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Editorial 

This month’s North Star Chronicles is a bit of a cheat insofar as the 
primary feature is the Isle of Man and the meat of the article thereon was 
written while I was editor of the Workbench, the newsletter of the Durban 
Society of Model Engineers. In my defence I cite the fact that I was away 
for much of April so time to draft a new NSC was limited. 
Be that as it may, the subject is dear to my heart. For those interested in 
railways, particularly steam operated narrow gauge ones, and tramlines, 
and who are looking for a prototype to model which runs  on either 
32mm or 45mm track, look no further.  
I highly recommend a visit to the Island. One piece of advice, do so in 
the British ‘summer’ and take an umbrella and raincoat. It rains a lot on 
the Isle of Man! 
The Isle of Man  
Located in the middle of the Irish Sea, from the top of the highest 
‘mountain’ (formerly accessible by tram) on a clear day the 4 home 
countries of Scotland, England, Wales and Northern Island are visible. 
The Isle of Man was originally settled by Celts and Vikings. It is difficult 
to find the exact words to describe the island but time capsule is 
certainly apt with respect to some of its transport facilities. But the island 
is also a modern offshore financial centre and a tax haven, that being 
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perhaps one of the reasons why there are more immigrants (including 
South Africans – there is irony here – see later) living on the Isle of Man 
than Manx born people! 
Map of the Island 

 
Two main developments in the island’s history gave rise to it being a 
prime destination for those interested in transport heritage preservation 
namely, tourism and mining. The proximity of the Isle of Man to the 
industrial heartland of England, the sustained rise in the standard of 
living of the workers employed in the mills and the introduction of a 
regular ferry service from the mainland in 1830 resulted in a thriving 
tourist industry from the 1870s onwards. As the island developed into a 
playground for Victorian holidaymakers this enticed entrepreneurs to 
invest in a wide variety of recreational amenities including hotels and 
dance halls and using  the then new technology to create an 
infrastructure, chiefly rail based transport systems, to serve the tourism 
industry. The result was an island served by a number of railway, tram 
and funicular systems of several different gauges (excluding the 
funiculars/chair escalators at least 5!) 
It is remarkable how many of the vintage transport systems still survive 
as working railways, notwithstanding the considerable decline which has 
occurred in the Manx tourism industry. 
The Isle of Man Railway  
The Isle of Man Railway and the Manx Northern Railway’s 3’ gauge 46 
mile long systems once joined all the major towns on the island. The 
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former had two lines, the first from Douglas to Peel, the island’s seat of 
government was opened in 1873 and was followed a year later by the 
15.3 mile south  line from Douglas to Port Erin. In 1879 the 16½ mile line 
between St John’s and Ramsey was completed by the Manx Northern 
Railway. The Douglas/Peel and St John’s/Ramsey lines closed in the 
late sixties but the line between Douglas and Port Erin was taken over 
eventually by the Manx government and continues to operate with the 
same Beyer Peacock 2-4-0 steam tank locomotives supplied in the 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 
‘CH Wood’ at Port Erin  2010      ‘Maitland’ in 2004 

    
The line was relaid a few years ago (with a pipeline running underneath 
it!) so the ride is smooth.  
Port Erin, the southern terminus of the line features a delightful and 
substantial station (crying out to be modelled!) and museum adjacent to 
a souvenir shop in the old goods shed containing artefacts and 
memorabilia from the railway’s past.   
Port Erin Station                             “Mannin’ in the Port Erin Museum                                                                                  

   
Accucraft UK (https://www.accucraft.uk.com/) produce several 15mm 
scale models of IOM locos which run on 45mm track, live steam and 
electrically powered, including “Mannin” and “Mona”. Appropriate 
passenger coaches and a guards van are also available. 
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Accucraft live steam model of no 5 Mona     Accucraft  IOM ‘E’ van 

  
Two other steam powered lines are both different gauges:  
The Groudle Glen Railway  
This 2’gauge line runs from Lhen Coan to Sea Lion Rocks. The latter 
being the terminus on the coast once had a small zoo with seals and 
polar and brown bears. The two Bagnall locos which operated on the 
line both survive albeit only the 1896 built ‘Sea Lion’ (originally restored 
by apprentices at British Nuclear Fuels) remains on the line. 

‘Sea Lion’                                                      ‘Polar Bear’ 

     
 ‘Polar Bear’ built in 1905 is now based at the Amberley Working 
Museum, West Sussex (see NSC Volume 5 no 9). 
The Groundle Glen line was closed in the late sixties but a short section 
was reopened by the Isle of Man Steam Railway Supporters Association 
late in 1983. Further work over the next 9 years resulted in the line being 
returned to its original three quarter mile length and opened in July 1992. 
In the following year ‘Polar Bear’ paid a visit to its old base from 
Amberley, followed by another in 2005. 
In 2012 Accucraft was commissioned by TrackShack to produce a 
7/8ths scale, running on 45mm track, live steam model of Sea Lion. A 
similar model of Polar Bear is planned. 
The Great Laxey Mines Railway  
This second steam powered line has an unusual gauge of 19” and runs 
on part of the track bed that was used to carry copper, lead and zinc ore 
from the mine to the washing tables at Laxey. This line is currently still 
under restoration by the Laxey and Lonan Heritage Trust. There are two 
steam replica 0-4-0 locos providing the motive power namely ‘Ant’ and 
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‘Bee’, the originals built by Stephen Lewin in 1875 having been scrapped 
after the mine closed. 
‘Ant’ in 2005                          ‘Bee’ in 2005                

      
Track with Tunnel under Road and Tramline.  Steam Crane at Laxey 

                                                                       
While this line is an attraction in itself, the main reason why tourists visit 
Laxey is to view the Great Laxey Wheel. 
Lady Isabella 

         
Built by Roger Casement in 1854 and named Lady Isabella after the 
Lieutenant Governor Hope’s wife, the Laxey Wheel remains the largest 
working water wheel in the world. It has a diameter of 72’ and a 
circumference of 227’. The wheel was built to pump water out of the 
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mine at a rate of 250 gallons a minute from a depth of 1500’ i.e. well 
below sea level. The mine closed in 1929 whereupon many of the 
redundant miners emigrated to South Africa! The Manx government 
acquired the wheel and site in 1965 and restoration followed. In 1989 the 
wheel was placed under the control of the Manx National Heritage. 
Today this breathtaking tribute to the engineering skills of the Victorians 
draws tourists from all over the world.  
There is a further reason to visit Laxey and this brings us to another 
shining example of Victorian engineering namely the tramlines. There 
were five systems originally powered by horse, electricity (3) and cable. 
Three survive.  

The Douglas Bay Horse Tramway  
This was established in 1876 to provide transport for tourists along the 
Promenade in Douglas (approximately 1.6 miles) from the Sea Terminal 
to Derby Castle, the southern terminus of the Manx Electric Railway. 
This is another 3’ gauge system. It operates from mid May to mid 
September still using many of the original fleet of cars (26 of the original 
total of 51 survive, 20 in operating condition.  
There were 5 types of tram – toast rack, bulkhead, closed saloon, 
double decker and bulkhead shutter car). This is the oldest horse drawn 
tramway in Britain and the only one to have operated continuously (apart 
from the Second World War) since opening. Up to 60 horses are still 
required each season to operate the line, each horse being restricted to 
two round trips per day. Sadly the operation is under threat owing to  
financial viability issues.  
Manx Electric Tramway 
The Manx Electric Tramway is a 17 mile 3’ gauge line between Douglas 
and Ramsey. Building of the line commenced in 1893, reaching Groudle 
Glen in 1894, Laxey in 1895 and Ramsey in 1899.  
Toastrack no 35 on Loch Promenade   Car no 22 at Ramsey in 2004 

  
The cars were originally fitted with Hopkinson bow collectors, 
subsequently changed to trolley poles. Power is supplied at 500 DC, 
originally from the company’s own power stations of which at one stage 

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/9/9b/Douglas-IOM-horse-tram1.jpg
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there were four. The first (and first power station on the island) was at 
Derby Castle. Three Lancashire boilers and three inverted vertical 
compound engines each of 90hp drove Edison-Hopkinson dynamos. 
At Laxey there was similar equipment but with only two boilers and two 
engines. The most powerful station was half way up Snaefell where 
there were four Lancashire boilers and 5 horizontal compound engines 
each of 120hp also driving Edison-Hopkinson dynamos. Lastly on the 
Ramsey branch there was a pair of Galloway boilers linked to two 
engines each of 180hp. Two accumulator battery stations one at 
Groudle and another at Snaefell coupled with the 1600hp that could be 
produced by the linked power stations working in combination ensured 
that power was always more than sufficient for peak requirements so 
much so that it was possible to sell surplus electricity for the first electric 
street lighting in Britain in 1895. 
To place in context just how successful the tramlines were, in 1895 the 
horse tramway and what eventually became the Manx Electric Tramway 
together generated 1.75m passenger journeys! 
Two of the three cars (nos 1 and 2) which opened the line in 1893 are 
still operational, the oldest electric tramcars still at work on their original 
line anywhere in the world. Most services are operated by a motor car 
towing a single trailer. 
Recent years have seen the expenditure of some £5m on 
repairs/refurbishment to the track.  
Snaefell Mountain Railway 
Laxey is also a terminus for the Snaefell Mountain Railway, a 3’6” gauge 
line which takes passengers 5 miles to the top of Snaefell the 2036’ high 
mountain (?!) the highest point on the island. The average gradient is 1 
in 12 resulting in the cars originally drawing 100 hp and requiring 
sanding equipment to be fitted. 
Top of Snaefell                            View of Fell Collectors on Bogie 

   
The railway was operated by 6 identical tramcars built in 1895 by Milnes 
of Birkenhead. They were constructed of ash and teak with pitch pine 
interiors. Originally the Fell system (centre rail) was used to assist 
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downhill braking but in the late seventies new bogies built by London 
Transport were fitted incorporating replacements for the original Mather 
and Platt motors with redundant motors from the Aachen tramway. At 
the same time they were fitted with replacement control gear and 
rheostatic braking equipment. Because of the high winds prevalent in the 
area, the two Hopkinson sprung bow collectors as originally fitted to 
each car have been retained. There have been two runaways on the line 
in recent times, one in 2016 and one in 2017, the former leading to the 
total destruction of car no 3. Services are currently suspended. 
Upper Douglas Cable Tramway 
Also originally owned by the Isle of Man Tramways and Electrical Power 
Company (the forerunner of the Manx Electric Railway and thus the 
owner of the Douglas/Ramsey and Snaefell lines) and also with its own 
power station, this was a 3’ gauge cable powered system which 
operated on a circular route of 3 miles in upper Douglas. The continuous 
1” plus diameter cable weighed 20 tons and was carried underground 
between the rails and powered by a winding system. The 15 trams had 
clamping devices which could be lowered and attached to the cable. 
Clamping Device Top View          Clamping Device Bottom View 

Winding Wheel and Section of Cable – Jurby Transport Museum                                                                                                                                                            
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In its later years the noise from worn pulleys was so bad that the service 
had to be suspended on Sundays during church services! This system 
closed in 1929. A few relics remain including a winding wheel, a section 
of cable and more significantly a tram which was rebuilt from numbers 
72 and 73 which between the closure on the line and 1976 served as a 
bungalow in Jurby (while retaining their bogies!) before being rescued 
and using the best parts of the two rebuilt into one by the Douglas Cable 
Car Group. This tram now carries no 72 on one end and no 73 on the 
other and is preserved in the Jurby Transport Museum located in Hangar 
230 of the disused Jurby airfield. The Museum is well worth a visit 
particularly for those interested in buses. 
Two Views of no 72/73 Jurby Transport Museum 

   
Douglas Southern Electric Tramway 
As far as I am aware, this 4.5 mile long line was the only standard gauge 
(4’ 8½”) system on the island. Opened in 1896, it operated between 
Douglas and Port Soderick i.e. to the south of Douglas along the top of 
the cliffs and crossing a number of spectacular bridges and viaducts. 
Operating until 1939, the line never reopened after the war.  
Preserved Tram from Douglas Southern Electric Tramway at Crich  
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Postscript 
Wikipedia is the source of a lot of the information in this article. I have 
tried to cross reference the data as unfortunately there are often conflicts 
between different sources for example concerning the types of boilers 
and dynamos. I have stuck with Mate’s Isle of Man illustrated of 1902 but 
who knows? 
Without resorting to preaching there are some obvious lessons for South 
Africa from the Isle of Man. It is remarkable that a tiny island of only 572 
square kms and a population of only 88000 has preserved so much of its 
heritage and indeed integrated it into its daily life as working transport 
systems.  
The Isle of Man government and municipalities have been persuaded 
(cajoled?) by a number of individuals with vision and passion to use the 
resources they have to keep visitors coming to the island albeit in far 
more limited numbers than previously.  
Innovative marketing and the holding of festivals to mark significant 
dates such as centenaries for example 1993 – the Year of Railways, 
1995, the Centenary of Snaefell, 1996, the centenary of Groudle Glen, 
Steam 125 in 1998, brought thousands of visitors to the island as of 
course do the annual TT motorbike races. 
The Isle of Man has shown: Heritage Preservation = Tourism = Jobs. 
What a shame the relevant government departments and municipalities 
in South Africa don’t apply this lesson on a wider scale. 
Narrow gauge website 
Interest in modelling South African narrow gauge (2 foot not 3’6”!) has 
always existed and the range of models in a number of scales continues 
to grow. There has been a number of excellent sources on which to 
draw for inspiration including a section of Charlie Lewis and Les Pivnic’s 
seminal work entitled the Soul of a Railway 
https://sites.google.com/site/soulorailway/home.  
A relatively new source has been brought to my attention in the form of 
John Test’s website http://www.southafricannarrowgauge.co.za 
which currently contains about 9000 images, about half of what is finally 
intended. 
16mm Garden Railway Exhibition Peterborough April 2018 
By now readers will be bored with me rabiting on about the merits of the 
modular approach to model railways and of course it is more difficult to 
organise such an arrangement in South Africa given the distances 
between the main centres.  
However to give an idea of what can be done, the link below shows the 
mighty oak tree that has grown in the UK from Gareth Jones acorn in 
only a few years. Thanks to Alan Macfarlane for the video  
https://youtu.be/aCOTZNWv9qM.  
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