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 5.0  WORKING AUSTRALIANS 

 

 

Carriage examiners with their tools of trade in Sydney Yard in the early 1900s (SRNSW 
Series 17240). 

 5.1 Labour 

This state theme covers activities associated with work practices and organised and 
unorganised labour. As the state’s largest employer throughout most of its existence, 
the NSW Railways looms large in the thematic labour history. While there is good 
coverage in the literature of selected railway work places and organised labour, 
historical research in this area has been patchy. Mark Hearn has given an overview of 
the Australian Railways Union in Working Lives and there are also detailed accounts 
of daily lives in workplaces such as Eveleigh Railway Workshops. A number of 
railway employees have published autobiographies of their working lives in recent 
years and the oral histories also offer valuable insights into the railway labour story.1  
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From its humble beginnings in 1855, the NSW Railways developed into a gigantic, 
paternalistic organisation in which the chief commissioner was the �big daddy� and 
authority was directed downwards through the heads of each branch, then to the 
section heads and via a strictly defined order to the lowest junior porter or cleaner. 
Rules and regulations defined the responsibilities of specific positions in minute detail, 
with the safety of the public highlighted as the first duty of each employee. Promotion 
through the ranks was dependent on length of service and one�s ability to pass tests 
based on knowledge of the rules and regulations required for high-level positions. 

Uniforms and tools defined the categories of railway workers and their activities. In the 
monolithic Traffic Branch, most workers commenced their careers as junior porters 
and then gained promotion through various grades of porter and Assistant Station 
Master (ASM) before joining the ranks of Station Master (SM), graded according to 
the importance of their particular station of posting. Uniforms were initially modelled 
on those of the Prussian Army, with senior officers gaining more impressive caps and 
gold braid on their coats to denote their rank. Much of the work was manual, such as 
sweeping platforms, cleaning toilets, loading and unloading luggage and parcels vans, 
assisting passengers and doing any chore deemed beneath the dignity of those 

                                                 
1 Hearn, Mark, Working Lives: A history of the Australian Railways Union (NSW Branch), Sydney, Hale & Iremonger, 1990; 

Ames, Ken, Grease to Gold Braid, Sydney, ARHS, 2003; Ellis, Denny, A Railwayman’s Journey, Sydney, ARHS, 2005. 
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directing them. Their tools of trade included ticket dispensing racks, luggage barrows, 
lamps of various types, a range of journals and books of forms for recording every form 
of transaction, and flags and whistles to signal the departure of trains. 

In large railway yards, shunters  were employed marshalling goods wagons into the 
required train configuration, while station staff undertook shunting duties at smaller 
stations. It was the most dangerous occupation on the railways and the men who 
undertook this work developed a close bonding within their teams as they relied on the 
diligence of their fellow workers to ensure a safe shift.2 The shunters 'uniform' was 
generally shorts and singlet, with a battered greasy hat.  

Employees of the Mechanical Branch  experienced work places with a strong 
industrial setting, covering the depots where locomotives  and rolling stock  were 
stabled and serviced, and the large workshops where they were built and underwent 
heavy overhaul. With high concentrations of workers, these work places were strongly 
unionised and also had their compliments of 'informal positions', such as SP 
bookmakers, barbers and watch repairers. The 'uniform' was overalls, usually with a 
'drivers cap' or a battered Akubra hat for locomotive crew, and collar-and-tie for the 
supervisors. Shop committees arranged social activities and shopping deals with local 
businesses.3�
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Station staff loading mail into a mail van at Centra l Railway Station circa 1930s. Hood 
Collection Part II, State Library of NSW (PXE 789 v 19, C /V a220004). 
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Railway fetters  working in track repair or bridge gangs  experiences a far more 
isolated and autonomous work environment. They generally lived in isolated camps 
and undertook hard physical labour replacing worn sleepers and rails, and shovelling 
ballast. Their tools were round-mouthed shovels, hammers, adzes and crowbars, a 
jigger to bore the sleepers and rail tongs. 

                                                                                                                                            
2  McKillop, Robert F, 2008(a), p. 98; 2008(b), p. 149. 
3  McKillop, Robert F, 2008(b), p. 144-5. 


