
 

Train Memories 

 

You know what it’s like. Three young ones in a cramped motel, and the Blue Mountains are 

cold outside. We get restless so I say “let's ride the Zig Zag Railway” and they cheer. We 

laugh about Thomas the Tank Engine and other happy Playschool characters and arrive 

before anybody even says ‘are we there yet?’ 

 

The Station Master is impressive in a bright red eighteenth century uniform, like a walking 

military museum. His ‘volunteer’ badge reminds me how much people love trains and how 

much work has gone into restoring these rolling treasures. There’s so much brass to shine 

and coats of paint to stop the rot of ancient trees. Its epic work and I’m glad someone loves 

doing it. We name him the ‘Fat Controller’, like the friend of Thomas. There is a lot of 

laughter and the chatter doesn’t stop. 

 

There’s a long two-part whistle, and the train moves forward slowly. I recall reading 

somewhere that every train whistle has a different meaning, and two long bursts mean the 

train is starting to move forward. I tell the kids and they laugh; the very thought of trains 

having something to say is rather funny, especially if you are young. Steel wheels moving 

slowly on steel rails are a bit like chalk on a blackboard, but with a hard, heavy, grinding 

sound. Not pleasant, but something you get used to.  

 

I grew up in a house opposite a railway. When we had visitors at home and a train passed 

by, they would stop talking, look around in amazement, and ask “how can you stand the 

noise?” We would laugh, and answer “what noise?” and pretend we didn’t notice. We did 

not tell them that you could not hear the television when a train passed, because the 

rumbling was so loud it drowned all voices. But, like a lot of things in life, if you must endure 

it every day, it sort of disappears.  

 

The 150 year-old train we are on is in no hurry at all, but train time and real time are not the 

same. The train noise makes me think how different life was for my parents. The kids called 

them Babcia and Dzadcia: grandma and grandpa in Polish. Steam trains connected their 

villages, brought food and visitors, and sometimes took them to a ‘big town’. School 

children flocked to see them, and often formed a waving guard of honour. Mum loved the 



whistle that was blown just for them. “We were poor but happy” she would say, and trains 

were often mentioned if you could get her to talk of the past. She, too, lived opposite a 

railway as a girl, and her friends would visit just to see a train go by, which happened 

almost every day. The trains moved slowly through her village with little noise then. 

Anyway, kids are more noisy than trains, she used to say in the Polish accent she never 

lost.   

 

We stop on a lookout with views that stretch forever: over different coloured fields with 

symmetrical patterns, over distant hills, smaller valleys, winding roads, tiny villages and 

dotted little homesteads that must be so quiet to live in, far from a train.  We are on the 

return leg of the trip, and a long whistle produces a cloud of white steam. “Where do the 

clouds go?” missy asks, with her head half in and half out of the carriage window. My mum 

once told me that her railway was not allowed to have a name, certainly not the ‘Polish 

Railway’. At different times in her life, it was called the Prussian, Austrian, German, or 

Russian railway, as each country took turns in putting their flag on Polish soil. In fact, most 

of Europe did this at some stage of Polish history, but that was before railways were 

invented. It was hard to make her talk about life in Poland. When she did, she often 

mentioned how many of her village friends had disappeared, like clouds of train 

steam…one minute there…next minute not. Gone! Polish people speak like that.  

 

She remembered her quiet village becoming busy, with uniforms and loud voices 

everywhere. One train a day became five, then ten. They came and they came, day and 

night, one after the other, and some stopped, and some didn’t. She feared the ones that 

stopped. If you got close they smelt like cattle trucks, but there were never any cattle inside. 

There were lines of people, each with one bag, who were moved into the carriages that had 

no seats. Some people she recognised, most she did not. They moved quietly, in orderly 

lines. And the doors would shut, some babies might cry, and the trains would leave. And 

every time one blew its whistle, people in the village would stop what they were doing, and 

look down. 

 

Trains were in short supply between 1941 and 1944, but over 1,600 extras were found, and 

most of the trips were to destinations in Poland. They were heavily loaded, and many pulled 

fifty enclosed carriages, each carrying up to a hundred people. They didn’t stop running for 

over a thousand days. It took 200,000 workers and thousands of soldiers to supervise. 



Trains were needed urgently on many fronts, but the work had priority because it was the 

most efficient solution to a big problem. Moving millions of people, quickly, quietly, and 

secretly. 

 

Our ride is over in less than an hour but train time is not like real time: you see so much in 

trains. Some memories sneak innocently into your day, then linger across time and space 

to become milestone of your life. I wonder if my parents ever rode on this train. Perhaps 

after getting off the ship, and before having me. I can feel them here. One more whistle as 

gleeful chatter reaches the platform. Our shoes leave tracks on black earth. The Lithgow 

soil is no place for clean shoes and some footprints last forever.  
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