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The Significance of North American Employees’ Timetables 

by V  I  

T 
HIS ARTICLE IS AN ATTEMPT 
to explain the significance of North 
American Employees’ Timetables 

(hereafter abbreviated to ETTs) and their 
former importance in the operation of 
North American railroads. 

The first thing that must be emphasised 
about ETTs is this: Forget absolutely eve-
rything you know about how trains are run 
in Australia, Britain or British-influenced 
countries. Put what you know about this 
out of your mind. There is no correlation 
whatsoever between the British/Australian 
methods of train control on single-track 
lines and North American methods. 

American Railroads are divided into Divi-
sions. Historically, each Division had its 
own ETT. In 2002, Geoff Lambert estimat-
ed that to that date, about 110,000 ETTs 
would have been published. Today, it is 
common for one ETT to cover an entire 
railroad, even the giant companies. 

Until a few decades ago ETTs were the 
prime object controlling how trains operat-
ed in North America. That is to say, in 
general, trains had authority to run because 
they appeared in the ETT. The basic rule 
was: A train ran because it was in the ETT; 
if it was not in the ETT it did not run. But, 
as we shall see later, there were enormous 
exceptions to this rule. In addition, no train 
may ever leave an initial station without a 
“clearance’, that is, a compendium of Train 
Orders (see below) applicable to its run. 

Trains in ETTs were set out so that all 
trains running could be ascertained at a 
glance. The stations were set out in the 
middle of the table. Trains running on one 
direction were set out running down the 
page on one side. Trains running in the 
opposite direction were set out from bot-
tom to top on the opposite side. On busy 
lines, this often was a double page spread. 
On very busy lines, a very large page size 
was required so that all trains on both di-
rections could be shown on a double page 
spread. These Employee Timetables were 
colloquially referred to as “horse blanket 
timetables”. 

So, trains ran because they were in the 
ETT. But it was more complicated than 
this. Trains were designated into either 
Northbound and Southbound, or into West-
bound and Eastbound. The ETT stated 
which was the Superior direction. More 
often than not, Northbound trains were 
Superior to Southbound trains and West-
bound trains were Superior to Eastbound 
trains – but not always. 

That is just the first step. Then all trains 

were usually divided into four classes: 
First Class, Second Class, Third Class and 
Fourth Class. A First Class train was Supe-
rior to Second, Third and Fourth Class 
trains. A Second Class train was Superior 
to Third and Fourth Class trains. A Third 
Class train was Superior to a Fourth Class 
train. So, a First Class train in the Superior 
direction (say Northbound) was superior to 
every other train on the line. At the oppo-
site extreme, a Fourth Class in the Inferior 
direction (say Southbound) was Inferior to 
all other trains, and had to give way to all 
other regular trains. 

Typically a First Class train would proba-
bly be an express passenger train, a Second 
Class train a local passenger train, rail 
motor, milk train or express freight, a 
Third Class train might be a Mixed train or 
a through freight train, and a Fourth Class 

train would probably be a wayside freight 
train. In the 1960s and 70s, the Southern 
Pacific and the Seaboard Coast Line, ran 
some very hot freight trains as First Class 
trains. 

Many railroads operated only two classes 
of trains, First and Second. In this case, 
First Class were passenger trains, Second 
Class trains on these railroads were freight 
trains. Some railroads had three classes. 
Most had four classes. The Chesapeake 
and Ohio Railway had five classes. 

Most major carriers did not run their 
freight trains on schedules, preferring to 
run them as Extras. Freights – believe it or 
not - are very difficult to keep on schedule. 
In the steam days when Timetable and 
Train Order was the usual method of con-
trol, they often had to stop for water, set 

1. Typical front covers of US Employee Timetables 

“Forget absolutely everything you know about how trains are run in Aus-
tralia, Britain or Bri sh-influenced countries. Put what you know about 

this out of your mind. “ 
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out and pick up cars, and so forth. It was 
very difficult to write a schedule that 
could take all of that into account – some 
engineers took water at every tank, if you 
included time for that in the schedule and 
then a new engineer came on the run and 
took water at only every second tank, the 
train would be doing a lot of waiting. 
Even worse if the schedule was written 
for stopping at every second tank but the 
engineer stopped at them all. 

And once a train gets late, every inferior 
train will be waiting for it. The dispatch-
er (controller) would quickly become 

very busy, trying to help inferior trains 
along the railroad. So running freights on 
schedules usually just was not done. 

That said, however, some roads did pub-
lish freight train schedules in the ETT. A 
railroad would show freight trains in one 
direction only, usually the superior direc-
tion. This was for operational conven-
ience – it is easier to run extra trains in 
one direction only. 

Note this, because it is central to under-
standing how North American railroads 
once operated: Originally there was no 
central control. So, it was the responsibil-

ity of the Conductor and Engineer of each 
and every train to work out for them-
selves the relative position of their trains 
in relation to every other train on the line. 
The safety of their trains depended upon 
this. The safety of the possibly hundreds 
of passengers on their trains, and on other 
trains, depended upon each and every 
Conductor correctly computing where 
their trains were in relation to all the other 
trains on the line. That is, they had to 
determine according to whether their 
trains were operating to time as to where 
their trains had to enter sidings at stations 
and wait for other trains that were Superi-
or to their trains. Superior trains, remem-
ber, did not wait for Inferior trains. It was 
the responsibility of the Conductors and 
engineers of those Inferior trains to get 
their trains off the mainline safely and in 
time. 

But wait, there is more! What if a train is 
running late? Then the Conductor and 
Engineer had to adjust their calculations 
accordingly. Woe betide them, and all 
their passengers, if they did not calculate 
correctly! Conductors and Engineers of 
late running trains had to adjust their 
calculations according to where their 
trains were in reality, and to get into sid-
ings accordingly. 

Which is why Train Orders were devel-
oped, and a central authority assigned. 
When everything works without prob-
lems, nobody gets late and/or nothing 
special happens, the timetable works fine. 
When it doesn’t, a railroad can quickly 
get tied into knots. 

What if a train was very, very late? If a 
train was more than twelve hours late, it 
lost all rights to run. If it was to proceed, 
it could only do so as an Extra (more on 
this later). 

But wait, there is more, much more! A 
train could run in more than one section. 
At every crossing point, the Conductor 
and Engineer of a train had to identify the 
train(s) they were crossing. If the Superi-
or train(s) they were crossing passed 
through flying two green flags by day or 
displaying green lights by night – one 
each side of the front of the locomotive – 
this meant the other train was running in 
more than one section. So, they had to 
wait some more, for the next section of 
the train to arrive, and, if that also had 
green flags or lights, the one after that, 
and the one after that, and so on until a 
train passed through that was not flying 
green flags or lights. That meant the op-
posite train was now complete, had no 
more sections, and therefore they could 
now proceed. 

But consider this: Say #1 and #3 (two 
passenger trains) are scheduled over the 
same territory one hour apart. You are in 
a siding, clear of the main track, waiting 

2. A very simple example of an Employees’ Timetable. This is the Columbus and Greenville 
Railway for 4 December 1949. There are only four trains, all Second Class. As always, 
crosses are shown with bold times. The times of train no. 51 for the cross at West Point is 
shown with both arrival and departure times. This was not usual, but was sometimes done. 
Usually only departure times were indicated. 
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for #1. You have no train orders saying 
anything about sections. At the expected 
time, a passenger train in the opposite di-
rection to you shows up - but it’s display-
ing green signals. Section following, so 
you wait. One hour later, another passen-
ger train shows up, no signals, and crosses 
your train. Can you proceed? 

However, this is only the start of the com-
plications. Firstly, the running of any train 
could be altered by the Train Controller 
[“Despatcher”]. When this happened, the 
Train Controller had to advise the crew of 
the altered train, as well as, of course, also 
advising the crews of all the other trains 
that would be affected. 

Now, the biggest complication of all: In 
addition to the trains in the ETTs, Extra 
trains could also run. These ran according 
to whatever level of Superiority the Train 
Controller assigned to them. Extra trains 
were identified by the fact that they flew 
white flags by day and displayed white 
lights by night – one each side of the front 
of the locomotive. This explains all the 
white flags you saw on locomotives in 
Cowboy movies. 

(Perhaps you also saw locomotives in the 
movies flying American flags. These have 
no significance in train operation or in 
designating the level of train superiority. 
The flags, of course, do have significance 
as a demonstration of patriotism, never, 
ever to be under-estimated in the US.) 

An extra has no rights, other than what the 
dispatcher gives it. And since it has no 
schedule, it has no class, and cannot be 
assigned one. The dispatcher can give it 
the equivalent of class by making it superi-
or to (“RIGHT OVER”) certain trains. If 
train 434 is in the timetable, by rule it al-
ready has a class assigned to it, and needs 
only a clearance from the dispatcher. Once 
it has that clearance it may proceed on its 
schedule, keeping clear of superior trains 
as required by the rules. 

So, an Extra train’s Train Orders might 
read something like this: “ENGINE 567 
RUN EXTRA BILLINGS TO CHARLIE”. 
Note the designation of the locomotive 
number. This was vital, because this was 
how the crews of other trains identified the 
Extra train. Now, the Conductor of this 
train, and the Conductor of every other 
train on the line, had to work out from the 
running times of the Extra, where it was in 
relation to them, and their relative level of 
Superiority/Inferiority. 

This train runs, whenever it is ready, clear-
ing all regular trains. (In actual practice, 
many roads relieved extra trains of the 
requirement to clear second / third class 
trains moving in the same direction.) There 
is no mention made of any opposing extra 
trains, so there cannot be any already au-
thorized between Charlie and Billings. 

If it is desired that the extra not leave be-

fore 125pm, that can be added to the order: 

AFTER 125PM ENGINE 567 RUN EX-
TRA BILLINGS TO CHARLIE 

If there is an opposing superior train, but 
the Extra is more important, you would 
have two orders: EXTRA 567 WEST HAS 
RIGHT OVER NO 2 BILLINGS TO 
CHARLIE and AFTER 125PM ENGINE 
567 RUN EXTRA BILLINGS TO CHAR-
LIE 

As regards clearing regular trains, the dis-
patcher could issue orders changing their 

schedules. “NO 1 RUN ONE HOUR 
LATE ACME TO CHARLIE”. That 
makes No 1’s schedule one hour later than 
what is printed in the timetable, and an 
inferior train could use that time to make a 
better meet (cross) with No 1. 

All the alterations to running of trains by 
Train Controllers were set out in Train 
Orders. There are two types of Train Or-
ders. Form 19 and Form 31. In recent 
times, Form 31 orders restricted a train; 
and Form 19 orders helped a train. All 
could be a matter of life and death. Disre-

3. A busier line: Passenger trains in an ETT of the Chicago, South Shore and South Bend 
Railroad dated 29 April 1962. Note that the days of the week are jumbled up. Trains were 
usually listed by time only, unless on a very busy line, in which case separate weekday and 
weekend timetables might be issued, or weekday pages followed by weekend pages. Some 
roads in the Northeastern US did this. 
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garding any train order could result in 
catastrophe, and was a firing offence.  

Say you have two trains, #1 running from 
Acme to Zebra and #2 from Zebra to Ac-
me. No 2 is superior by direction. They are 
scheduled to meet (cross) at Midway. 

However, today #2 is late and the dispatch-
er determines they should cross at Piffle, 
so he puts out an order: NO 2 MEET NO 1 
AT PIFFLE 

No 2 formerly had authority to run past 
Piffle, to Midway, to meet No 1. Now he 

does not; he is being restricted, and would 
get this order on Form 31. No 1 formerly 
had authority to run as far as Midway; now 
he can go beyond, to Piffle. He is being 
helped, and would get this order on Form 
19. 

The Train Orders were telegraphed to 
Train Order stations where they were re-
ceived by the depot operator. He set sig-
nals accordingly. If a train had to receive 
Form 19 Train Orders, the signal at the 
depot was set at 45˚ angle. The train 
slowed. The Train Orders were collected 
as the train passed through. Form 31 Train 
Orders were handled much more carefully. 
The depot signals were set at 90˚. The train 
had to stop. The Conductor and Engineer 
collected the Train Orders and had to read 
them back to the Operator. Then they had 
to sign that the Train Orders had been re-
ceived. Then the operator sent the order 
number and the signatures to the dispatch-
er, who would make the order “Complete” 
and issue a clearance, after which the train 
could proceed on its rights. 

Train Orders would also be issued if a 
scheduled train was annulled. This, of 
course, was important, because otherwise, 
other trains would have to wait forever 
(well, actually for 12 hours) for it to arrive 
at crossing stations. 

Consider this problem: You are a Conduc-
tor of a train which is running on a sched-
ule set out in your railroad’s Employees’ 
Timetable. It is now midnight. At 12.01 am 
a new ETT comes into effect. It does not 
include your train. What happens? There 
were various ways this was handled de-
pending upon the railway concerned. The 
most common was that at midnight your 
train lost its rights to run and it was an-
nulled. For your train to complete its jour-
ney, it now had to run as an Extra train as 
per a Train Order. 

Now consider this problem: You are the 
Conductor of a Second Class train, say a 
Rail Motor operating Eastbound, the Infe-
rior direction, on a branch line. When you 
get to the terminus of the branch, after an 
hour you are scheduled to return West-
bound. But you are running two hours late. 
That means that when you get as far as the 
penultimate station you can proceed no 
further, because a Superior train is now 
due in the opposite direction. But it is your 
own train coming back the other way. In 
theory, you can not proceed any further! 
Railroad timetable compilers got around 
this problem in various ways: 

Stating “Westbound trains are Superior to 
Eastbound trains, except [say] no. 4 is 
Superior to no. 3.” 

Designating the Eastbound train con-
cerned as [say] Second Class, but the 
equivalent Westbound train as Third 
Class. 

4. Another busy passenger line: A Union Pacific ETT of 27 April 1958. Times are shown, 
but in fact, it does not matter, because the line is controlled by Centralised Traffic Control. 
It fact, it says, “Time shown at Colton, San Bernardino and Barstow is for information on-
ly.” Below: One of these trains, No 104, the “City of St Louis” ascends Cajon Pass at Sulli-
van’s curve 
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Stating something like “Westbound trains 
are Superior to Eastbound trains, ex-
cept that no. 4 will await the arrival of 
no. 3.” 

More rarely, stating something like 
“Westbound trains are Superior to 
Eastbound trains, except for Eastbound 
trains worked by the same locomotive 

and crew as Westbound trains.” 

Examples of all these methods can some-
times be found in old ETTs. 

5. Look Ma, no times! This is an example of a modern Employees Timetable, i.e., a timetable without times. It is an extract form Union 
Pacific’s System Employee Timetable of 10 April 1994. It provides a description of the line and local instructions – but no times. 

5.  
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There were no hard and fast practice as to 
which trains were scheduled in the ETT 
and which ran as Extras. On many single 
track railroads, for example, the practice 
was to schedule freight trains in one direc-
tion, but run them as Extras in the other 
direction. (This actually made sense, be-
cause - believe it or not – freight trains 
often run late.) Some railways always ran, 
for example, coal trains as Extras; other, or 
at other times, scheduled them. 

There was a standard operating code of 
rules promulgated by the American Asso-
ciation of Railroads. However, (there is 
always a “however”), each of the many 
railroads also issued their own rule books 
which could and many times did vary from 
the standard code to deal with that road’s 
own operating conditions. Therefore if one 
dives deep enough into rules, one will see 
conflicts between railroads. The key thing 
was that everyone on the same railroad 

followed the same Rules. (The uniform 
rule book started with the next convention 
of railroads after the convention which had 
established standard time in the early 
1880s.) 

All of this was a vast subject. A classic and 
very large book on this subject is The 
Rights of Trains: A Complete Examination 
for Employees on the Standard Code and 
Other Recommended Train Rules by Harry 
W. Forman, first published in 1904. A 

6. An ETT of the Denver and Rio Grande Western Railroad of 15 May 1988. This was a busy mainline. But the times of only one train are 
shown – the daily Amtrak passenger trains, because these times were fixed. All other trains ran as Extras. And anyway the entire line is con-
trolled by Centralised Traffic Control (CTC). Inset: No 5, the California Zephyr, in Coal Creek Canyon on this line. 
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digitised copy is on Google. The latest edition by Peter Jossarend was 
published in 1995. It is 459 pages and is still in print. 

A newer book, much easier for the beginner, is 19 East, Copy Three: The 
Art and Practice of Timetable & Train Order Operations for the Rail-
road Historian and Modeller, by David Sprau and Steve King, 160 pag-
es. Published in 2013 by Operations Special Interest Group Inc., PO Box 
67, Wood Dale Illinois 60191 for $US30, but currently out of print. 

There is a lot of useful information on www.opsig.org/reso 

The complications of this system for controlling trains, and the impreci-
sion of a system which was in the hands and minds of a myriad of em-
ployees - mainly the Conductors and Engineers on every individual train 
– not surprisingly led to accidents on North American railroads. Never-

  Figure 7   An example of a rail fans’ Timetable published by Altamont Press. This shows lines of Montana Rail Link from their Intermoun-
tain Region Timetable of 16 July 1995  Below: on the Fort Harrison Spur 
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theless, considering the amount of traffic moved, the 
accident rate wasn’t all that great. There was therefore 
a trend away from including train schedules in Employ-
ee Time Tables. Instead, more and more trains were run 
as “Extras”, even when they ran regularly. 

In the longer term, there was an even bigger trend to-
wards scrapping ETT schedules altogether and to intro-
duce Centralised Traffic Control, where signals and 

  Figure 8 This ETT of the Union Pacific Railroad (26 April 1970) shows two interesting things on the Wallace branch (picture below). First-
ly, it appears that Mixed train no. 387 formed the return journey as Mixed train no. 388. Therefore, there is an exception to the Superiority 
rule applying to these trains. It is set out near the bottom of the page. Secondly, trains often operated over lines of other companies or joint 
lines. These UP trains operated over the track of the CMStP& P Railroad between Manito and Plummer Junction. Hence, their schedule is 
not shown for this section. Rather their operation there was “Governed by operating rules, Time-table and special instructions of the CMStP 
& P RR”. 
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  Figure 9  From a Southern Railway ETT of 
27 October 1969 showing examples of time-
tabled freight trains. Train 153 is superior to 
152 by Class . No 18 is the Tennessean, 
shown at right.. 
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  Figure 10   A Burlington Northern ETT of 25 October 1970. Trains 25 and 26 cross at Spokane, but this is not shown in bold figures, be-
cause this section of line is double track. 
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points are controlled by the Train Control-
ler electronically at a central point, often 
hundreds of miles away. Indeed US and 
Canadian railroads embraced CTC eagerly 
as soon as the technology become availa-
ble from the 1920s/30s onwards. This is a 
major reason – in addition to the density of 
traffic – why CTC is so common in North 
America. 

Economics was also a factor. It cost money 
to have operators every 20-30 miles along 
a subdivision who were needed around the 
clock. CTC also meant decisions could be 
made much closer to the action. The dis-
patcher didn’t have to allow time to issue 
and deliver train orders that might not be 
acted upon for an hour or more. With CTC, 
operators can wait until the last minute to 
make decisions. 

Train Orders were also often replaced by 
Track Warrant Control and Direct Traffic 
Control. These are really just computerised 
Train Orders – without paperwork . 

This did not result in the demise of Em-
ployee Timetables, despite the declining 
number of schedules appearing in them. 
Indeed ETTs were still important docu-
ments, because of the instructions they 
contain, especially instructions relating to 
specific stations and sidings. In fact Em-
ployee Timetables on freight railroads 
have became more and more just a com-
pendium of these instructions. In other 
words, these ETTs have become similar to 
what in Australia we usually call General 

Appendices or Local Appendices. So, in 
North America today, Employee Timeta-
bles are still issued to cover all lines – but 
on freight railways, they contain no times 
in them! They are “timetables” without 
times. 

The disappearance of times from the 
ETTs  was also a consequence of train 
planning changes – scheduling the move-
ments of carloads rather than trains – the 
trains just became the mode of shifting 
product and this was so flexible and varia-
ble, the idea of a schedule was unneces-
sary.  

This is not to say that present-day Ameri-
can railroads do not have schedules of their 
freight trains. They usually do. But they 
are not published in Employee Timetables 
but in other documents. 

Passenger railroads in North America – 
commuter lines, Amtrak and Via – also 
publish train times in Employee Timeta-
bles. In recent years, however, there has 
been somewhat of a trend for commuter 
railways to use modified Public Timetables 
as their Employee Timetables. (As is also 
the case with Sydney Trains’ staff refer-
ence timetables.) 

A publisher, Altamont Press of California, 
took this current ETT trend even further. 
They published a series of what they called 
“Employee Timetables” for rail fans. They 
cover all regions of the Western and Mid-
west US and described in detail the railway 
infrastructure. However, it is a few years 

since the last was published, and it is be-
lieved they are now selling off their stock. 

Footnotes: 

1. I am most grateful for major assistance 
and advice from Dean Ogle, Kent Hannah 
and Geoff Lambert. 

2. North American operating procedures 
were taught to me by the late Jack 
McLean, the ATA’s founder, but neither 
he nor the people above are responsible for 
my mistakes. 

3. A lot has been written about ETTs - 
some of which is comprehensible. Two 
articles which are and which appeared in 
this esteemed journal are “Anatomy of an 
employee timetable” by Steve Paris in the 
Times, February 2014, pages 10-16; and 
“Horse blankets and lickem ‘n’ stickems” 
by Geoff Lambert in the Times, March 
2002, pages 10-16. 

4. The Train Order system of train control 
used in New Zealand, South Australia, 
Commonwealth Railways and a few 
branches in Victoria was but a mere frag-
ment of the North American system of 
train control. 

5. The ETTs used to illustrate this article 
came from ATA auctions and “grab ta-
bles”. 

6. Americans use railway and railroad 
interchangeably; so too employee and 
employe. 
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Log courtesy of Max Michell 
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I  WISH TO COMMENT ON A NUMBER of 
things in the extremely interesting 
February 2015 issue of The Times. 

Firstly, let’s look at the cover illustration of 
the fascinating wheel TT. There appears to 
have been a number of different designs 
utilised by NSWGR, presumably in differ-
ent years. However, during the period that I 
was involved in the auctioning of TTs and 
other railway material, I only handled one 
such wheel; so it is safe to say that they are 
comparatively rare. From memory, the TT 
sold for $95. 

Steven Haby’s fascinating article “Read all 
about it!” – timetables in Australian news-
papers, is of great interest to me because it 
combines my interest in TTs and my pas-
sion for newspapers. I collect papers and, in 
particular, first editions and those with 
historical headlines.  

Let me make a couple of comments on the 
Geelong Advertiser TTs. In talking about 
the Geelong TT that appeared in the Adver-
tiser’s 18 August 1891 edition, Steven says: 
“Interestingly the frequency of the Ballarat 
to Geelong service was almost as good as 
the service to Melbourne”. It must be re-
membered that in 1891, the direct Mel-
bourne-Ballarat line had only been opened 
for some two years. Prior to 1889 all ser-
vices to Ballarat went via Geelong. Yes, I 

mean Geelong not North Geelong – before 
the opening of the North Geelong loop in 
late 1903, all Ballarat bound services went 
into Geelong, reversed and returned to 
North Geelong to then take the Ballarat 
line. As is shown in Steven’s 1891 illustra-
tion, many Melbourne-Ballarat trains con-
tinued to travel via Geelong and this re-
mained the case until early in the 20th cen-
tury. 

As far as the direct Ballarat line is con-
cerned, the line from Ballarat to Ballan was 
opened in 1886 and that from Melbourne to 
Bacchus Marsh in 1887; but, as we have 
seen, it wasn’t until 1889 that the 28.6 km 
gap through the hilly country west of The 
Marsh was completed. [Another possible 
reason for this was that the VR was, until 
the end of steam, rather afraid of the Inglis-
ton Bank—Editor] 

I was most intrigued to see the 1955 TT for 
the South Geelong- Geelong-Corio service. 
Jack MacLean, founder of the ATA, had a 
particular interest in this extremely short-
lived service and often spoke to me about 
it. Steven is correct in saying that the ser-
vice only lasted three days, on account of 
poor traffic. I recall Jack telling me that 
only one lady travelled in the three days 
that the train did operate. Steven is also 
correct in saying that the consist of the train 
was a rake of PL cars. Jack used to say that 
the service failed due to lack of publicity 
but Steven has, to some extent, put the lie 
to that by unearthing an advertisement in 
the Geelong Advertiser, the paper that 
would have then been read by the majority 

of Geelong residents! Sure, the advert is 
small but, even so, it’s there – VR did ad-
vertise its Cinderella Geelong suburban 
train!  

Steven asks why VR didn’t use their new, 
prestigious Walker rail cars on the Geelong 
suburban service, rather than a rake of PL 
cars. Personally, I would venture to suggest 
that the railways thought that the demand 
for the local train would be so great that all 
the passengers offering wouldn’t fit into a 
rail car. Now, there’s a sad irony! 

Of course, another paradox is that the cur-
rent TT gives Geelong residents a service 
that is many, many times more frequent 
than they had with the short-lived 1955 
local service; and today, all trains also 
serve Melbourne, rather than, in part, hav-
ing a neighbourhood service. 

The Times for February 2015 also includes 
an article, Is your wait short enough?, in 
part of which author Jim Wells compares 
the new Gold Coast light rail with the also 
recently-constructed Edinburgh light rail. 
Let me take a moment to compare all of 
Australia’s single light rail/tram systems 
with another recently opened single-line 
light rail; that of Jerusalem. Jerusalem’s 
Light Rail was constructed between 2002 
and 2010 when it officially opened. It sup-
plements Jerusalem’s suburban bus net-
work.  

PS For more on the Jerusalem network, 
see the following article by Albert—

Editor. 

Letter 
A  I  

Israel Railways. 
A  I  

I 
N THE MAIN, THIS ARTICLE is 
based on observations made by the 
author during a short trip to Israel in 

May/June 2014.  The primary reason for 
this trip was eight days spent in Jerusalem 
as part of JJJ (Joint Jerusalem Journey) the 
first interfaith journey from Melbourne, 
with four Muslims, four Christians and 
four Jews. After JJJ, I made Tel Aviv my 
base for four days that were mainly spent 
on the Israel Railways system.  

Much of the historical background in this 
article was provided by various Wikipedia 
sites. The three accompanying maps are 
also courtesy of either Wikipedia or 
www.mapsofworld.com . Thanks also go 
to Victor Isaacs for the provision of some 
of the earlier timetables referred to below. 

When discussing Israel, keep in mind that 
we’re looking at an extremely small geo-
graphical area. The whole of the State of 
Israel is no bigger than a third of Tasma-
nia! 

A brief history. As ear ly as 1839, Sir  
Moses Montefiore proposed a rail system 
for the projected Jewish state in Palestine. 
However, the first line was not opened 
until 26th September 1892, when a line 
from Jaffa to Jerusalem was opened. This 
line had been built by French interests. 

During the Ottoman Empire era, a rail 
system was gradually developed in Pales-
tine. Some early lines were of 1 m and 
1.05 m gauge but, by 1918, all lines that 
were not of standard gauge (1,435 mm – 
4’ 8½”) were abandoned. 

During the British Mandate of Palestine, 
Palestine Railways was established in 
1920. In 1936-39 the railways became a 
target for sabotage by Palestinian Arabs 
opposed to mass Jewish migration. When 
the British withdrew from the region in 
May 1948, Palestine Railways ceased to 
exist and with the establishment of the 
State of Israel, Israel Railways was 
formed, using the Palestine Railway sys-
tem based on Haifa and quickly building 
up a small system. Most of the lines in 
Transjordan, Lebanon and Syria (including 
Palestine Railways lines) were abandoned, 
although some were later rebuilt. 

Despite Israel Railways’ promising start, 

about 25 years’ ago the IR was extremely 
rundown. The Public Timetable for 2nd 
July 1989 shows:  

 15 passenger trains daily, Tel Aviv-
Haifa; 

 Seven of these services were extended 
to/from Nahariya; 

 One of the Haifa-Tel Aviv trains was 
extended to/from Jerusalem. 

That was it – 15 trains – the complete 
passenger service! 

Rolling stock and infrastructure was also 
in very bad condition. Buses were king 
and hardly anyone used the Cinderella rail 
system. However, over the last two dec-
ades, billions of shekels (1A$ = about 3.3 
ISH) have been spent on revitalising the 
system. Today’s railway bears little re-
semblance to the system of the past, as we 
will later discuss. 

The newly-built Sderot station includes a 
mural along the pedestrian subway wall, 
which tells the year-by-year history of 
railways in what is now the State of Isra-
el. Very interesting! 

The future As Australian readers 
know, it is currently 40 years since the 
first real proposals for a Very Fast Train 
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along the east coast of Australia were 
mooted; the discussions continue but 
nothing practical has yet happened. How-
ever, in Israel talks began in the 1990s 
regarding a Jerusalem-Tel Aviv VFT (or 
should we say SFT, Somewhat Faster 
Train); planning commenced in 2000 
with construction initiated as quickly as 
2001. Work on this completely new, 160 
km/h track is proceeding and will be 
finished by 2017. The journey will take 
30 minutes compared with the present 75 
minute rail journey. The line will also 
serve Ben Gurion International Airport. 
The station at Jerusalem is being resited 
in the centre of the city, next door to the 
bus terminal. (The present station is a 
considerable distance south of the city – 
see below.) 

The VFT construction is typical of ongo-
ing plans to continue to improve the rail 
system and make it even more attractive 
to both locals and tourists. 

Jerusalem. Changes within Jerusalem 
are analogous to the positive and negative 
modifications that have, and still are tak-
ing place across the country. As in so 
many cities across the world, the conven-
ient main station in the Jerusalem city 
centre was closed and, as we will discuss 
later, there is now a Jerusalem station 
tucked far away in the inaccessible south-
ern suburbs. (Adelaide, Auckland and 
Christchurch are classic Australasian 
examples of this silly trend of a few 
years’ ago, and, of course, sadly, they are 
now joined by Newcastle.) Jerusalem’s 
original station operated near the heart of 
town from 1892 until 1998, when the 
Jerusalem line was closed beyond Beit 
Shemesh, some 30 kms west of Jerusa-
lem; this being on account of poor track 
condition and of a number of derailments. 
At this time the former Jerusalem station 
was abandoned but the site was reopened 
in May 2013 as HaTakhana HaRishona 
(The First Station), a cultural and enter-
tainment venue. The 4,000 sq.m rail yard 
has been covered over with wooden 
planks but, intriguingly, the original 
tracks are still in place between the 
planks. The site houses restaurants, take-
away food vendors, souvenirs shops, 
entertainers of various types, etc. Your 
author visited HaTakhana HaRishona on 
the eve of Jerusalem Day 2014 and the 
place was popping and full of life, 

In the meantime, in 2005 the Jerusalem 
railway line was reopened, but only as far 
as a new terminus in the Mahla region, 
which is hard to get to by public transport 
(I caught the Light Rail [see below] to the 
Mount Herzl terminus, from whence I 
used a taxi for the last couple of kilome-
tres). At the present time, rail cannot 
really compete with the two Jerusalem-
Tel Aviv bus companies, both of which 
use the bus station in the centre of Jerusa-
lem but, obviously, this will change when 

the VFT opens in 2017 (see above). 
There is currently a bus service Jerusa-
lem-Tel Aviv every 10 to 20 minutes, 
taking a little less than an hour for the 
journey. Buses take the freeway which 
means that all one really sees is free-
way. One the other hand, the 1¼ hour 
rail journey operates every two hours 
and is most scenic. Therefore, in gen-
eral, locals using public transport catch 
the bus and tourists take the train. 

A major recent innovation is Jeru-
salem’s Light Rail which was con-
structed between 2002 and 2010 when 
it officially opened. It supplements 
Jerusalem’s suburban bus network.  

As the map shows, it operates on a 13 
km route from the north-east to the 
south-west. The route is somewhat 
indirect so as to serve the city centre, 
the bus station, the Old City at Damas-
cus Gate and a number of shopping 
centres. There are 23 stops. (My hotel 
[Beit Shmuel Hotel] was about a kilo-
metre south-east of the City Hall stop.) 
From my experience, the Light Rail 
tends to be quite busy, particularly at 
peaks when there are many standees. 

Most of the infrastructure is along re-
served track, much of it in the median 
of old or newly constructed roads. 
There are plans to extend the Light 
Rail. 

The service was originally jointly 
owned by the French Veolia Transport 
and the local Dan Bus Company but it 
is now owned and operated by Egged 
(Egged Israel Transport Cooperative 
Society Ltd). The service is operated by 
46 Citadis 100% low-floor, five-module 
units, which look quite familiar to Mel-
bourne and Adelaide tram riders. With 
five modules the Jerusalem trams are of 
a similar size to Adelaide’s Citadis 302s 
which were purchased second-hand 
from Madrid. However, they are bigger 
than the Melbourne three-section Cita-
dises, albeit a similar size to Mel-
bourne’s D2 Combino trams. 

Jerusalem’s 46 large, five-section 
trams, operating over a 13 km route 
make an extremely positive comparison 
with Australia’s three single-line sys-
tems: Adelaide – 21 modern vehicles 
for 15 km (excluding the preserved H 
trams); Gold Coast – 14 vehicles for 13 
km; Sydney – 17 vehicles for 12.8 km.  

The current national rail system As 
previously noted, there have been con-
siderable recent improvements to the 
nationwide Israel Railways system. 
Your author would summarise the cur-
rent system as follows.  

There are passenger services on nine 
intercity lines. A few current lines fol-
low earlier alignments in parts, but 
most lines are either new or have been 

partly rebuilt.  Much of the new construc-
tion has been in the medians of freeways 
and highways. There are numerous freight 
lines and sidings. The system has dual 
track on six of the nine main lines. 

All stations are modern and have recently 
been rebuilt. A few former stations were 
noted near the new ones, always in derelict 
condition (think, Watergardens/
Sydenham). 

Modern, computerised signalling is utilised 
throughout the system. 

There are concrete sleepers on virtually all 
of the lines, including on sidings which 
don’t appear to have recently seen much 
traffic (although teensy, weensy sections of 
wooden sleepers were noted on just a few 
presumably unimportant sidings). 

Regarding the scenery seen from the line, 
the area around Jerusalem is extremely 
rugged and hilly and very scenic, but the 
rest of the country is comparatively flat. 
Surprisingly, much of the countryside 
looks like some of the flatter parts of Aus-
tralia. This is particularly so because in the 
early part of the 20th century, eucalypts 
were imported from Australia so as to dry 
up much of the Israeli swampland and, 
today, a good deal of the railway system 
passes through forests of gum trees.  

Nevertheless, Israeli cities and towns are 
the complete opposite to their spread-out 
Australian counterparts – Israeli cities are 
geographically concentrated – one will 
suddenly leave the countryside and will be 
in a small area of high rise buildings, in-
cluding tall apartments blocks. 

For obvious reasons, security is a high 
priority in Israel and the railway system is 
certainly no exception. To enter any rail-
way station, one must pass through securi-
ty gates including scanners similar to those 
at airports. Having said that, it is ironical 
that Israel Railways seem less concerned 
with people taking photos of infrastructure 
and rolling stock than many of their Aus-
tralian counterparts. I was pulled up only 
once, when taking a photo which acci-
dentally included an Israeli soldier at the 
side of the photo. 

Passenger services All passenger  rolling 
stock is comparatively modern. The earli-
est cars are single deck but, since 1996, 
two types of double deck carriages have 
been introduced. All cars (single and dou-
ble deck) feature single class, spread-out 
two-by-two seating with two seats facing 
each other with a table in-between. All 
seats are most comfortable. Compared with 
Australia, the only things missing are 
drinking water and on-train refreshments 
(but every station includes a kiosk).  It 
should be noted that the history mural at 
Sderot station (see above) confirms that 
Israel Railways did once use buffet cars. 

Rolling stock (single and double deck) 
consists of an unusual push-pull arrange-
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ment with a diesel loco at one end and a 
driver’s cabin at the end of the far passen-
ger carriage. All trains have four extreme-
ly long, articulated carriages, which would 
probably equate in length to eight or 10 
Australian carriages. Double deck trains 
have seating for 800+ persons, plus many 
standees. 

Most of the passenger locos I sighted were 
from Alstom, although I did see one Swe-
dish Kalmar loco. However, a Google 
search revealed that there are currently 
about a dozen different types of loco in 
service (including goods locos and shunt-
ers). 

Train crews consist of a driver and a con-
ductor in each of the four cars. Stations are 
also well staffed and there are ticket offic-
es, as well as ticket vending machines, at 
all stations. These are placed in a sort-of 
no-man’s-land between the security-gated 
entry and exit barriers and the ticket-
checking machines that provide entry into 
the main area of the stations. 

Most trains that I travelled on were full, 
and some had many standees. One of the 
reasons for this is that members of the IDF 
(Israel Defense Force) are given free rail 
travel. There are so many soldiers travel-
ling that one sometimes got the feeling 
that one was on a mobile army base, along 
with a few other token civilians. (The 
majority of readers would know that most 
Israelis, male and female, are called up for 
three years military service at the age of 
18. This means that most soldiers are ex-
tremely young. It is disconcerting that 
most of these young people always carry 
automatic sub-machine guns, even on 
trains and in the streets.) 

Because of the imbalanced influence of the 
Haredi Party and of the minority Ultra-
Orthodox Jewry that it represents in the 
Knesset (Parliament), all public transport 
closes for Shabbat (the Sabbath) which 

goes from sunset Friday to sunset Satur-
day. Therefore trains operate to a daily 
timetable Sundays-Thursdays. There are 
special timetables for Friday mornings and 
afternoons and again for Saturday night. 

 At first glance the maps on page 19 look a 
little confusing but the system is really 
quite simple. Today, there are nine long-
distance passenger rail routes, most with 
hourly services that are supplemented by 
short-distance runs in the Tel Aviv subur-
ban area and between Haifa and Nahanya. 
Tel Aviv (Savidor Center) is at the centre 
of the system, although for operational 
purposes, most long-distance trains run 
through Tel Aviv, thus combining what are 
really two routes. At the bottom of this 
page is a list of the long-distance services:. 

The line to Sderot was opened as recently 
as December 2013. Sderot is only 3 km 
from the Gaza border and one can see the 
Gaza City buildings from Sderot station. 
This line is being extended to Be’er Sheva 
via Ofakim, which is even closer to Gaza 
than Sderot. At Be’er Sheva it will, of 
course, link up with an existing line. This 
construction explains why the track be-
yond Sderot was concrete sleepered and 
quite shiny, and appeared to be well used. I 
have to admit that I didn’t realise just how 
new the line was until well after I returned 
home to Melbourne and did some Google 
searching. At first, I thought that the excel-
lent track condition may have been ex-
plained by some sort of military base, 
served by rail, beyond Sderot. (Of course, 
this may still be a possibility.) 

Public timetables have been issued every 
year or so but are hard to find. When your 
author was planning his trip, he even found 
it difficult, nay impossible, to get any train 
times on the internet.  

Paradoxically, I found a public timetable 
being sold for 3 shekels (about A90¢), at 
the very first station that I visited 

(Jerusalem). Strangely, it was not a current 
timetable but one for the major time 
changes that were to be introduced a few 
days after I had left Israel, that is, on the 
7th June 2014. I soon found that most 
trains running in late May had similar train 
numbers to those found in the June timeta-
ble, but that virtually no train times were 
the same, times varying from three to 20 
minutes! 

Freight and ancillary services As ex-
plained earlier, there are numerous freight 
lines and sidings and many industrial sites 
and mines, etc, are served by the railways. 
Most of the rail on these lines appears to 
be shiny and well used. Therefore, it is 
with amazement that I report that in all my 
journeys on the Israel Railways, I only 
passed one freight train. That was a load 
of containers, crossed at 1049 on 29th 
May between Hadera West and Caesaria 
on the Nahariya line. One must therefore 
assume that most freight trains run at 
night, so as not to interfere with passenger 
services. 

When I was at Sderot on 1st June (see 
above), I saw Plasser & Theurer track 
cleaning car No.903 appear from the 
Ofakim end of the line and rest at Sderot 
from 1201 to 1206½ before going back 
again in the direction from whence it 
came!   

Conclusion 

In summary, I was very impressed with 
the efficiency and sophistication of the 
current Israel Railway system, and of the 
regularity of passenger services. This is 
particularly so when one remembers the 
dire state the system was in just 25 years 
ago. The up side of this is that Israel Rail-
ways is well used by soldiers, local civil-
ians and tourists. Long may the improve-
ments to the system continue! 

 

 To Nahanya   Hourly service  Double track. 
 To Hod HaSharon Sokolov Hourly service  Double track. 
 To Modi’in Center  Hourly service  Single track Serves Ben Gurion Airport. 
 Be’er Sheva   Hourly service  Double track.  
 Sderot    Hourly service  Double track Via Bat Yam. 
 Ashkelon   Hourly service  Double track Via Lod. 

(Ashkelon is in fact the penul mate sta on on the Sderot line and, therefore, the line via Lod actually provides an alterna ve loop 
service.) 

 Rishon LaZion HaRishonim   Hourly service  Double track  
The town of Rishon LaZion is actually served by  two different lines – Rishon LaZion Moshe Dayan is a wayside sta on on the Sderot 
line, and Rishon LaZion HaRishonim is a terminal sta on on a separate line.  Rishon LaZion HaRishonim sta on is built in the medi-
an of a freeway and there is no other infrastructure in this part of town other than the railway sta on car park. 

 Jerusalem   Two-hourly service Single track. 
 Dimona   Three trains per day Single track 

Dimona is the only long-distance service on which I did not travel.  It would have been difficult to visit during my short stay be-
cause the shortest turn-around me at Dimona appears to be about four hours. 
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Fly from Perth to Daly Waters in only 3 days! 


