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The Race to Birmingham– 360 years of timetables 
GEOFFREY CLIFTON 

I  CREATED THIS CHART TO SHOW 
my Master of Transport Management 
students how the railways have 

evolved over the years and to motivate a 
discussion of what benefits this has 
brought to the travelling public. I chose the 
journey from London to Birmingham be-
cause this is both the oldest timetable 
(1841) in my collection and the newest 
(the proposed High Speed 2 (HS2) rail line 
is due to open in 2026). In the process, I 
discovered evidence of a ‘Race to Bir-
mingham’ to rival the later ‘Race to the 
North’ and uncovered some of the timeta-
ble gems available online.  

The coach era 

Even before the coming of the railway, 
travel times between London and Birming-
ham were improving immensely through a 
combination of better roads and faster 
coaches. Jenni Coles-Harris has discussed 
the history of the London to Birmingham 
stage coach on her readable blog http:// 
mappingbirmingham.blogspot.co.uk. In 
1659 the trip from London to Birmingham 
took four days, by 1731 the first regular 
weekly service took only two and a half 
days. By 1837, on the eve of the opening 
of the first railway, Leigh's New Pocket 
Road-Book of England and Wales listed 
the journey time by coach as 11:56.  

The Railway Era 

The London and Birmingham Railway 
(part of today’s West Coast Main Line or 
WCML) was opened between Euston sta-
tion and Birmingham’s Curzon Street sta-
tion in 1838. Francis Coghlan published a 
time table for the new railway in his book 

“The Iron Road Book and Railway Com-
panion from London to Birmingham, Man-
chester and Liverpool”. The timetable is 
instantly recognisable as such and shows 
fast departures from London at 08.00, 
11.00 and 16.00, each taking 05:37 to 
reach Birmingham. 

The oldest copy of Bradshaw’s guide that I 
have found online is from the 10th month of 

1839 (as a Quaker, Bradshaw eschewed 
months). By then the fastest train was the 
09.30 Mail, timed to arrive in Birmingham 
five hours later at 14.30. By 1841, the 
official timetable showed that the Mail was 
now due to leave fifteen minutes later but 
still arrive at the vague time of ‘about 2 ½’ 
after six intermediate stops. 

Interestingly, the timetable states that ‘The 
times of the Trains conveying the Mails 
are fixed by the Postmaster General, under 
the powers granted by Act of Parliament, 
Act 1 & 2 Vic. cap. 98.’ Why was this 
information considered relevant for a pub-
lic timetable? The time table itself is taken 
from the ‘LMS Centenary of the opening of 
the first main-line railway’ publication of 
1938. 

Birmingham Bypassed and renewed 
competition 

As the decade of the 1840s progressed, 
travel times improved steadily. By 1846, 
the fastest train on the LNWR (successor 
to the London & Birmingham Railway) 
was the 17.00 1st Class Express which took 
3:00 but by 1848, this train had been 
slowed down to 3:20. The construction of 
the Trent Valley Line meant that trains to 
the North of England and Scotland no 
longer needed to travel via Birmingham. 

However, competition was renewed with 
the opening of the Great Western Railway 

James Pollard’s “The ‘Tally-Ho’ London – Birmingham Stage Coach Passing 
Whittington College, Highgate” 1836 on display at the Tate Britain gallery.  
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(GWR) line to Birmingham via Oxford in 
1852. Five years later, the GWR held the 
lead in travel times with the 09.15 from 
Paddington to Birmingham Snow Hill 
taking 2:50. The LNWR also had a service 
at 09.15 from Euston but this arrived in 
Birmingham fifteen minutes after its rival. 
The LNWR’s fastest service was the 11.45, 
which the GWR chose not to compete with 
and both offered services at 17.15 which 
took 3:05 to reach Birmingham. 

The LNWR took the honours in the 1895 
Bradshaw with the 16.30 ‘Birmingham 
Express’ which took only 2:35 minutes 
with four intermediate stops. The compet-
ing Great Western Railway's' Birmingham 
and North Express’ left at 16.45 and only 
stopped at Oxford but took 2:41 minutes to 
arrive at Birmingham Snow Hill. 

Geoff Lambert was kind enough to fill in 
some detail here. In 1910, services had 
sped up to 2:00 on the LNWR and the 
LMS was able to offer a service of 1:55 on 
the eve of World War II. 

The post-war period 

By 1963, competition between the WCML 
and Great Western Railway had turned to 
cooperation as British Railways moved 
most of the Birmingham services over to 
the Western Region whilst the WCML was 
rebuilt and electrified. The few services 
that remained on the WCML were slower 
than in 1895 but services from Paddington 
were noticeably faster with most expresses 
(including the Birmingham Pullman and 
the Inter-City) doing the journey in under 
two hours with a number of stops. The 
fastest journey was the 14.10 and the Mon-
days only 09.00 non-stop services which 
did the journey in 1:50 (a whole ten min-
utes faster in fifty years). These services 
travelled via what is now the Chiltern 
Main Line, finished in 1910 and bypassing 
Oxford. Express trains on this line were 
cancelled in 1967 after the electrification 
of the WCML was completed but services 
were restored in 1993 and have continued 
to grow under Chiltern Trains. 

In 1969, the WCML expresses took only 
1:30 to complete the journey from the 
rebuilt Euston Station to Birmingham New 
Street with one or two intermediate stops. 
Services were consistently fast throughout 
the day but the off-peak services tended to 
be a few minutes faster as loadings were 
lighter. The timetables of the early 1970s 
included the useful feature of a diagram-
matic map showing the fastest journey 
times from a range of locations. 

The next 35 years were surprisingly un-
eventful. Services remained at around 90 
minutes with a few intermediate stops 
served. Trains served the Birmingham 
International Airport from 1976 and the 
new town of Milton Keynes from 1982. 
For comparison, rival services on the Chil-
tern Main Line from Marylebone station 

are also shown. These are the successor of 
the GWR express services and were rein-
troduced in the early 1990s. A substantial 
investment has been made in rebuilding 
this line and times are now competitive 
with the rival service offered by Richard 
Branson’s Virgin Trains.  

The 90 minute mark was beaten for the 
first time in 2005 as another rebuilding of 
the WCML and the provision of new trains 
started to show benefits. The rebuilding 
was completed in 2008 when journey times 
fell to 82 minutes. Currently, services that 
leave Euston at 23 minutes past the hour 
complete the journey in 82 minutes with 
stops at Watford Junction, Coventry and 
Birmingham International. Services oper-
ate every twenty minutes throughout the 
day. Watford Junction, Milton Keynes and 
Rugby station are each served by only one 
of the three trains an hour [our page 5].  

If the planned High Speed 2 line is built, 
then trains from London will return to 
Curzon Street station by 2026. The pro-
posed journey time of 49 minutes would 
represent a time saving of 85% in the 185 
years since trains started running [our 
pages 2 and 5].  

The chart is a work in progress. The effects 
of the two World Wars are not shown, 
although these apparently slowed journey 
times as the railways struggled with the 
need to accommodate the required troop 
and freight trains and the effects of less 
money and manpower for maintenance. I 
have also started a chart to show how times 
from Sydney to Parramatta have evolved 
but I lack timetables from before the mid-
dle of last decade. 

Note on sources 

A large number of Bradshaw’s guides are 
available online, scanned from the hold-
ings of various libraries. Google Books 
holds a number as does a database called 
‘The Making of the Modern World’, which 
is available through the Sydney University 
Library.  
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T his letter is much more serious than 
most things that appear in hobbyist 
magazines such as this, dealing as it 

does with a significant moral issue.  How-
ever, my letter is motivated by the sombre 
theme of the November 2013 edition of 
The Times, that is War, and in particular 
by the preamble to the article, “A Timeta-
ble of the Third Reich”, on page six. 

In his introduction to the above article, 
Geoff Lambert explains that the Sydney 
Convenor of the ATTA, Geoffrey Clifton, 
recently appeared on ABC local radio in 
Sydney to talk about the hobby side of 
timetables.  Another interviewee on the 
same program was Simon Longstaff, Ex-
ecutive Director of the St James Ethics 
Centre.  Over coffee in the Green Room, 
Simon asked Geoffrey the following hypo-
thetical question: “What would AATTC 
(sic – then the current name of the ATTA) 
do if someone offered it a timetable show-
ing trains of the Holocaust in WWII?”.  
Geoff Lambert concludes the paragraph, 
thus: “Geoffrey said as I am sure we all 
would – we would reject it and ask the 
donor to send it to a Holocaust Museum”. 

Despite Geoff’s assumption, my answer 
would be the complete opposite – I would 
accept the timetable on behalf of the 
ATTA!  To explain why, I ask the follow-
ing question: Why have Holocaust Muse-
ums been set up right across the planet?  I 
venture to suggest that they exist within 
the spirit of the well-known George Santa-
yana quote: “Those who cannot remember 
the past are condemned to repeat it”.  In 
other words, the primary function of a 
Holocaust Museum is to remind or teach 
people what has happened in the past, and 
to hark back to the catch cry of the imme-
diate post-war era: “Never Again!” 

I would further suggest that it is duty of 
every decent human being to also remind 
other people of the horrors of the past.  
Therefore, it should also be the responsi-
bility of organisations like the ATTA to 
preserve remnants of past terrors (should 
they be given the opportunity) and of thus 
maintaining documents that show past 
human errors!  Yes, it is good that Holo-
caust Museums do their job so well, but 
not everyone visits such places and there-
fore, when other organisations are given 
similar opportunities, they should accept 
this responsibility.  This does not mean 
that they cannot concurrently record their 
revulsion.  (Yes, I do know that in the case 

of the ATTA the proposition is purely 
hypothetical.) 

We should also remind ourselves that de-
spite the sterling efforts of Holocaust Mu-
seums and similar agencies, their excellent 
work often seems to be of little or no avail.  
I am not only referring to people like the 
Holocaust Deniers; I am also thinking of 
all the attempted holocausts that have oc-
curred since the cry went up: Never 
Again!”  I am thinking of Cambodia, of 
Rwanda, of Serbia, of Croatia, of Timor 
Leste, of Sri Lanka, of Syria … sadly the 
list goes on … there are many others that I 
haven’t listed! 

To return to the original question, perhaps 
I would even go as far as publishing a copy 
of a timetable showing long trains of cattle
-trucks taking their human cargo to their 
ultimate destiny in the gas chambers.  By 
doing so, perhaps I may cause some people 
to ponder on this serious moral question. 

In conclusion, The Times article doesn’t 
tell us how ethicist Simon Longstaff re-
sponded to Geoffrey Clifton’s response to 
his question – I would love to know 
Simon’s reply! 

-Albert Isaacs 

T he November War issue is great. I 
love the huge Reichslokomotives. I 
have a French graphic novel in 

which the artist envisioned likewise mas-
sive locos pulling mile-long trains. 

However, I don’t understand your com-
ment in the 3rd Reich timetable article: 

…I am sure we all would: we would reject 
it and ask the donor to send it to a Holo-
caust museum”. 

Why? While as a librarian I appreciate 
offers of material to the library, If offered 
an interesting item in my personal capac-
ity, I would keep it if I liked it, and pass it 
on myself to ensure it found an appropriate 
home. 

I also don’t understand your comment: 

“My especial fear was that this timetable 
would indeed give details of Holocaust 
trains. Lucky for me it did not. … This is 
why I feel I can review it here” 

Why was interesting historical information 
a ‘fear’? Why would you *not* analyse/
review an historically important timetable 
in The Times???  

The way I read it, you are self-censoring 
out of some political correctness, which I 
just don’t understand. Can you please ex-
plain why you appear to not want to dis-
cuss certain timetables in a journal of time-
tables? 

-Brendan Whyte 

M y principal reason for being 
reluctant to publish a Holocaust 
railway timetable is related to 

the ideas related to the phrase “The Banal-
ity of Evil”. This was part of the title of a 
book written in 1963, about the trial of 
Adolf Eichmann. The author of this book 
attempted to excuse the actions of 
Eichmann by arguing that he was not evil 
in the sense that Hitler was evil- he was 
just following evil orders. This book 
caused a great furore. The counter argu-
ment – that Eichmann knew what he was 
doing and agreed with it was argued force-
fully in scores of publications.  

When I faced this dilemma (or, more cor-
rectly when I thought I was going to face 
this dilemma), I considered how we should 
view the timetable compilers and the train 
operators for Holocaust trains. They could 
hardly be unaware of what they were do-
ing, but they went ahead and did it any-
way. From the point of view of a timetable 
analyst, it seemed to me that to study and 
dissect the technical details of such timeta-
bles would, in some way, “whitewashing” 
what was going on. I thought it would be 
like discussing the chemistry of the Gas 
Chambers in a purely scientific manner (I 
am a chemist by training).  

Had the timetable turned out to be what I 
feared, I would have forwarded it first to a 
Holocaust museum and asked for advice 
on how to proceed.  

I should also say that, in trying to resolve 
my potential dilemma, I made a diligent 
search on the Internet for such timetables. 
There was nothing. There could have been 
two reasons for this- there never were any 
such timetables or that they existed, but 
that no one had considered that they could 
be reproduced or discussed in a way that 
did not appear to “dignify” such timeta-
bles. 

I  wrote to Simon Longstaff asking for his 
comments but, at the time of going to 
press, had not received a reply. 

-Geoff Lambert 

The Banality of Evil– to publish or not to publish? 
Albert Isaacs, Brendan Whyte  and Geoff Lambert 
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N INETEEN FIFTY ONE SAW 
the end of W.A. Government Rail-
ways special trains from Perth to 

country horse race meetings. 

Horse racing, apart from being a popular 
business and pastime throughout Australia, 
was an income earner for the government 
railway systems. Western Australia had a 
few race course branch lines (Belmont, 
Coolgardie, Bunbury, Helena Vale and 
Canning Park) and special stations for 
other courses (Belmont Park / Goodwood, 
Northam, York, Geraldton and Toodyay). 
Race trains to other towns could be author-
ised to stop for passengers at designated 
points that were not recognised stations 
(for example the racecourse near Nabawa 
on the Yuna branch). For many years, 
timetable alterations and/or additional 
trains were provided for race meetings 
throughout the WAGR system. By the 
1950s only 6 race courses outside Perth 
were served by trains and there were no 
local trains such as from Geraldton to Na-
bawa or Kalgoorlie to Coolgardie. York 
and Northam were the only remaining 
racecourse stations outside the metropoli-
tan area. 

In 1950, the last year of all-train services 
to race meetings, there were 8 services 
from Perth to Bunbury; 5 to Pinjarra; 8 to 
Northam; 6 to York; 1 to Toodyay; and 
there were 2 extra overnight sleepers from 
Perth for the Kalgoorlie-Boulder Racing 
Carnival (22/8 – 3/9) and one return. Other 
than Kalgoorlie the race specials were 
combined horse and passenger trains. 
Horse boxes were loaded at both South 
Beach (near Fremantle) and Belmont, and 
they were worked to Perth or Bayswater as 
appropriate, with the train from Fremantle 
usually forming the race special from 
Perth. For trains to Bunbury and Pinjarra 
horses were also loaded while the race 
special sat at Rivervale station although on 
return trains an unloading stop was not 
provided. I presume those horses were 
railed to Belmont. The trains to all courses 
could also pick up passengers and horses at 
any station or siding en route. Most coun-
try race meetings were held on Wednes-
days. 

At first, 1951 saw traditional horse and 
passenger race trains but by the end of the 
year road buses had taken over all specials 
except the overnight Kalgoorlie-Boulder 
trains; horse boxes were no longer con-
veyed to the country meets. The first coun-
try race meeting served by the WAGR in 
1951 was Bunbury on 10 January with a 
horse/passenger train leaving Perth a  
7.20am. Only three Bunbury race meetings 
were served that year and the next, on 14 

November, was by bus. 

The first road bus special to a country race 
meeting was that to York on 27 June 1951. 
Two ‘traditional’ race trains had run on 9 
& 14 May. The 27 June was a combined 
race / trot day with morning and afternoon 
bus departures from Perth, but the next 3 

York meetings were served by ‘Diesel 
Trains’, the ADF class ‘Wildflower’ diesel 
power unit and coaches. These were on 25 
July, 15 August and 5 September. The meet 
of 24 October was to be served by a diesel 
train but this was changed to bus. Two 
were run- for races during the day, and 

The demise of country race trains in W.A. 
By DAVID WHITEFORD 
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trots in the evening. 

Pinjarra had four ‘traditional’ services then 
three bus services for the remainder of the 
year. Northam also had four ‘traditional’ 
trains, then one diesel train and no further 
services for the year. Toodyay only saw 
one WAGR service, a diesel train on 19 
September, while the Kalgoorlie-Boulder 
carnival (23/8 – 2/9) again had two extra 
overnight trains from Perth and one return. 

1952 was an all-bus year, with no special 
train (or bus) to Kalgoorlie. However the 
buses had enabled the WAGR to broaden 
their services with Goomalling trots (13/3) 
and Beverley races (30/4 & 11/6) being 
added to the programme. There had also 
been a bus for the Harvey trotting meeting 
on 5 December 1951 but there was no 
1952 service. Pinjarra had buses on 6 days, 
Bunbury 7, Northam 5, Toodyay 1, York 
8. For York, five of these were combined 
racing and trotting days and buses were 
run in each direction to and from the re-
spective grounds for the day and evening 
meets. Buses were also given the flexibil-
ity of departing the race meeting ‘20 min-
utes after the last race was completed’ 
should it be running late. Although not 
stated in the Weekly Notices, presumably 
the race trains would not leave strictly to 
time if the meeting was running late. 

How do the train and bus schedules com-
pare? 

BUNBURY 10/1/1951 
combined horse / passenger train. 

Horse box trains left Belmont at 6.30am 
and South Beach 5.55am for Perth with the 
race train leaving Perth at 7.20am. A 15 
minute stop at Rivervale for loading horses 
was made 7.35 – 7.50am, and Bunbury 
arrival was 12.30pm. A refreshment stop 
was made in Pinjarra. 

Bunbury departure was 5.50pm, arrival in 
Perth 10.10pm with horse box specials to 
South Beach (arrive 11.05pm) and Bel-
mont (10.47pm). No unloading stop was 
made at Rivervale and there was a Pinjarra 
refreshment stop. 

14/11/1951 Bus. 

Perth departure 9.15am, Bunbury race-
course arrive 1.10pm, depart 5.05pm - 
Perth arrive 9.00pm. The bus also had a 10 
minute refreshment stop in Pinjarra in each 
direction. 

Train – 5 hours 10 minutes; bus 3 hours 55 
minutes – with the bus going direct to the 
course but the train to the Bunbury station, 
a few km from the course. 

PINJARRA 17/1/1951 

Horse box trains left Belmont at 9.35am 
and South Beach 8.33am with the race 
train leaving Perth at 10.15am, Rivervale 
loading stop 10.25-10.40, Pinjarra ar-

rive   1.05pm, depart 5.15pm, Perth arrive 
7.45pm. Horse boxes to South Beach de-
parted Perth at 8pm (arrive 8.47) and Bel-
mont also at 8pm (arrive 8.20). 

21/11/1951 Bus. 

Perth depart 11.30am – Pinjarra arr 
1.15pm, depart 5.05pm – Perth arrive 
6.50pm. 

Train - 2 hours 50 minutes; bus 1 hour 45 
minutes. The race course is adjacent to the 
railway yards. 

NORTHAM 4/4/1951 

Horse box trains left Belmont at 9.45am 
for Bayswater and South Beach at 8.10am 
for Perth. The race train left Perth at 10.02 
am, stopping at Bayswater to attach horse 
boxes 10.11 – 10.19am, and arriving 
Northam Racecourse 1.15pm. Departure 
was 4.50pm, stopping in Bayswater to 
detach horse boxes 7.45-7.55pm and arriv-
ing Perth 8.05pm. South Beach horse 
boxes arrived there at 9.17pm while the 
Belmont boxes had had, according to the 
Weekly Notice, a one minute journey from 



The Times   February 2014 9  

Bayswater to Belmont arriving there at 
7.51 after leaving Bayswater at 7.50. 

There was a refreshment stop timed in 
Chidlow. 

8/8/1951 Diesel Train 

Perth depart 10.50am – Northam Race-
course arrive 1.45pm, depart 4.50pm, 
Perth arrive 7.30pm. A refresh. stop was 
made at Spencers Brook on the outward 
journey and Chidlow on the return. 

2/4/1952 Bus. 

Perth depart 11.00am – Northam Race-
course arrive 1.10pm, depart 5.00pm, 
Perth arrive 7.10. There were no refresh-
ment stops. 

Train – 3 hours 13 minutes; Diesel train 
– 2 hours 55 minutes; bus 2 hours 10 
minutes. 

YORK 9/5/1951. 

Horses left South Beach at 7.48am and 
Belmont (for Bayswater) at 9.15. The 
race train left Perth at 9.28am, Bayswater 
9.37- 9.45, York Racecourse arrive 
1.15pm, depart 4.15pm, Bayswater 9.00-
9.10pm, Perth arrive 9.20pm. Horse boxes 
reached South Beach at 10.27pm and Bel-
mont at 9.20pm – following a 10 minute 
journey from Bayswater! Refreshment 
stops were made at Spencers Brook in both 
directions. 

25/7/1951 Diesel Train. 

Perth depart 10.35am – York Racecourse 
arr 1.20pm, depart 4.25pm – Perth arrive 
7.30pm. 

27/6/1951 Bus 

Races - Perth depart 11.00am – York ar-
rive 1.05pm, depart 4.50pm – Perth arrive 
6.50pm. 

Trots – Perth depart 5.00pm – York arrive 
7.10pm, depart 10.55am – Perth arrive 
12.55am. 

There were refreshment stops at The Lakes 
on the outward journeys only. 

Train – 3 hours 47 minutes; Diesel train 2 
hours 45 minutes; bus 2 hours 5 minutes. 

TOODYAY 13/9/1950. 

Horses left South Beach at 7.48am and 
Belmont (for Bayswater) 9.13am. The race 
train left Perth at 9.30am, Bayswater 9.40- 
9.49, Toodyay 1.15pm; depart 5.30pm, 
Bayswater 8.58-9.10pm, Perth arrive 
9.20pm. South Beach horse boxes arrived 
there at 10.27pm and Belmont at 9.10pm. 
Although Toodyay racecourse had had its 
own station it was long out of use by the 
1950s. 

19/9/1951 Diesel Train 

Perth depart 10.45am – Toodyay arrive 
1pm, depart 5pm – Perth arrive 7.30pm. 

21/5/1952 Bus 

Perth depart 11.00am – Toodyay race-
course arrive 1.20pm, depart 5.00pm – 
Perth arrive 7.20pm (Refresh stop at The 
Lakes forward journey only). Train – 3 
hours 45 minutes; Diesel train 2 hours 15 
minutes; Bus 2 hours 20 minutes. 

Conclusion 

With the exception of Toodyay, the bus 
services were far quicker than any of the 
rail services, and the Toodyay buses used 
the longer road route via Great Eastern 
Highway and Clackline rather than the Red 
Hill route that new WAGR road bus ser-
vices would commence using within 2 
years. The ‘traditional’ trains also resulted 
in a lot of light engine and empty stock 
workings, often required bank engines, and 
some signal boxes were switched in spe-
cifically for the race specials. The total 
running costs for one train would, by the 
1950s, quite possibly exceed the income. 
While consists were not always mentioned, 
it appears that the Northam and York trains 
were standardised by then with one AD 
coach from Fremantle and two lavatory 
side door carriages from Perth in addition 
to however many horse boxes were pro-
vided. This was not a large passenger con-
sist, despite the requirement for bank en-
gines from Midland Junction to Koojedda. 

Bunbury consists were not recorded but a 
U class steam locomotive was required. A 
Ds tank engine hauled Pinjarra trains and a 
P class those to Toodyay. 

Finally, the Kalgoorlie – Boulder Racing 
Carnival. On Thursday 23 August 1951 an 
additional sleeper, Kalgoorlie passengers 
only, train was run overnight from Perth 
and #87 fast goods from Perth to Merredin 
on Monday 27 August was altered to run 
as a sleeping berth-only passenger train to 
Kalgoorlie. There was an overnight sleeper
-only return extra on Sunday 2 September. 

While the continuity of trains to country 
race meetings had ended, during the hey-
day of the Hotham Valley Tourist Railway 
in the 1980s and 1990s, special trains were 
once again run from Perth to some country 
towns for race days, including stopping at 
the former Northam Racecourse station 
site. Special trains are no longer run on the 
former WAGR system either by preserva-
tion groups or by the contracted rail opera-
tors. 

As an aside, the end of race trains did not 
mean the end of the Northam Racecourse 
station. It remained in working timetables 
until 1967 when Weekly Notice 28 an-
nounced its ‘elimination’ from 24 July. 
However it was again ‘eliminated’, this 
time from 23 December 1968, in W/N 50 
of 1968. The station had been a request 
passenger stop for timetabled services for 
most of its existence and also available for 
goods traffic.  
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M any people are familiar with 
railroad passenger timetables. If 
not the exact layout and infor-

mation contained therein, they would be 
familiar with the concept that the trains 
stop at a certain place and at an appointed 
time to take on and let off paying passen-
gers. When I hired on with the N&W, I 
discovered employee timetables. I had no 
idea of all the information they contained. I 
am sure you have found that it is far more 
difficult to obtain these timetables first 
hand than it used to be. This is because 
there are many fewer active railroaders 
and, with the wholesale closure of depots 
and towers, there are fewer opportunities 
for the public in general and rail fans in 
particular to interact with railroad personal.  

This might be an opportune time to exam-
ine the anatomy of a railroad employee 
timetable. I have chosen a Norfolk South-
ern Piedmont division timetable from the 
1990's as an example. 

Following the merger of the Southern Rail-
way and Norfolk & Western in 1981, the 
newly formed Norfolk Southern took on 

the timetable format of the N&W for rea-
sons unknown to me. They measured 4 
1/2" x 9 1/2" and stapled. Not loose leaf as 
the Operating and Safety Rulebooks. 
Prominent on the cover is region and divi-
sion name, date and time of issue and time-
table number. Note that nothing on the 
railroad ever happens at exactly noon or 
midnight. It is always 12:01PM or 
12:01AM. This eliminates a possible point 
of confusion. The N&W/NS maintained 
the same beige cover but changed the 
cover color print with each new issue to 
ensure expired timetables would stand out 
and not be used.  

The station pages, probably the most fa-
miliar of a timetable, have changed greatly 
over the years. In addition to the location 
(no longer depot) names, mile posts and 
sidings, timetables from an earlier time 
contained the arrival, departure and meet-
ing times of first, second and third class 
trains. Those were the days of schedules 
and train orders as well as agents, opera-
tors, depots and towers located every few 
miles along the line before radios, central-
ized traffic control and track warrants. 

As you can see, the station pages are sim-
pler. These pages cover the mainline from 

Lynchburg, VA south to Salisbury, NC and 
Salisbury to Greenville, SC. The layout is 
pretty straight forward with columns for 
capacity of sidetracks, mile posts, stations, 
tracks & signals, interlockings, railroad 
crossings and finally number of miles from 
Washington Union Station. This was all 
double track at one time but as the number 
of trains decreased, large sections of the 
second main track were removed leaving 
alternating double and single-track. The 
"Y" next to some stations signifies the 
presence of a wye track where locomotives 
and cars can be turned. The "DN" denotes 
an operator on duty 24/7 (Day/Night). The 
next column designates this is Traffic Con-
trol / Remote Control territory. One line is 
single track and two lines for double track. 
There is only one interlocking and railroad 
crossing which is located at Graham, NC, 
MP377.1. In the Special instructions sec-
tion you find this has controlled signals 
(not automatic) and the CSX is the cross-
ing railroad. 

Amtrak schedules are included only for 
information and guidance of employees. 
They do not grant schedule rights or supe-
riority to the trains. 

One of the critical elements in every em-
ployee timetable are the speed limits. 
These pages show some of the system 
wide General Speed Restrictions on spe-
cific cars, locomotives and trains. On the 

Anatomy of an employee timetable 
STEVE PARIS http://www.rrpaper.com/ 
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right hand page are the speed restrictions 
by district, starting with the Washington 
District between AF Tower and Monroe, 
VA. It starts with overall speed limit for 
passenger, Rail Highway and freight trains, 
then proceeds to speed restrictions specific 
turnouts and curves. 

One of my favorite parts of a timetable is 
the map. Not all timetables have them but 
it is good to match up the station pages to 
where they actually fit in with the rest of 
the railroad. The Piedmont division has 
grown considerably since the merger and 
now includes the former Eastern and Caro-
lina divisions. This one division includes 
many of the much smaller Southern Rail-
way divisions. The map is located at the 
centerfold. 

The next scan shows the  tonnage ratings of 
4 groups of similar sized locomotives be-
tween pairs for cities. It also shows line 
segments where six axle engines are pro-
hibited. 

Not everybody is a rail fan and knows the 
different locomotive makes and models so 
Norfolk Southern includes a complete ros-
ter of their locomotives by road number 
and model. 

Even in this modern technological age, 
certain aspects of railroading remain con-
stant. One is the requirement of a high 

 

quality, highly accurate railroad ap-
proved timepiece. My 30 year old Pulsar 
wristwatch still runs like a champ. These 
pages list the approved watches and the 
location and hours of open agencies. Even 
though the small town depots are gone, 
there are still agents on duty at the larger 
yards. 

Railroaders are required to know the signal 
names and indications by heart. Their lives 
depend on it. Just in case, though, the sig-
nals for their division are included in the 
timetable as well as the Operating Rule-
book. It's surprising the number ways sig-
nals can display "Stop". 

And finally, the back cover. It's the same 
colors as the front. The diagonal stripes are 
for better visibility. This size timetable fits 
easily in a pocket and can be used for hand 
signals. 

I have touched on some of the highlights 
of an employee timetable but there are, of 
course, a whole wealth of additional infor-
mation to be found in an employee timeta-
ble. They are all there for a reason: to en-
sure the safe and efficient operation of the 
rail lines.  

Timetables, like most everything in life, 
have changed over the years. The central 
focus of a typical railroad employee time-
table are the station pages. In general, they 
listed the stations and depots along a line 
of road. Speed limits, signal rules, special 
instructions, etc. were found in their own 
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sections elsewhere in the timetable. For 
more a in-depth discussion, see the 
"Anatomy of a timetable" page. The lay-
out, size and information shown on station 
pages vary from railroad to railroad . As an 
example of the changes taken place over 
time, I have selected the former Atlantic 
Coast Line main line southbound from 
Rocky Mount, NC to Florence, SC. 

 

Atlantic Coast Line Northern Division  
Supplement #1 to Time Table #2, dated 
July 25, 1936: Size: 9" x 10 3/8"[above] 

This line has always been heavy in passen-
ger trains, mainly from the northeast to 
Florida. You can see that there are 4 
through passenger trains: The Tamiami, 
Coast Line Florida Mail, Havana Special 
and Palmetto Limited. There are also trains 

to and from Wilmington, NC (the ACL 
headquarters) which connect to the 
mainline at Contentnea, NC and Pee 
Dee, SC. There is even a mixed train 
originating at Fayetteville heading down 
the Bennettsville Branch. Only two 
freight trains are scheduled, although 
there were surely extras. 
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Atlantic Coast Line Northern Division  #4 December 17, 1953 
Size: 9" x 10 3/8" [above] 

This is from the hey day of the Florida passenger trade. Traffic has 
grown to 9 through trains, most of which are in the middle of the 

night and make no stops. There are still trains going to and from 
Wilmington. A new column as been added to show mile posts 
(miles from Richmond, VA). On the opposite age (not shown) are 
the schedules for 6 Third Class Through Freight trains and 4 Fourth 
Class Local Freight trains.  
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Seaboard Coast Line Rocky Mount Di-
vision #1 April 28, 1968Size: 8 1/2" x 8 
1/2" unfolded [above left] 

It is now 1968 in the off season and you 
can see there is only 3 through passenger 
trains but many more scheduled freight 

trains including the Piggyback Special. 
The Wilmington trains are now gone. Ad-
ditional information now shown includes 
Station Numbers, Scales, Wyes & Siding 
Car Capacity, and railroad crossings at 
grade (Wilson, Selma, Fayetteville, Pem-
broke and Dillon). 

Seaboard Coast Line Rocky Mount and 
Raleigh Divisions #6 October 25, 1981 
Size: 8 1/2" x 8 1/2" unfolded 

1981, the era of Amtrak. As a testament to 
the heavy traffic between the northeast and 
Florida, Amtrak is still fielding two trains 
on this line with one more on the parallel 
former Seaboard Air Line through Raleigh, 
NC and Columbia, SC. The format is basi-
cally the same but the actual milepost loca-
tions have replaced the miles from Rocky 
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Mount. 

CSX Florence Division #6 July 1, 2010 
Size: 8 1/2" x 11"  

 Fast forward to a more recent example. As 
you can see, this is not your father's station 
page. Much more information has been 
consolidated on this page. In one glance, 
you can see there is now a track diagram / 
schematic. Station names are still listed 
with mile posts. It is easy to see what the 
speed limit and signal system 
(authorization to move) is for each mile of 
road. With all this information, the line 
from Rocky Mount to Florence is now 
spread over six pages plus there are six 
more pages of South End Subdivision Spe-
cial Instructions.  
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