
   Sugar train
Across the unforgiving Nullarbor, one lifeline linked 

the remote outposts and railway fettlers to the 
world beyond. Stephen Orr ventures aboard the 

iconic Tea and Sugar train of yesteryear. 

as they sounded. Men (and wives and 
kids) in tents and, later, asbestos and 
cream brick buildings, working to 
unite the country. Life was a constant 
improvisation. News came from up the 
track — from the bigger town, cities, the 
world — via the Tea and Sugar. 

Just once a week, departing Port 
Augusta at 10.47 every Thursday 
morning. Loaded with everything from 
lettuces to light globes. Trawling the 
seemingly endless standard gauge 
track. Stopping at work camps for 20 
or 30 minutes to deliver orders, have 
a quick yarn, make sure everyone was 
still functioning. The whole camp would 
arrive, and gangers, working up and 
down the line. Faces washed and belts 
tightened, as the shop girls explained 
what Hitler, or Mao, or Pol Pot was up to 
– who was running the country, had won 
a million quid, or stood on the town hall 
balcony waving to the girls (John, Paul, 
Ringo, and some other fella?).

Like Daisy Bates, who lived at 
Ooldea siding, looking after the local 
Aborigines, the ‘Trans’ became an 
Australian institution — now an icon, 
but back then, a necessity. For most of 
its life the Tea and Sugar was made up 
of a locomotive and four specialised 
cars. First, the Pay Van. The men 
would arrive here first, receive their 
money, count it (probably). Later, 
this van doubled as an agency for the 
Commonwealth Bank. Railway mums 
and kids could save their pennies and 
pounds, and each week, come to check 
their compounded fortunes. Then, to 
the Butcher Van. Orders were ready and 
waiting. Steak tonight, snags tomorrow, 
bit of corned beef for Sunday. At first, 
the Tea and Sugar included a stock 
wagon (meat-on-legs — the refrigeration 

wasn’t that good). A few unlucky beasts 
would be unloaded, or the butcher 
would step out with his knife ready. 
Stock was killed and dressed on the run, 
as the Nullarbor’s billion stars slid by.

Next, a visit to the Provision Store: 
flour, sugar and vanilla essence, oats 
and writing paper. A few books, ordered 
especially, to ward off the boredom. And 
in the refrigerated compartment, you’d 
find ice-cream and frozen peas (after 
they’d started freezing them). 

The Tea and Sugar ran for more than 
80 years, well past the time when it 
was needed by the Railways (as wooden 
sleepers were replaced by concrete). 
When, on 30 August 1996, it left on 
its final run, many were sad to see it 
go. Not that there weren’t other and 
easier ways to keep supplied in the 
modern age, but more because this 
train had come to symbolise hope, an 
umbilical connection to civilisation, 
and something to look forward to every 
week, as the vibrations travelled the 
tracks, the diesel’s big engines grew 
louder, the purple slug appeared over 
the horizon and crawled, inch by inch, 
over the thousands of empty acres. 

In 1954 the Australian Commonwealth 
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T HE NULLARBOR is a place of 
extremes. No trees, of course. 
Hot. Forty-nine in summer. Port 

Augusta to Norseman is 1,675 kilometres 
(including Australia’s straightest stretch 
of road). A few kangaroos, wombats, 
camels. Not much else. But it had to 
be crossed — firstly, on horseback, 
then railway. It was a big job. Nation 
building. States were too poor, so the 
Commonwealth Railways stepped in. The 
Trans-Australian Railway, between Port 
Augusta and Kalgoorlie, started stretching 
east-west in September 1912. Slowly. 
Expensively. By 1915 the two converging 
ends were still 1,000 kilometres apart 
and, on the South Australia side, the 
workers were hungry, thirsty, in need  
of the consolations of civilisation.

And from the beginning, the ‘Tea and 

Sugar’ was there, a train, steaming from 
Port Augusta, to supply the fettlers. At 
first, it was a simple service to provide 
the basics, but by 1917, when the line 
opened, it had become more organised 
providing meat, provisions, fruit and 
vegetables, health services and, most 
importantly, a pay cheque (not that  
there was anywhere to spend it).

Prime Minister Andrew Fisher had 
gotten his way; the country was united, 
at last. But for years to come, hundreds 
of men and women would be needed 
to replace the wooden sleepers, fix the 
sun-warped rails, man the repeater 
stations, work in the hospitals and 
shops, and keep the trains running. At 
first, small settlements sprung up along 
the line: Hesso, Kultanaby, Malbooma 
and Mungala. Stops as rough and ready 
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hooked up and a nurse sent to check 
on the locals’ wellbeing. Babies were 
weighed, examined and vaccinated, 
wounds treated, men and women’s 
plumbing discussed and antibiotics 
provided for blighted eyes. One mum 
explained, “The young mothers never 
miss a chance to take their children to 
the health centre coach for a check-up. 
There’s never much to worry about. 
Where there are no people you just  
don’t get epidemics.”

Some consolation. And the soothing 
hand of civilisation didn’t rest there. 
Jimmy Stewart and Shirley Temple 
visited the outback, too — in the form of 
a film car that ran once a month. Here, 
everyone could gather for a few hours 
as a grainy, black-and-white George 
Wallace walloped across the Western 
Australian goldfields in Wherever She 
Goes, or young Julie Andrews described 

her favourite things. It’s strange to 
imagine now, but children brought up 
along the line had no television, cinema, 
Doris Day, nor the cascading strings of 
Mantovani. These were other worlds, 
piped into their diesel-smelling desert, 
their corrugated iron bedrooms and 
bread-and-dripping kitchens. It must 
have seemed wonderful: to escape,  
just for a while, from a dun-coloured 
world of dingoes and flies.

Then, at Christmas, the train’s 
engineer, Alf Harris, would put on his 
Santa suit and greet the kids as they ran 
towards the train. They’d gather inside, 
and presents would be distributed. It 
didn’t matter whether your mum had 
remembered to order a gift — station 
kids, local Aborigines, everyone was a 
winner. Alf played the part for 36 years, 
for a generation of railway offspring just 
as excited and involved as any city kid. 

Film Unit jumped aboard and recorded 
a small memento for the future. Mostly, 
they captured simple black-and-white 
images that needed no narration: kids, 
waiting for the train to stop, so they 
could smell the liquorice in the store or 
see the cow’s eyes looking down at them. 
A Greek ganger explained how he loved 
“the sight of the paymaster. My name is 
Papadopoulos. My brother and I make 
about £26 a fortnight and send back 
about £15 to Greece so that our mamma 
and poppa can come out to Australia too.” 

One woman explained why they 
needed the train: “We have news from 
everyone along the line and I remember, 
just recently, I was so very ill I had to be 
taken by section car down to Tarcoola. 
There was no sister there so they sent 
across to Ceduna and the Flying Doctor 
came along. We stayed there overnight 
and she took me back to Ceduna with the 
train sister and they had the ambulance 
waiting. Took me straight into the 
hospital and onto the operating table 
without even taking my shoes off.”

That’s how it was done along the 
Nullarbor. You made the best of things. 
As another railway wife explained, 
“What you lose on the roundabout you 
gain on the swings… life’s not so bad.”

Here’s the rub. Those who had 
nothing were happiest, in a way. You 
valued what you had, and those around 
you. Avis French, who grew up along 
the line, explained, “In the bush you 
don’t shun people. Whoever they are, 
whatever colour their skin.”

The idea was, perhaps, that 
eventually, everyone would need to 
rely on someone else. There were no 
Aborigines, Afghans, wogs — just 
people. The desert had dissolved walls, 
suburbs, class, education, employment, 
everything. You were just a fettler, or  
his wife, or kid, or the fella that brought 
the meat or furniture. 

Later, after the butcher knocks off, he 
cleans his face, changes his shirt, and goes 
to lie down in the Relay Van. It’s simple, 
with a rug, and a small fan to blow hot air 
over his body. After waking, he visits the 
rumbling toilet (nothing between him and 
the sleepers), cleans up and heads into the 
kitchenette. Plenty of meat, as he helps 
a tired driver cook a few eggs, chops and 
rashers of bacon. After the dishes, and 
a stop at Bates, they retire to the lounge 
to play cards and perhaps read about 
Lasseter, before retiring to bed. Another 
big day tomorrow, and more people 
relying on them. It’s important they’re 
well-stocked and on time. Mums will be 
waiting with their wheelbarrows, seeking 
self-raising flour for a week of scones. 

On 24 February 1943, Broken Hill’s 
Barrier Miner explained why they 
couldn’t be late. 

Workers on the Trans-Australian 
Railway have been complaining  
that they have been left for days 
without essential supplies, including 
bread and meat. On Wednesday  
they threatened to stop work if 
provisions were not sent…

It turned out that the bread was taking 
longer to cook, the provisions, to be 
packed. The system was fixed, and the 
Tea and Sugar was soon back on time. 

The train provided more than basics. 
Every six weeks a medical van was 
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with their wheelbarrows, 
seeking self-raising flour 
for a week of scones.
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They’d be given a plain-wrapped gift, 
a soft drink, and lollies. One Tea and 
Sugar veteran explained, “You get a list 
of what children you are to give presents 
to but… a lot more would roll up so you 
had to have surplus.”

But it couldn’t last forever. In 1981 
the Tea and Sugar service was restricted 
to railway camps. The following year 
the butcher’s van was removed and 
meat delivered in pre-packed portions. 
The 20th century had finally caught 
up with the Sugar. Soon, there’d be no 
more water delivered, no fuel, no small, 
ecstatic — but necessary — moments  
in the lives of thousands of people 
who’d chosen to work and live along  
the Nullarbor railway.

Today, the Trans-Australian Railway 
is the Indian Pacific, a three-night, 
4,300-kilometre journey from Sydney 
to Perth. Apart from the big cities, the 
train stops at Cook, 130 kilometres 
shy of the Western Australian border 
(the Tea and Sugar’s last stop in the 
terminal years prior to 1996). Cook is 
typical of most of the tired train’s old 
haunts: a handful of inhabitants, a 
muddle of disused railway buildings (at 
its peak 200 people lived here), a few 
dogs and a kangaroo. There are medical 
supplies in case of a railway disaster, 
accommodation for drivers, fuel tanks 
and a shop that opens, not surprisingly, 
only when the train pulls  
in. It’s 10 hours’ drive to the nearest 
town, so the Indian Pacific does what  
its predecessor did, and provides food 
and other supplies to the locals.  

Cook was mothballed in 1997 when 
the railway’s new owners realised it 
was surplus to need. Like so many of 
the old places that kept our transport 
infrastructure going: surplus to need. 
Now, Indian Pacific passengers have 
90 minutes to stretch their legs and 
marvel at a living relic that once 
had a swimming pool, school and 
hospital with its famous sign: ‘If you’re 

crook, come to Cook’. Then, the train 
sounds its horn and it’s all aboard. As 
fascinating as it is, no one wants to get 
left behind. It’s a little bit of history, 
clinging to the edge of the desert, 
its abandoned vans and government 
houses narrating the story of when 
this place, and the other Tea and Sugar 
stops, were alive and kicking. 

Thankfully, the Tea and Sugar 
vans have been saved from the desert, 
restored and housed at the National 
Railway Museum in Port Adelaide. Now, 
kids still climb aboard, although they 
have no idea about pounds, shillings and 
pence, or why a plastic leg of mutton 
sits gathering dust in the Butcher Van. 
Excellent interactive displays keep the 
stories alive, although only as long as 
we’re interested. A bed remains made  
up in the Provision Store. There’s the 
same table with the same crossword 
books, the same fan and radio. The  
Tea and Sugar is still running, carrying 
us away from city, to land, and its own 
little Gravox dreamings. 

* The Tea and Sugar train features in 
Stephen Orr’s new novel, The Hands 
(Wakefield Press), out in July.  

Want to learn more about the Tea and Sugar? 
• Watch the Commonwealth Film Unit’s 1954 recording  
on the Tea and Sugar Train on the National Archives of Film 
and Sound Archive’s Youtube channel at http://ow.ly/LllVW
• Visit the National Railway Museum in South Australia  
at natrailmuseum.org.au
• Did your ancestors work on the railways? See CoraWeb’s 
round-up of genie resources at http://coraweb.com.au/
categories/occupations---australia/railway-workers

USEFUL RESOURCES
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