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� 9.0  MARKING THE PHASES OF LIFE 

�

 
Mortuary Station in Regent Street soon after its opening in 1868 (GPO collection, Mitchell 
Library, State Library of NSW, SPF/36). 

� 9.1 Birth and death 

This state theme covers activities associated with the initial stages of human life and 
burying the dead. Railways had a strong association with burying the dead, particularly 
prior to the widespread advent of motorised road transport. 
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In 1868, while Sydney railway passengers had to contend with the cramped and 
uncomfortable conditions of a temporary tin shed on the outskirts of the city as their 
main station, the handsome Mortuary Station was opened in that year for the dead 
and mourners departing on funeral trains to Rookwood Cemetery. Designed in Gothic 
Revival style by the colonial architect James Blackett, the elaborate sandstone 
building was intended as a celebration of the passage of the coffin to the train.1 A 
larger station of similar style was built in the middle of the cemetery for the arrival of the 
trains and three unloading platforms were subsequently provided to cater for the 
different sections of the huge necropolis. Known as receiving houses, the mortuary 
stations had sculptured figures such as cherubs and floral designs set into the 
stonework; the wooden roof trusses were similarly adorned; the floors and the 
platforms were paved with tiles from the Cumberland Pottery. Two funeral trains ran 
to Rookwood each day and, as the train approached each station en route, the driver 
tolled his bell and slowed down. Menfolk on the platform and railway employees would 
doff their hats while the train passed. The funeral trains ceased running to the 
cemetery in 1948 and the Rookwood Station building was removed and reconstructed 
as the ’Stations of the Cross’ church in Ainslie, Canberra. Mortuary Station has been 
remains in Regent Street.2 

                                                 
1 State Project Heritage Group, ’Central Station Conservation Management Plan’, Report, August 1995, p. 46. 
2 Building Australian Identities, ’The mortuary train to Rookwood’, 

http://www.teachingheritage.nsw.edu.au/c_building/wlocality9_2_ochert.html  
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At Newcastle , funeral trains to Sandgate Cemetery  were introduced on 10 September 
1881 when a short branch line from Sandgate Station into the cemetery opened. 
Mortuary Station, located near Newcastle Station, was opened in 1883 as the 
departure point for these trains, which ran of on 'daily as required' basis. Corpses 
travelled free, but a fee of 10s was applied on 'Special Trains', while 'friends' paid 2s 
First Class and 1s Second Class for the 7 mile journey. These services survived well 
after the Rookwood funeral trains, finally being withdrawn on October 1985.3 

The relationship between railways and death was not limited to city dwellers, however. 
When people died away from their home community, they were transported back to 
their home centre in coffins carried in the baggage car of mail trains. And when 
arrangements were in place for the funeral, mourners would travel by train to the town 
where it would be held. 
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Plaques  and other memorials to those killed in railway accidents have been erected in 
a number of locations by those affected by the tragedy, the most notable being the 
plaque to Australia's worst rail disaster, the Granville accident of January 1977. 

The Australian Railway Monument  at Werris Creek  was established as a tribute to 
the railway industry and its employees for their contribution to Australia's development. 
It commemorates the lives of railway workers from every state and territory of Australia, 
who died as a result of an accident at work. Those honoured at the ARM are listed on a 
database providing details of the employee and the accident that resulted in their 
death, and there is a second database of the major railway accidents that have 
occurred in NSW, which includes the reports of the accident, the findings of inquiries 
into the accident and photographs of the scene. The monument itself comprises six 
large sculptures of different categories of railway workers by renowned sculptor 
Dominique Sutton, an amphitheatre with representation of the railway tracks that 
established Werris Creek as a major railway junction, and walls of honour with plaques 
to some 2600 railway workers, mainly from NSW but arrangements are in place to add 
names from other states to be added. 

 

 
The statue dedicated to drivers and firemen 
at the ARM at Werris Creek with an honour 
wall behind awaiting plaques for rail 
workers from other states (RF McKillop 
photo) . 

 
Visitors view plaques to NSW railway 
workers killed on duty at the ARM at Werris 
Creek (RF McKillop photo). 

                                                                                                                                                                  
3 McKillop & Sheedy, 2008, pp. 45, 163. 


