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New Zealand Rail Public Timetables 
Victor Isaacs 

I 
N THE NINETEENTH CENTURY 
it was fairly common for 

Australasian newspapers to print 

local railway timetables, sometimes as 

advertisements placed by the railways, 

and sometimes they were inserted by 

the newspaper as a public service. The 

practice ceased as railway networks 

developed, and therefore the space 

required for timetables increased. It is 

especially productive to look for 

railway timetables around the dates 

that new lines were opened in the area 

served by a newspaper. 

By a very large margin, the best 

example of railway timetables in 

nineteenth century Australasian 

newspapers was in the Otago Daily 

Times of Dunedin, New Zealand. (The 

ODT is now the oldest surviving NZ 

newspaper.) The ODT’s timetables are 

so good because they cover not only, 

as one would expect, the immediate 

vicinity of Dunedin, but almost all of 

the South Island of NZ. In the 

nineteenth century most NZ railways 

were in the South Island. It seems the 

ODT published these every day. The 

timetables seem to have been changed 

twice a year. I have found new South 

Island timetables dated 1 December 

1876, 1 May 1877, 1 December 1877, 

1 May 1878, 7 October 1878 and 1 

May 1879. The last one is particularly 

interesting because it was immediately 

after the completion of the South 

Island Main Trunk line, providing 

continuous communication from 

Christchurch to Invercargill, and 

because the South Island network was 

by then quite developed. 

In the middle of 1879 the ODT 

stopped its daily reproduction of 

Railway timetables. This is hardly 

surprising, because by then the 

timetables were occupying nearly two 

columns of a page. That is, they were 

taking up almost one sixteenth of the 

four page newspaper. To find these 

timetables on the NZ National 

Library’s Papers Past website. 

An edition of Bradshaw’s Guide to 

New Zealand was published for 

January 1880. It looks remarkably 

similar to Bradshaw’s Guide to 

Victoria of this period. The absence of 

any other dates in library catalogues 

suggests this may have been a one-off 

http://paperspast.natlib.govt.nz/cgi-bin/paperspast
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publication. As usual with NZ 

timetables, it goes from north to south. 

At this time, railways in the North 

Island were just a series of short, 

disconnected lines running inland, 

whereas the South Island had a 

coherent network. As well as railway 

timetables, there was also some 

general information about NZ. 

The first NZR PTT I have seen is from 

April 1894 interestingly entitled 

“Time Table for the New Zealand 

Government Railways and the 

Wellington-Manawatu and NZ 

Midland Railway Companies’ Private 

Lines”. This was book style, 4 x 5 

“inches, price one penny. The NZR 

loved to number its PTTs. This is 

 

number 48, suggesting they had been 

published for some time before this. 

The next NZR PTT I have seen is No. 

361 of 16 November 1930. It is the 

same page size and comprises 268 

pages, price sixpence. There is a very 

attractive coloured fold-out map with 

each island on one side. The front 

cover has a steam locomotive 

superimposed over a clock and outline 

of NZ. The title is New Zealand 

Government Railways Time Table and 

List of Guest Houses. Indeed, 

advertisements for accommodation 

throughout the country occupy 24 

pages. As usual, timetables go from 

north to south, suburban and country. 

Scattered among the railway 

timetables are NZR’s buses (sorry 

“road motors”). There is a lengthy list 

of road, steamer and launch services 

that connected, including NZR’s Lake 

Wakatipu steamer. A very nice touch 

is the inclusion of gradient profiles of 

mainlines (sorry “main trunks”) and a 

detailed map of the Raurimu Spiral. 

NZR PTT No. 377 of 1 December 

1935 is similar, except there are more 

NZR road motors. 

No. 389 of 4 May 1941 is also broadly 

similar. The front cover is now of 

thundering J and K express steam 

locomotives and a railcar. There are 

fewer branch line rail services. The 

road services have significantly 

expanded. They are now moved to 

their own section, following the rail 

timetables. 

It is a good thing that this 1941 edition 

was well produced, because it was the 
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last for nine years – there were no 

public timetables during or after the 

War. 

NZR PTTs resumed publication from 

22 May 1950 - designated “New 

Series: No. 1”. They were now quite 

different. There were now separate 

books for the two islands. Each book 

cost one shilling. The page size was 

large, 8 x 9 inches. The colourful front 

cover was a painting of K957 steam 

locomotive hauling an express 

overtaking a NZR road motor. Rail 

timetables occupied the first half of 

each book, then road services.  Each 

book had a map of their respective 

island. 

Separate books were maintained at 

least until New Series No. 6 of 3 June 

1962 for the South Island and New 

Series No. 7 of 1 July 1962 for the 

North Island. The colour front cover 

illustration is now of a railcar with the 

NZR road motor waiting at a level 

crossing. 

Sometime between 1962 and New 

Series No. 12 of 28 November 1966 

combined books for the whole country 

were re-introduced. The style is the 

same, however. Now, on the front 

cover picture, the NZR railcar and 
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road motor are overshadowed by an 

inter-island ferry. 

The final complete PTT was New 

Series No. 21 of 14 July 1976. From 

1977 until 1988 NZR published 

pamphlets usually under the title of 

“Timetable of principal services for 

Tourists and Holidaymakers.” Since 

then, the NZR and its various 

successors have just produced little 

pamphlets. Currently KiwiRail runs 

very few long-distance passenger 

trains, and they are mainly tourist-

orientated. Timetables are usually just 

a small part of their general tourist-

orientated publicity brochures. 

After the 1950s PTTs did not include 

schedules of suburban services. These 

were in separate pamphlets for each 

city. 

Currently the suburban services in 

Auckland and Wellington have 

individual line timetables. 

In 1979, 1983, 1984 and 1986 the 
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Rangitikei Railfans Group produced 

timetables of NZ’s long-distance 

passenger trains. These included 

working times, train compositions, 

distances, heights and other 

information for informed railfans to 

use on their travels. 

Comment on this article – – Letter to 

the Editor, Facebook  

Return to Contents Page 

mailto:thetimes@timetable.org.au
mailto:thetimes@timetable.org.au
https://www.facebook.com/AustralianTimetableAssociation/
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Y 
OUR AUTHOR WAS 

SOMEWHAT gobsmacked to 

read in November’s Table 

Talk that Jetstar are to introduce 

flights from Melbourne to Busselton. 

He was even more gobsmacked to 

learn what flights currently operate to/

from Busselton. 

Jetstar’s timetable – 3 days a week - 

will be Melbourne 0800, Busselton 

1005-1040, Melbourne 1610. 

Where is Busselton you ask? It’s a 

town on the coast of WA about 200km 

south of Perth, and is famous for its 

jetty which, according to Wiki “is the 

longest timber-piled jetty in the 

southern hemisphere at 1841 metres 

long… The Busselton Jetty is home to 

one of only five underwater 

observatories in the world!”. 

The key reason for Jetstar’s interest is 

that Busselton is the northern gateway 

to the Caves District, which runs down 

the coast to Cape Leeuwin. It is well 

known for the limestone caves, the 

Margaret River wine area and surf 

beaches. So there should be 

considerable tourist demand. 

Indeed the airport has been known as 

Busselton Margaret River Airport 

since 2015. 

It appears not too much will need to be 

done to the airport to accommodate 

Jetstar’s A320-200 aircraft operating 

long haul to/from Melbourne. The 

runway length is 2,460m and 

apparently can accommodate A330’s 

which Jetstar might use. Much work 

was done at the airport in 2017. More 

here. 

The accompanying table shows details 

of movements through the airport as at 

Nov 19. Flights are operated by Virgin 

Australia Regional, almost certainly 

using long in the tooth Fokker F100 

twin jets. They all originate or 

terminate at Perth but what stands out 

is that there are departures to a place 

called West Angelas but no arrivals. 

Before we answer that one, let’s 

inquire into Boolgeeda and 

Barimunya, as well. All three are in 

the Pilbara iron ore mining district 

about 1,200 km from Busselton. So 

almost certainly these flights are for 

fly-in/fly-out mine workers. There 

must be enough of them living in the 

Caves District to justify diverting the 

flights from Perth via Busselton. 

The answer to our query about West 

Angelas is that flights to / from this 

airport also serve Barimunya. The 

flight time between the two airports, 

according to Flight Aware is a 

remarkably low 11 minutes.  The 

distance is 69 km so it must be the 

take off to touch down time, not the 

block (door shut to door open) time. 

Busselton or Bust 
James T Wells 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Busselton_Jetty
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Busselton_Margaret_River_Airport
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One cannot book on these flights as 

they are chartered by the mining 

companies. 

The flight numbering is a little 

confusing. For example, on Tuesdays 

VA9223 operates Perth to Boolgeeda 

via Busselton and returns the same 

way as VA9224. 

Also on Tuesdays VA9251 operates 

Perth to Busselton where it forms 

VA9254 to West Angelas and 

Barimunya and back to Busselton. The 

onward flight to Perth has a different 

number – VA9222. 

If you do have to get to the Pilbara, 

Virgin has flights to Newman from 

Perth, as does Qantas. Newman is 

about 115 km air miles from West 

Angelas. 

Comment on this article – – Letter to 

the Editor, Facebook  

Return to Contents Page 

mailto:thetimes@timetable.org.au
mailto:thetimes@timetable.org.au
https://www.facebook.com/AustralianTimetableAssociation/
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