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The Picton – Mittagong Loop Line opened in 1867, 
as part of the original Main Southern Railway.  
The line was bypassed by a new double track 
alignment in 1919, with regular services continuing 
up until the 1970s.

While the majority of the line remains inactive today, the 
section between Picton and Buxton remains operational 
for heritage train experiences as part of the NSW Rail 
Museum, Thirlmere. The line also provides access to 
the NSW rail network at Picton for Transport Heritage 
NSW’s regular program of heritage train events, held all 
year-round across Greater Sydney and NSW.

THNSW is working with the NSW Government to 
upgrade, revitalise and reactivate the Loop Line from 
Buxton to Colo Vale. 

Further information on the project can be found at 
www.thnsw.com.au/loop-line

Map credit: Railway Resource 
Centre, Australian Railway 
Historical Society, CC Singleton.
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In 1856, the Engineer-in-Chief for Railways, 
John Whitton—known as the ‘Father of the 
Railways’—was tasked with planning rail extensions 
that would advance the infant railway of NSW into the 
inland of Australia. 

One of the first sections of line completed by Whitton 
was the Liverpool to Campbelltown line in 1862, 
which was extended to Picton in 1863 and continued 
to Mittagong in 1867, known as ‘the Great Southern 
Railway’. First proposed in 1846, plans for the Great 
Southern Railway were being drawn up as early as 
1848; seven years before the opening of the first 
government railway between Sydney and Parramatta 
in 1855!

A LINE STEEPED 
IN HISTORY

At the time, the landscape between Picton and 
Mittagong consisted of thick brush, steep rocks, 
mountains, deep gullies and waterways and was 
described as remote, full of rugged grandeur and 
unpromising desolation. Regardless of its intimidating 
geography, the Great Southern Road (now Old Hume 
Highway) that intersected through the Bargo Brush to 
Berrima and its surrounds was frequently used by the 
settlers, landowners and government officials, who 
would often travel on horseback or in stage coaches 
through the area. The region presented other perils 
in the form of bushrangers who are believed to have 
had various hideouts in the rugged upland areas. It 
is unsurprising then that the plans for a railway from 
Sydney to the south were widely and keenly awaited.
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Whitton selected the least expensive route for the 
Picton–Mittagong section, which directly traversed 
the ridge on the western side of the Bargo River and 
was flanked by deep gullies of the tributary streams 
of the Nattai River. In doing so, Whitton avoided 
the more direct ridge carrying the Great Southern 
Road that would have required bridges and tunnels 
beyond the means of the growing colony at that time. 
Whitton’s proposal ensured that no grades steeper 
than 1 in 30 were required for this southern line and 
that the existing gauge of 4 foot 8 and ½ inches would 
be adopted.

On 28 February 1867, a special 15-carriage train 
from Sydney conveyed members of parliament and 
other distinguished visitors to the official opening of 
the line at Mittagong. The Great Southern Railway 
extension from Picton to Mittagong was handed over 
to the government and opened for traffic the next day, 
on 1 March.

Whilst Braemar station was initially the only 
intermediary passenger stop, over time several small 
stations gradually opened along this section of the 
line as the need arose, many with small communities 
growing around them, these included Couridjah, 
initially as a water stop only, (1867), Balmoral (1878), 
Hill Top (1878), Colo Vale (1883), Thirlmere (1885), 
and Buxton (1893).

For 52 years the Great Southern Railway ran from 
Picton to Mittagong servicing the surrounding 
community, ensuring the villages and local businesses 
thrived with the rail line as their lifeblood. As these 
communities relied more heavily on the railways, rail 
traffic increased on the single-track lines and steep 
grades which resulted in significant bottlenecks. 
Whilst deviations were constructed between Hill Top 
and Colo Vale to ease grades, operation on the line 
was deemed to be increasingly difficult. As a result, 
plans were made to divert the railway to the east 
where easier grades would allow faster travel and 
larger trains to be hauled. There was considerable 
opposition from local interests at the time who 

campaigned to upgrade the line via Thirlmere: several 
meetings were held with proposals put forward that 
advocated duplication of the line as an alternative, 
nonetheless on 1 December 1914, The Main Southern 
Railway Deviation (Picton to Mittagong) Act was 
approved by the NSW Government. 

In 1919, the main railway duplication was complete. 
The line had been shifted eastwards to an alignment 
with 300-metre radius curves and 1 in 75 grades. 
The new line essentially followed the line of the 
Great Southern Road, taking the main line away 
from Thirlmere, Buxton, Balmoral and Hill Top and 
passing through Tahmoor, Bargo and Yerrinbool. 
The deviation was officially opened on 13 July, 1919 
without official ceremony or media attention due to 
the concurrent Australian concern and celebration of 
the signing of the peace treaty from World War I. The 
deviation was designed without a single level crossing 
and is considered an outstanding example of railway 
engineering to this day. 

The original line now became known as the ‘Picton–
Mittagong Loop Line’, because it created a loop with 
the new main line. The deviation had a significant 
impact on the local landscape and on settlements 
in the northern localities of the Southern Highlands 
with some villages struggling with the reduction in 
rail traffic and the removal of access to the main line. 
Subsequently, operations on the Loop Line entered 
a period of decline where any rail infrastructure 
that was deemed superfluous for the line’s local 
purpose was removed. After this time, rail operations 
typically consisted of a small train of a few wagons 
and a passenger car hauled by a tank engine, picking 
up passengers and delivering goods. In later years, 
a railmotor became commonplace, although a 
weekly service from Moss Vale to Sydney on Sunday 
evenings via the Loop Line was in operation until the 
early 1970s.

The Loop Line was closed in 1978. Today it is leased 
and managed by Transport Heritage NSW, which 
operates trains on the Picton to Buxton section. 

Crowds gather for the opening of the line 
from Picton to Mittagong in 1867.
IMG: Railway Resource Centre, Australian Railway 
Historical Society, NSW Division.
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Originally known as Redbank, the station at Thirlmere was 
opened by Railway Commissioner Charles Goodchap on 
1 August 1885. The original station consisted of a stone 
platform, two fettler’s cottages, a small goods shed and a 
siding. The station was renamed Thirlmere one year later on 
1 August 1886.

Thirlmere’s proximity to Picton meant the village was 
initially very modest with only a general store and few other 
businesses present, however the popularity of the Thirlmere 
Lakes district as a picnic and tourist destination helped 
contribute to its growth in the late 1800s.

Thirlmere’s station buildings and the stationmaster’s residence 
are typical of simple railway structures and precincts found in 
regional areas from the late Victorian period. 

Passengers waiting at Thirlmere 
station circa 1900. 
IMG Railway Resource Centre, Australian 
Railway Historical Society, NSW Division. NJ 
Thorpe Collection. 

THIRLMERE 
STATION
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Many industries, namely the timber 
industry, made great use of the station, 
with a dedicated timber siding installed 
and the product eventually being milled 
directly at the station prior to despatch.

James Quilty, a night stationmaster, was 
arrested in 1894 following discovery of 
an illegal still and a quantity of white 
spirit in his home. He was charged £100 
for his illicit discretion.

In the 1890s, two boys, named John 
and Robert Davis, and a man named 
Frederick Vallis, were charged and 
found guilty of the theft of sardines 
and oatmeal from the goods wagons 
at Thirlmere.

The last commercial services to 
Thirlmere operated in 1978.

Thirlmere station in December 1953, showing the Oaks St level crossing. 
IMG Railway Resource Centre, Australian Railway Historical Society, NSW Division. CC Singleton Collection. 

The buildings at Thirlmere are particularly significant 
as they have retained much of their original character, 
fabric and features including the original stone 
platforms. The stationmaster’s residence, adjacent 
to the station, was built in 1891. Shortly after the 
deviation in 1919, Thirlmere’s second platform was 
substantially reduced due to the loss of rail traffic, and 
much of the signalling and associated infrastructure 
was removed. 

By the mid-20th Century, advancements in road 
transport ensured that the importance of the station 
as a functional part of NSW rail gradually diminished 
until the railmotor ceased operating in 1975. The 
station was handed over to the NSW Rail Transport 
Museum (now Transport Heritage NSW) in the same 
year, which relocated its facilities from the Enfield 
Roundhouse to Thirlmere, and built and opened 
its museum on the site.

Thirlmere station is 300m above sea level and was 
the second-last station to open on the line. It didn’t 
receive its depot and the extensive railway yard until 
the NSW Rail Museum chose it for their new museum 
site in the early 1970s and started to lay track. 
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COURIDJAH 
STATION

The loop line was described by Francis Meyers, F. J. Broomfield and J. P. Dowling in 1886 (as recorded in 
K. Chalk, A brief history of Couridjah : in the Wollondilly Shire of New South Wales, Australia (2007):

At Picton the railway begins the ascent to the tableland, the gradient on leaving the station 
being one in thirty-three; within a distance of six miles there is a rise of over five hundred feet, 
at which point the engines stay their course to replenish their tanks. This is done from a chain of 
lagoons on the right known as the Picton Lakes, lying in the broadened bed of a sandstone gully 
– a rough and uninviting country, densely timbered, and but little used. A few miles to the east 
is the darkly-framed Bargo Brush – a primitive forest, through which ran the southern road, and 
which, in days of old, gave shelter and concealment to many bold and bloodthirsty bushrangers, 
whose dark and sanguinary deeds have inscribed the name of Bargo on the crimson calendar of 
crime for in outlaw lore it stands even before Eugowra and Glenrowan.
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In 1927, the area to the east of the train line was 
established as a self-contained consumptive village 
for returning soldiers and sailors suffering from 
tuberculosis. This convalescent settlement was 
introduced to provide a healing environment for the 
patients through fresh air and high elevation, which 
was believed to be of considerable benefit for patients 
suffering tuberculosis, as well as providing an isolated 
location to ensure patient comfort and to contain 
spread of infection from concerned Sydneysiders 
during the mass TB outbreak of the 1920s. The Picton 
Lakes Village served this function until the disease was 
no longer considered a national health issue.

The station was closed in 1978 with the closing of 
the Loop Line. Although the lamp room and signal 
box have long-since disappeared, the waiting room 
remains intact. 

Originally named after the lakes nearby, 
Couridjah was opened as Picton Lagoons 
Tank, a water stop only, in December 1867. A 
passenger platform was opened in 1869; it was 
renamed Picton Lagoons in 1878, changed a 
year later to Picton Lakes, and finally renamed 
Couridjah, after the parish, in January 1929. 

Couridjah served as an important watering 
point for the Great Southern Railway. Due to 
the station’s close proximity to the large 
supply of fresh water at the lakes, a pump 
house was constructed to lift the water to 
water columns at the station for servicing 
steam locomotives, as well as supply water to 
the settlement of Couridjah. 

Today there are three water columns visible at 
the station, one approximately 100 metres to 
the north of the station, while the other two are 
approximately located 100 and 110 metres to 
the south of the station. The stone pump house 
remains in the National Park and the pump 
master’s house still exists at the entrance to 
the National Park from Wilson Drive. 

The modest waiting room constructed in 1867 
is uncharacteristic of standard railway buildings 
from this time due to its timber structure and the 
corrugated metal gabled roof that extends to form a 
platform awning with non-standard brackets. Due to 
this rarity, the station is listed on the State Heritage 
Register as only one of two examples of a rare non-
standard timber building from the early development 
of the railway—the other is a similar building 
at Raglan.

The station also once boasted a signal box and lamp 
room along the platform, with a nearby rail residence 
and locomotive servicing facilities, including an ash 
pit, a sand furnace to provide dry sand to prevent 
wheel slip, sidings and, of course, the water columns. 

Couridjah with its earlier name of Picton Lakes, showing the signal box and lamp room along with 
the tiny waiting room on the platform. The signal box and lamp room have long since disappeared, 
although the waiting room remains. 
IMG: Railway Resource Centre, Australian Railway Historical Society, NSW Division. 

Plan showing the layout and design of the house 
provided for the officer in charge at Picton Lakes. 
IMG: Railway Resource Centre, Australian Railway Historical 
Society, NSW Division. 

9



Image right and above: Two views of Buxton station in 
1966, showing the original location of the platform and the 

simple timber structures. 
IMG: Railway Resource Centre, Australian Railway Historical Society, NSW 

Division, A Grunbach. BUXTON
STATION
Buxton station was opened on 20 October 
1893, the last station to be opened on the line. 
A platform was added a few weeks later on 
the western side of the line on 4 November. 
At this time, a dead-end goods siding was also 
commissioned on the western side of the line, 
complete with catch points to prevent runaways 
heading towards Mittagong. In October 1911, 
a fully interlocked signal box to operate a new 
crossing loop was commissioned on the eastern 
side of the line, while the goods siding was 
converted into a short loop, re-joining the line in 
front of the platform. 

When the main line was diverted to its present 
location in 1919, the crossing loop and all the 
signals were removed and the operation of the 
points for the goods siding were changed to be 
released by staff key. 

The platform and building were removed after 
the station was closed in 1978. The present 
platform and crossing loop were built by 
volunteers of the NSW Rail Transport Museum 
(now THNSW) on the opposite side of the track 
and further south than the original platform. 

Buxton has always been considered 
a small village, as the surrounding 
settlers were mostly farmers that owned 
orchards on the nearby temperate hills 
and slopes as well as having railway 
workers that commuted to the rail yard 
at Picton.

Regardless of its size, however, Buxton 
station was still used to export goods to 
Sydney—The Picton Post reported that 
a total of 1507 goods and parcels were 
dispatched from Buxton station in the 
month of February, 1930. Most of the 
goods were passionfruit grown in the 
nearby orchards.

Thomas Alexander Browne, under the 
pseudonym Rolf Boldrewood—the 
author of Robbery Under Arms—has 
fictitious bushranger Captain Starlight 
hiding in the surrounding area in the 
mid-nineteenth century after breaking 
out of Berrima Gaol; that character was 
partly based on the many bushrangers 
who were in the Bargo Brush area.
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The Sunday afternoon Moss Vale to Sydney service continued to operate down the Loop Line long after the 
deviation through Bargo had been opened, the only through service to do so. Headed by 3669, this service 
was photographed at Balmoral station in 1961. 
IMG Railway Resource Centre, Australian Railway Historical Society, NSW Division. CR Field. 

The name Balmoral was supposedly chosen as a result of a local naming 
competition, however confusion between it and Balmoral in Sydney later saw it 
officially named ‘Balmoral Village’.

The village of Balmoral had modest beginnings. The village was formed by the 
rail workers who were required to excavate the sandstone of Big Hill Cutting and 
then continue maintenance work on this steep grade. Housing began as tents of 
the navvy encampments that belonged to these rail workers and their families 
until landowners began subdividing and selling the land around the station to local 
residents and Sydney siders looking for a country retreat.

BALMORAL 
STATION
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After the line deviation 
and the removal of the 
crossing loop in 1919, the 
village of Balmoral suffered 
as the railway workers 
and associated trades 
moved elsewhere to follow 
employment opportunities. 
However, local services 
were still run on the loop 
line until its closure in the 
mid-1970s.

Big Hill Lower Siding was 
opened in April 1878, 
renamed Bargo in 1881 to 
illustrate its close proximity 
to the Bargo Brush area 
to the east, and finally 
renamed Balmoral in 1888, 
after Balmoral Castle at 
Braemar, Scotland. 

While the station initially 
consisted of a platform 
only, it eventually received 
a waiting shed and crossing loop in 1881 which 
coincided with the station’s first inclusion as a 
passenger stop in the timetable. 

‘Down’ and ‘Up’ tracks were introduced in May 
1891; ‘Up’ meaning the direction toward Sydney, 
and ‘Down’ meaning the direction away from 
Sydney, and a second platform was added for the 
‘Up’ passenger trains on the crossing loop, with a 
catch siding at the northern end. This configuration 
meant that the trains with the biggest risk of 
running away (that is the Sydney-bound trains 
travelling downhill from Hill Top) could be safely 
halted at Balmoral. 

A refuge was later added to allow a train to be 
stabled, and in 1902 a goods siding was built on the 
southern side of the station.

In 1919, coinciding with the diversion of the main 
line to its present location, the crossing loop, 
siding, refuge and second platform were removed. 
In 1936, the goods siding was reduced in length to 
hold a single bogie vehicle, and this was completely 
closed and removed in 1939. 

In 1954, the timber platform was reduced in length 
as by this point the majority of passenger services 
were handled by a railmotor. Today there are no 
buildings or the platform remaining.

As demand declined, the steam-hauled services gave way to railmotor 
services, which, with their lighter axle load and fewer seats, were more 
economical to operate. CPH 34 has pulled up at Balmoral station in 1975. 
IMG Railway Resource Centre, Australian Railway Historical Society, NSW Division. NJ Simons
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HILL TOP STATION
Hill Top station was opened in April 1878 as Big Hill 
Upper Siding, renamed Colo in March 1881 and then 
finally renamed Hill Top in May 1883.

After being almost level through Balmoral station, the 
track begins a steep ascent with a gradient of 1 in 33 
and then 1 in 30 until Hill Top. 

As this section’s steep grade required significant 
excavation and then continuous maintenance work 
after its completion, greater numbers of railway 
workers lived in the area with their families,  

which formed the foundation of the village, originally 
known as Jellore. While accommodation initially 
began as tent housing of these labourers, landowners 
began subdividing and selling the land around the 
station to local residents and Sydneysiders looking for 
a country retreat, which saw the emergence of many 
houses, orchards and produce farms by 1881.

Various industries emerged in the area such as timber, 
turpentine distilling, kerosene distilling, coal mining, 
and prospecting for gold and semi-precious stones. 
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A post office was established at the station in 
1887, where mail and telegrams to and from Hill 
Top were a part of the railway system, and looked 
after by the stationmaster, who also performed 
duties of a post master. This meant that railway 
messages were given precedence over regular 
messages and mail, which often resulted in 
significant delays for public correspondence. 

After many local complaints about the 
inefficiency of this system, a post office was 
awarded to a Mr Bostock in March 1914 who 
operated the postal system out of his shop 
around 21 metres from the station. 

Although the station was named Hill Top in 1883, 
the name was not officially assigned to the area 
until January 1977.

In 1897, the original line between Hill Top and 
Braemar was replaced with a deviation due to 
steep gradients. The disused section of this line 
became what is now known as Wilson Drive, and 
the railway formation and cuttings are still visible 
between Hill Top and Colo Vale today, along with 
some beautifully constructed sandstone culverts. 

The road bridge over the railway line at the 
southern end of Hill Top township is possibly the 
first reinforced concrete bridge built in NSW. 

Due to this increase in industry and employment 
opportunities, the village of Hill Top thrived, 
becoming known particularly as a major producer of 
fruit and vegetables for Sydney, the transportation of 
which naturally meant the railway was integral to the 
success of the village. A crossing loop and platform 
were added in 1891 to accommodate the increasing 
rail traffic.

After the line deviation and the removal of the 
crossing loop in 1919, the village of Hill Top suffered 

as the railway fettlers and various tradesmen moved 
away from the area to follow their work, and access 
to the all-important Sydney markets made harder by 
the fact of no longer being located on the main line. 
Those who stayed became the original residents of 
Hill Top as it is today.

Only the remains of the former Hill Top platform are 
extant today.

1311 at the head of a mixed train sits at Hill Top station in 1949.  
IMG Railway Resource Centre, Australian Railway Historical Society, NSW Division. IK Winney Collection. 

Hill Top station and yard, circa 1900. The 
stationmaster’s cottage is visible on the 
hill in the distance. 
IMG Railway Resource Centre, Australian Railway 
Historical Society, NSW Division.

Railmotor service pauses to pick up 
passengers at Hill Top in 1975. 
IMG Railway Resource Centre, Australian Railway Historical 
Society, NSW Division. IK Winney Collection. 
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COLO 
VALE 
STATION
One of the local charcoal kilns was located 
near Drapers Road.

The structure of the original station 
building is believed to have been a mirror 
image of the Thirlmere station building.

In 1912 a crossing loop re-joined the line in 
the vicinity of Church Road that was a part 
of what is now the elevated dead-end goods 
siding. This siding starts approximately 100 
metres north of the station, crosses Church 
Road and finishes near the now-condemned 
timber road bridge approximately 25 metres 
away. As a part of the northern end of 
this siding, there was a dead-end that was 
extended to become a refuge siding that 
finished in the vicinity of 50 metres to the 
north of the entry of original line from 
Wilson Drive.

Colo Vale Station with its replacement 
building in 1952.  
IMG: Railway Resource Centre, Australian Railway Historical 
Society, NSW Division. IK Winney Collection. 
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Colo Vale station opened in May 
1883 as Coleman’s Siding, and was 
renamed Colo Vale in August 1885. 
The station opened with a crossing 
loop on the western side and a stone 
rubble platform with station buildings 
on the eastern side. 

As early as 1884 there had been 
mining operations in the area to 
locate shale oil and while high 
expectations prompted testing for 
several years, the results ultimately 
proved to be less than sufficient 
quantity and quality for the business 
to continue. 

Nonetheless, by April 1890 the 
surrounding land was being auctioned 
for orchards, housing and business 
sites, which resulted in the town’s 
gradual expansion, including 
poultry farms, piggeries and some 
mixed farms in the 1920s. Certain 
industries, like the small charcoal 
burning industry, were also introduced 
during this time and would remain 
into the 1930s and 1940s. Charcoal 
was bagged and taken to the railway 
station and loaded into railway-owned 
S trucks to be transported for use by 
industry and, during the war years, 
in motor vehicles that had charcoal 
burners. Other industry prospects 
during the 30s through to the 50s 
included sleeper cutters, eucalyptus 
distillers, firewood cutters, dairy 
farmers, nurserymen and orchardists.

In the late evening of Saturday 11 
February 1928 the original station 
building was destroyed by fire; 
labelled as suspicious by police, 
numerous newspapers predicted 
impending arrests, yet none were ever 
made. One year later, work began 
replacing the station building with the 
small timber waiting room that is still 
extant today. 

The line between Colo Vale and Braemar was decommissioned in 
1987 following flood damage to a timber trestle bridge between the 
two, and the section from Buxton to Colo Vale was decommissioned 
in 1989. The original road bridge south of the station has been 
closed and the main road access into Colo Vale now cuts the line at 
the southern end of the station. 

Colo Vale station circa 1910 with a Sydney-bound train 
approaching the platform. 
IMG: Railway Resource Centre, Australian Railway Historical Society, NSW Division. 
SR Beer

A railway drawing showing the residence for the night officer. 
Note the separate kitchen and bathroom. 
IMG: Railway Resource Centre, Australian Railway Historical Society, NSW Division.
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Opened on 1 March 1867, Rush’s Platform was the 
first station to be opened on the Great Southern 
Railway Line. It was eponymously named after 
Bartholomew Rush, one of the area’s earliest and 
most successful settlers. The station was renamed 
Braemar in September 1892, after Braemar House, 
which had been built by Rush around 1820.

The station had a timber platform and waiting shed 
near the northern-eastern corner of Braemar Avenue 
level crossing that was still extant in the mid-1970s, 
however the platform and shed are no longer present. 

The area of Braemar was considered ideal for 
horticulture due to the cool mountain air. Rush 
cultivated orchards on his land and required a railway 
station to assist in the transportation of his popular 
fruit produce to Sydney. The station was also operated 
for the convenience of Rush’s boarding house guests 
from the nearby Prince Albert Hotel (c. 1811), where 
the Prince Albert Inn stands today. The railways were 

always political, as demonstrated by this historical 
practice of building regional railway stations to 
accommodate the needs of wealthy or influential locals.

The station had no siding but the line was lifted to 
its present level as a result of the deviation between 
Hill Top and Colo Vale in 1897. The sidings were for 
the Industrial Estate (engineering and manufacturing) 
to the north of Braemar Avenue and are, in part, 
diagonally opposite to where the station platform 
would have been. The station closed with the closure 
of the Loop Line in 1978; however this section of the 
Loop Line is still classified as ‘Main Line’ to service 
the Braemar Industrial Estate.

BRAEMAR 
STATION

Bartholomew Rush
Born c.1811, Ireland
Died 1905, Marrickville, Sydney

Irish immigrant Bartholomew (Bat) Rush was an 
entrepreneur, contractor, significant land owner 
and orchardist who achieved considerable wealth 
and success in the early days of the Southern 
Highlands. He also built the first telegraph line 
from Sydney to Albury, the Bourke line, Lismore 
Line, and others.

Rush operated an exclusive boarding house 
known as the ‘Prince Albert Hotel’ built c. 
1811, about 400 metres from where the station 
was eventually located. The house—initially 
named Rush’s Family Hotel, then The Willows 
and later the Willow Vale Private Boarding 
House—was advertised as a ‘Great Health 
Resort and Sanatorium’ and was frequented by 

many affluent patrons. The site of the hotel was 
also regarded a haven to travellers who had to 
negotiate the notorious Bargo Brush between 
Bargo and Mittagong, which consisted of thick 
bushland that was a popular haunt for notorious 
bushrangers during the mid-18th Century.

The financial crisis of 1891 caused Rush to sell 
his property to a consortium of investors, and 
during this time a private sub-division of land 
opposite the property was put up for sale which 
became the village of Braemar.

Upon his death on 7 August 1905, at 94 years, 
he left behind six children, 17 grandchildren and 
two great grandchildren.

Braemar station hosting a film special for the 
ABC in 1973. 

IMG: Railway Resource Centre, Australian Railway Historical 
Society, NSW.
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The long trestle bridge between Colo Vale 
and Braemar. 
IMG: Railway Resource Centre, Australian Railway Historical 
Society, NSW. J Long. 
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STONEQUARRY
CREEK 
VIADUCT

The viaduct over Stonequarry Creek is 26 metres 
high at its highest point and 92 metres long.

Three workers who died during the construction 
of the viaduct are commemorated by a memorial 
at St Mark’s Anglican Church in Picton.

It was designed by John Whitton, the Engineer-
in-Chief for the NSW Railways, who is known as 
the ‘father’ of NSW railways.

The viaduct cost £10,000 to build, almost one-
tenth of the cost of the wrought-iron girder 
bridge at Menangle. 
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An early mixed goods service crossing the 
viaduct halts for an official photograph. 
Image: Railway Resource Centre, Australian Railway 
Historical Society, NSW Division.

Stonequarry Creek is the main waterway running 
through Picton, starting at Lakesland and 
eventually emptying into the Nepean River. It 
cuts across what became the railway alignment 
immediately south of Picton station through 
a deep valley. To traverse it, NSW Railways 
Engineer-in-Chief John Whitton approved a two-
track, sandstone viaduct, following the refusal of 
enough funds to build iron girder bridges. The end 
result is a structure that remains in daily use one 
hundred years later. 

The viaduct was built by Murnin and Brown, who 
took over the contract to construct it in 1863 
following the failure of the previous contractor. 

Although the line from Picton to Mittagong was 
constructed as a single line, the viaduct was 
designed and built to accommodate two tracks. It 
is the only one of Whitton’s viaducts that was dual 
track from the beginning; further economies saw 
all other sandstone viaducts constructed under 
Whitton constrained to single track. 

The five arches are topped by a stone parapet, 
to which a railing was later added for the 
safety of railway staff and passengers.

A view of the viaduct from Stonequarry Creek, below. The creek at this location was 
turned into a pool and was a popular bathing spot for Picton locals during the 1930s. 
Image: Railway Resource Centre, Australian Railway Historical Society, NSW Division. 
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BIG HILL 
CUTTING

The Sydney Morning Herald described an 
accident that took the lives of rail workers 
constructing Big Hill Cutting, Patrick McHugh 
and Jeremiah Connor on 13 May 1863:

Some of the men on the works were 
employed in blasting the rock in cutting; 
they had bored a hole five feet ten inches 
deep in the solid rock; the hole had been 
charged with about thirteen inches of 
powder; the fuse was lighted, but missed 
fire; a man named Henry Dean dressed 
out the hole again; he got down to the 
powder, and scraped some out of it; he put 
the drill In to loosen the powder; deceased 
was about six feet away from the place; all 
at once the powder went off; some of the 
rock struck deceased, and knocked him 
between the wagon wheels and the side of 
the cutting.

An inquest into the deaths of the rail workers 
found that both men were ‘killed by the 
accidental igniting of powder, in a blast on the 
railway works, at the Rocky Water holes, by 
being struck by the rocks dislodged by the said 
blast on the 5th of May, 1863’.

Extra locomotives were required to help the trains over 
the very steep grades between Balmoral and Hill Top. 
To facilitate this, a siding was put in between Balmoral 
and Big Hill Cutting in 1912. Known as Berallung, it only 
lasted until the deviation in 1919. 
IMG: Cash Family Photos, Thirlmere. Tony Morrice Collection. 
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Even though John Whitton had originally signed off 
a survey that would have avoided the Saddle Back 
Range, the final chosen route between Balmoral 
and Hill Top necessitated ploughing through the 
high range. Initially this section was planned as a 
tunnel until it was realised that the smoke from the 
locomotives working hard up the gradient would be 
trapped in the tunnel and suffocate the crews and 
passengers, and an open cutting was agreed on. When 
built, what became known as Big Hill Cutting was the 
deepest railway cutting in the Southern Hemisphere. 

Workers spent six months excavating through solid 
sandstone using dynamite and basic hand tools to 
complete the 78 foot (23.4 metre) cutting so that the 
4.8 kilometre section of line up the range could rise 
on a gradient of 1 in 30. Work was halted for a time 
after a bungled explosion maimed and killed two 
workers, Patrick McHugh and Jeremiah Connor; the 
second fatal incident in the area during the building 
of the railway line. Both names of the men were 
carved into the rock face just north of Hill Top in 
memoriam, although the elements have since eroded 
these carvings.

In the vicinity of the 
deep cutting where the 
1:30 grade begins, a 
refuge siding known as 
Berallung came into 
operation in October 
1912 for the specific 
purpose of holding up 
to four bank engines, 
which could be attached 
to ascending trains to 
provide extra power to 
haul the loads up the 
steep gradient.

Setting the catch points at Hill Top to clear so the 
railmotor can progress down the steep gradient 
through Big Hill Cutting towards Balmoral. 
IMG: Railway Resource Centre, Australian Railway Historical 
Society, NSW Division. NJ Simons Collection. 

The siding was located at the Picton end of the deep 
cutting with the formation of the short refuge siding 
being on the western side, with the ability to be used 
as a runaway siding if needed. The signal box closed in 
July 1919 when the siding was no longer required with 
the deviation of the 
main line.

An early view of railway fettlers on their trike in 
Big Hill Cutting. 
IMG: Railway Resource Centre, Australian Railway Historical Society, 
NSW Division. Tyrells Ltd. 

The height of the 
cutting through 
Saddle Back is 
clearly evident in this 
photograph of a CPH 
railmotor with driver 
and guard posed in 
1952. The old road 
bridge is still evident 
in the background; 
this bridge was 
replaced in 1974. 
IMG: Railway Resource 
Centre, Australian Railway 
Historical Society, 
NSW Division. 
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