined bus and tram timetable 
shows no services from Balmain to Central 
Railway via Pyrmont. For that we have to 
turn to my third timetable, dated Novem-
ber 5, 1956 (see page 12), a month and a 
half before the last Balmain tram timeta-
ble. This is the route 407, now operating 

only on Mondays to Fridays and to and 
from Pitt Street, near Hay Street, instead of 
from Quay Street, and thus picking up at 
Railway Square itself. There are only three 
buses from Gladstone Park in the morning 
and none in the evening. From Central 
Railway there were four in each peak hour. 
It seems the route 407 was more important 
for relieving overcrowding on the Balmain 
trams from the city, once they had reached 
Central, than providing transport between 
Balmain and Pyrmont. The additional in-
formation on Running Times, Route, Fares 
and so on take up more space than the 
actual times, and the route 407 timetable is 
printed on a double sided sheet of the same 
size as the one for the last Balmain trams. 

[On [age 8 is a picture of the Balmain tram 
line’s most famous feature the dummy car, 
which was linked  to an underground coun-
terweight designed to stop runaways. It 
didn’t always work!- as our cover shows]. 
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I  have always been intrigued by the 
Port Broughton to Mundoora line of 
the South Australian Railways. Al-

ways isolated from the rest of the network, 
I wondered why it existed and what sort of 
service it had. Having recently found it, I 
now set this out. 

The line was only 10 miles (16.1 km) long 
and climbed 182 feet (55 metres). It was 
narrow gauge. It never had a locomotive. 
Horses were the motive power for the first 
fifty years. It was opened fairly early on 11 
March 1876. Its purpose was mainly to 
transport wheat from this area of the rich 
agricultural country in South Australia’s 
Mid-north, but it also would have trans-
ported inwards goods and mail. Outside of 
the wheat season, traffic was sparse. For 
example, in the week ended 3 August 1878 
according to the SA Government Gazette, 
there were only six passengers and 99 tons 
of goods. Total revenue was only £20, but 
£5 of this was from wharfage at Port 
Broughton. It was one of a number of early 
SAR railways radiating out of local ports 
to serve their hinterlands. Some were ini-
tially operated as horse tramways such as 
Hoyles Plains (later Hoyleton) to Port 
Wakefield, Moonta to the port of Wallaroo 
and Goolwa to Port Elliot (later extended 
to Port Victor - Victor Harbor), while oth-
ers were operated by steam from the out-
set, such as Mount Gambier to Beachport, 
Crystal Brook to Port Pirie, and Naracoorte 
to the port of Kingston. The Mundoora to 
Port Broughton line was unusual in that 
unlike the other port railways, it never 
became physically connected to or inte-
grated into the trunk line network nor was 
it ever steam operated. 

Services, as one would expect, were also 
sparse. My first example is from the Time 
and Fare Tables (With Map) of the South 

Australian Railways and Tramways on and 
after February 1st 1886. There was only 
one service a day. Presumably this was 
always the case. I do not know why the 
service in 1886 varied from day to day. 
Presumably tram trips were integrated with 
the shipping service at Port Broughton, and 
were timed to connect. 

(Incidentally, the other timetable we can 
see in this extract from 1886 is of great 
interest. It shows the Kingston (SE) – Na-
racoorte - Wolseley – Bordertown line 
when it was an isolated line, and when 
Wolseley to Bordertown was narrow 
gauge. This also had one service a day in 
each direction.) 

In 1912, my next example, the service was 
still once daily and still the same pattern of 
out and back from Port Broughton, but it 
now had the same times every day. There 
was certainly plenty of time for Dobbin to 
get a rest at Mundoora. 

(And again, the other timetables on the 
double page spread are interesting. Trains 
on the Dry Creek Loop Line were timed to 
provide Port Adelaide people with connec-
tions at Dry Creek with trains to/from the 
North. The Gawler Tramway, another of 
SAR’s small horse operations, existed 
because Gawler station was some distance 
from town.) 

In 1923 the service was similar. The Port 
Broughton-Mundoora line disappeared 
from SAR’s Public Timetables sometime 
between the issue of 10 December 1923 
and the issue of 1 November 1925. In June 
1926, the horse was replaced with a Mal-
colm Moore rail tractor with a Fordson 
engine. The line was closed from 3 August 
1942. 

Surprisingly, Port Broughton and Mun-
doora made a re-appearance in the SAR 

PTT of 16 November 1935 – but this was 
by a Mon-Sat “road motor service” con-
tinuing to Collinsfield where it connected 
with trains on the Red Hill line (opened 5 
September 1925). The third illustration 
shows the “Combined Rail and Motor 
Service” from the SAR Public timetable of 
30 May 1954. Collinsfield station closed 
and the connection changed to Lake View 
sometime between 28 June 1964 and 20 
July 1969. The Saturday run disappeared 
from 5 July 1970. The co-ordinated service 
continued to be included in PTTs until the 
edition of 2 July 1972. 

In the 1960s, the timetable placards on 
SAR stations used to feature a separate 
placard specifically for promoting the co-
ordinated rail and road service to Port 
Broughton as well as enticing publicity 
about holidaying at the Port. The service 
received disproportionate timetabling pub-
licity relative to the passenger numbers 
carried. 

 The disappearance of the tram service 
from passenger timetables was during the 
period when Commissioner William Webb 
ran the SAR - hardly surprising, given his 
other measures to modernise and improve 
the efficiency of the SAR. The coordinated 
road motor service initiative was one of the 
few such services prior to World War 2. 

Today Mundoora is just a speck on the 
map. Port Broughton is a smallish, attrac-
tive coastal resort. It has a daily service by 
Stateliner bus. Surprisingly, a remnant of 
the line remains: narrow gauge tracks are 
still on the Port Broughton jetty. 

I am grateful to John Kain for help with 
this article. 

Port Broughton—Mundoora 
VICTOR ISAACS takes us on a return visit to the Land of the Pie Cart 
(April 2009 The Times) for a closer look at  a line some readers 
thought was an April Fool’s Day joke 
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Australia’s First Timetable 
LT JOHN HUNTER kept this record of the progress of the First Fleet.  We 
found this copy via Google Books 
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