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Editorial  

This month the theme of ‘Training In Retirement’ is continued with a 

second article on Preservation, on this occasion featuring the 1’ 11½” 

Welsh Highland Railway. This line was chosen for a number of reasons: 

the sheer scale of the project – re-establishing 25 miles of railway line, 

the main part of which had been closed for some 60 years; the 

associated legal, financial, physical and indeed social challenges (a 

small number of opponents of the rebuilding of the line resorted to 

vandalism);  and of course the WHR’s strong South African connections.  

Training In Retirement Part 4 – Preservation Part 2 

The Welsh Highland Railway – a complicated story  
As is frequently the case with railways in Wales particularly narrow 
gauge ones, the history of the Welsh Highland Railway is closely 
associated with slate mining. Another interesting feature of the WHR is 
how its history is intertwined with that of its neighbour the Festiniog 
Railway. A third thread is the role of civic authorities in 
promoting/subsidising the line. 
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Route of the Welsh Highland Railway
In 1922 two 

companies – the 

North Wales Narrow 

Gauge Railways 

(NWNGR) and the 

Portmadoc, 

Beddgelert and 

South Snowdon 

Railway (PBSSR), 

successor to the  

Portmadoc, Croesor 

and Beddgelert  

Tram Railway 

merged to form the 

Welsh Highland 

Railway. The 

NWNGR, conceived 

and engineered by 

Charles Spooner 

who was  secretary 

and engineer of 

Festiniog until 1887 

and also owned a 

quarry in Bryngwyn, 

south of Caernarfon, 

had built a 1’11½” 

narrow gauge line 

from a junction with 

the standard gauge 

London and North 

Western Railway 

line at Dinas to 

Bryngwyn with a 

branch from Tryfan 

Junction via 

Waunfawr to Llyn 

Cwellyn (Snowdon 

Ranger) The line 

was opened in 1877 

and was extended to 

South Snowdon 

(Rhyd Ddu) in 1881, 

a total of 9 miles.  
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In 1902, the newly formed PBSSR took over the failed Portmadoc, 
Croesor and Beddgelert (horse drawn) Tram Railway with the aim of 
extending it to South Snowdon slate quarry in the Nant Gwynant  Pass. 
What is interesting about this project is that it was associated with the 
construction of a hydro-electric power station at Nant Gwynant which is 
still in operation today. The orginal line and the extension was to be an 
electric railway operation.  Work started in the Aberglaslyn pass in 1905 
but was abandoned following the outbreak of the First World War 
although the tunnels through the Pass were mostly completed. 
The project was revived after the War but as a steam powered operation 
and the entire line after refurbishment and improvements opened in 
stages in 1922 and 1923. Finance for the construction work was 
obtained from the Ministry of Transport and the local authorities but the 
terms of the loans meant the WHR could never earn sufficient income to 
pay the interest let alone repay any capital. 
Beset with financial problems from the start, facing a declining slate 
industry, competition from motor cars and buses, the line was placed in 
receivership in 1927. However services continued and in 1934 another 
association with the neighbouring Festiniog Railway Company was 
established. The FR leased the line for 99 years (some sources say only 
42 years) but on terms which proved disastrous for the company (the FR 
had to pay rent even if the WHR made an operating loss!) 
Despite valiant attempts by Festiniog to promote the WHR as a tourist 
line the last passenger train ran in 1936 and goods services terminated 
a year later. The line then became dormant. Finally in 1941 much of the 
rolling stock was sold and off and most of the track was lifted. 
The standard gauge section between Dinas and Caernarfon which had 
gone through a series of changes in ownership ending up in British 
Railways was closed in 1964. The local authority bought the track bed to 
develop a cycle track.  
But fortunately this was by far not the end of the story albeit from now on 
it becomes even more complicated. 
The Welsh Highland Railway – Rebirth 
In 1961 the Welsh Highland Railway Society was formed with the vision 
of reviving the railway. Three years later the Society was incorporated as 
a company - the Welsh Highland Light Railway (1964) Co. Negotiations 
were opened with the local authorities and the liquidator but he died and 
the assets were transferred to the Official Receiver in London. 
Prevented by legal and other issues from acquiring the Welsh Highland 
Railway (the threat of road improvement schemes which apparently also 
required portions of the track bed) in the 1970s the Society purchased 
the former standard gauge exchange sidings (the Beddgelert Siding) 
near Tremadog Road, Porthmadog, from British Railways to use as a 
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base. In 1980, they began running passenger services over the line that 
is now known as the Welsh Highland Heritage Railway. They also 
acquired and restored an original WHR locomotive ‘Russell’, which 
began working passenger services in 1987. 
Concerned about the possible emergence of competition in the form of a 
rebuilt Welsh Highland Railway, in 1987 the Festiniog Railway made a 
confidential offer to the liquidators to acquire the WHR trackbed (some 
allege this was to prevent the line from being relaid - preservation 
politics writ large!) This action caused a backlash against the FR 
directorship. However in 1990 a change in the board’s composition 
resulted in a decision to take on the restoration of the WHR line.  
This precipitated further legal battles including a High Court hearing, 
three public inquiries and an appeal before a decision was reached that 
the reconstruction of the WHR was in the public interest and the 
necessary powers were granted by means of a Transport and Works 
Order. A transfer order sanctioned the sale of the WHR track bed from 
the Receiver to the FR. In addition a Light Railway Order authorised the 
Dinas to Caernarfon section. Restoration of the line commenced late 
in1996. 
Financing a project that eventually cost some £28m i.e. over £1m a mile 
was beyond the resources of the Festiniog. The Milennium Commission 
(£4.3m) European Regional Development Fund (£735600), European 
Union Objective 1 Scheme,  Welsh Development Agency, Wales Tourist 
Board,  Welsh Assembly (£5m) and sponsorship from private donors 
including the WHR Society, Historic Houses Hotels and First Hydro were 
the chief sources of funds. The civil engineering work was undertaken by 
contractors and most of the track laying was done by volunteers. The 
first section, 3 miles from Caernarfon to Dinas opened in 1997, Dinas 
Wanfawr (4miles) in 2000,  Waunfawr Rhyd Ddu (6 miles) in 2003 and 
the final phase of 12 miles from Rhyd Ddu via Beddgelert and the 
Aberglasgyn Pass to Porthmadog in October in 2010 thus completing 
the through link from Caernarfon to Porthmadog. 
The project was not simply one of restoration. The western terminus of 
the original line was Dinas. A new narrow gauge line was laid on the old 
standard gauge line from Dinas to Caernarfon (the track bed being 
leased from the local council) so the new WHR runs for a total distance 
of 25 miles from Caernarfon to Harbour Station Porthmadog where there 
is a junction with the Festiniog Railway southern terminus.  
In addition, the Welsh Highland Heritage Railway still owns the short 
.75m line from Tremadog Sation, Portmadog to Pen-y-Mount where it 
connects to the Welsh Highland mainline owned by the Festiniog 
Railway. 
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The South African Connection. 
The re-established Welsh Highland Railway line is of particular interest 
to South Africans because it contains so much equipment, track, rolling 
stock and locos which were originally used in this country (the wider 
loading gauge of the WHR enabled this unlike the FR with its restricted 
loading gauge). In addition there is a “Twinning Arrangement” between 
Sandstone Heritage Trust and the WHR. 
Much of the track originated from the Donnybrook Umzinto line (fittings 
some shipped in B wagons arriving in Wales in September (700 tons) 
and November (500 tons) 1996 and March 1997 (300 tons).  
Rolling stock  
14 B (high sided) wagons: SAR numbers 934, 1621, 1806, 1834, 
1835,1848, 1899, 2925, plus 6 from Sandstone ex ACR which arrived in 
January 2013, namely 921, 922, 1125, 1146, 1680, 2436. 
4 DZ ex ACR shipped,1995 initially to the FR: 1403, 1412, 1423, 1424. 
9 DZF: 1365, 1410, 1418, 2001, 2003, 2004, 2005, 2006 (note the 2000 
series numbers are not original SAR numbers. The wagons were over 
painted grey by ACR prior to dispatch) 
Brake wagon NG V16 no 3172 ex PE (Sandstone donation) 2004 
2 Ballast wagons – NG-Y1-2021/2 delivered 2000. 
Locos 
5 NGG16 Garratts as follows:  
87 John Cockerill 3267, 1936 Seraing Belgium. Delivered Port 
Shepstone 1937 but worked mid Illovo and Donnybrook lines before 
withdrawal in1986. Bought by Robin’s Hood Bay Railway in Yorkshire 
and onsold to Exmoor Steam Railway. Purchased by private sponsor 
and restored at an estimated cost of £500000. Entered service on WHR 
in 2009 
109 Beyer Peacock 6919, 1939 Gorton UK. Delivered Port Elizabeth. 
Transferred Umzinto 1973. Withdrawn1985. Purchased for Exmoor 
Steam Railway, arriving in UK in June 1995, the first NGG16 to ‘return’ 
to the UK for preservation. Purchased for restoration in 2009 and 
restored by Peter Waterman Trust. Loaned to the WHR for initial period 
of 10 years 
138 Beyer Peacock 7863, 1958 Gorton UK. Ordered by Tsumeb 
Mining Corporation SWA but delivered to SAR Port Shepstone. 
Withdrawn 1991 and stored Paddock 1994-1996. Restored and 
converted to oil firing by Alfred County Railway. Arrived in UK January 
1997. Entered service on WHR October 1997.  
140 Beyer Peacock 7865, 1958 Gorton UK. Another of the batch of 7 
ordered by Tsumeb, 140 spent most of its working life on the 
Donnybrook line. Withdrawn 1985. Purchased in 1987 by a group of 
Swiss enthusiasts and transferred to Alfred County Railway. Withdrawn 
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1994, stored at Paddock. Sold to Festiniog Railway Trust  for nominal 
£100. Arrived in UK in 1997. Stored until 2005 when moved to Dinas to 
enable restoration to commence as a volunteer project.  A lot of work 
has been done but amongst other things the rear bogie awaits overhaul. 
143 Beyer Peacock 7863, 1958. The last steam engine constructed by 
Beyer Peacock at Gorton and the last of the 7 ordered by Tsumeb, 143 
was delivered to Port Elizabeth in 1959. Transferred to Umzinto in 1963 
and then to Port Shepstone in the mid 80s. Withdrawn 1986, moved to 
storage at Paddock in 1992. Returned to Port Shepstone in 1996 for 
overhaul and shipped to the UK arriving January 1997. Further remedial 
work required. Entered service on WHR in September 1998. 
NG15 (affectionately known as ‘Kalaharis’ albeit a complete misnomer 
as they operated hundreds of miles away from the Kalahari desert!) 
120, 133 and 134 Socièté Anglo-Franco-Belge La Croyere 
Belgium1951 (no 120) and 1953 (nos 133 and 134). 
Initially used on the Usakos/Tsumeb/Outjo/ Grootfontein lines but  
following the conversion of these lines to Cape Gauge at the end of 
1960, these three locos along with 18 other NG15s  were transferred to 
Port Elizabeth early in 1961. Following dieselization of the PE/Avontuur 
line starting in 1973 the role of steam diminished. 120 was withdrawn in 
1985, 133 in 1986 and 134 in 1991.  
120 which had been acquired for use on the Welsh Highland Heritage 
Railway and shipped to the UK in 1994 was dismantled for overhaul. It 
was sold to a private buyer in 2009. 
133 and 134 were imported to the UK in January 1998 with the intention 
of running them on the so called Robin Hood’s Bay scheme on old NER 
track between Whitby and Scarborough. Following failure of that scheme 
the locos were acquired for the WHR project. After investigation 134 was 
found to be in better condition than 133 and was selected for volunteer 
restoration on a ‘no budget’ basis. Work commenced in 1999. It is hoped 
to complete the restoration next year. Meanwhile some cosmetic work 
has been done on 133.  
Diesel  
“Castell Caernarfon” built by C H Funkey and Co (Pty) Ltd at Alberton in 
1967 for a diamond mine in SWA. The loco was sold to Pretoria Portland 
Cement New Brighton Cement Works in Port Elizabeth. The factory 
concerned converted to road transport (in the process removing one of 
the main sources of revenue for the Avontuur line) and the loco and a 
sister were acquired by the Festioniog Railway and shipped to the UK 
arriving in 1993. ‘Castel Caernarfon’ was moved to Caernarfon in 1996 
and then Dinas in January 1997 where it performed the breaking of the 
opening ribbon along with a JCB excavator!  
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The ‘Twinning Arrangement’ between the WHR and Sandstone 
Heritage Trust 
In 2003 the WHR and Sandstone entered into a ‘Twinning Arrangement’ 
which from the latter’s perspective was designed to enable their staff to 
learn from FR’s experience both in generating and managing visitors 
and in railway engineering. Of course having purchased a considerable 
amount of equipment arising from the closure of Alfred County Railway 
and from Transnet ‘s narrow gauge operation in Port Elizabeth, 
Sandstone is a natural source of equipment and spares for the freight 
wagons and locos for the WHR.  
Sandstone engineering and PR staff have visited the FR/WHR 
operations and WHR personnel have participated in Sandstone open 
days. 
Conclusions 
This is another story involving vision, passion and tenacity on the part of 
the Railway Company and its volunteers but the civic organisations 
which strongly supported the project also deserve to be congratulated 
for the role they played.  
The completion of the re-establishment of the WHR in late 2010 is not 
the end of the story by a long way. Considerable additional expenditure 
has been and continues to be spent on improving facilities, in particular 
the Porthmadog Harbour interchange station between the WHR and FR.  
Studies by the University of Bangor estimate that the WHR currently 
generates £15m annual tourist revenue to the Caernarfon/Porthmadoc 
region of Wales.  
If travelling the West Highland Railway is not on your ‘bucket list’ it 
should be! 
Sources and Credits 
The main sources for the history section of this article are the FR/WHR 
website: http://www.festrail.co.uk/about.htm, the Welsh Highland Project 
website:  http://www.whrsoc.org.uk/WHRProject.html set up by the late 
Dr Ben Fisher to record progress with the rebuilding of the line and the 
Welsh Highland Heritage Railway website: http://www.whr.co.uk/.  
Other primary sources are two recently published books on the subject 
namely ‘Welsh Highland Railway’ by Bernrard Rockett, Theodore 
Press Bridgnorth Shropshire 2014 and ‘Garratts & Kalaharis of the 
Welsh Highland Railway’ by David Payling published in 2012 by the 
Ffestiniog and Welsh Highland Railways, Portmadog.  
The Association of 16mm Narrow Gauge Modellers website contains 
information on the Funkey diesel - http://www.16mm.org.uk  
I wish to thank Wilfred Mole, Dave Kent and Tony Williams the WHR 
Loco Superintendent  for their assistance with the compilation of the 
article. 

http://www.festrail.co.uk/about.htm
http://www.whrsoc.org.uk/WHRProject.html
http://www.whr.co.uk/
http://www.16mm.org.uk/
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138 at Beddgelert in 2012   

 
143 at Dinas. B wagon left rear. Photo Shand Jacobs 

 
87 in the Aberglaslyn Pass. WHRSociety photo 
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And in a different livery….. 

 
‘Castell Caernarfon’ Photo WHR Society 

 
Travel in style? Pullman carriage built FR Boston Works 

 

http://www.google.co.za/imgres?imgurl=http%3A%2F%2F4.bp.blogspot.com%2F-E1bhfo79qxI%2FUeMPj4uIWWI%2FAAAAAAAACko%2F2Ohy4VHWtpk%2Fs1600%2F130708325%252BWHR.JPG&imgrefurl=http%3A%2F%2Ftrainrover.blogspot.com%2F2013_07_01_archive.html&h=518&w=774&tbnid=MS_FYeLcnUSK1M%3A&zoom=1&docid=F1oJLmTQKg1RqM&ei=8ldiU9TrH47mPLCJgbAN&tbm=isch&ved=0CGMQMygRMBE&iact=rc&uact=3&dur=847&page=2&start=15&ndsp=25
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Looks familiar….. 

 
Also looks familiar……… 

 
Crossing main road in Porthmadoc 

 


