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The Ordinary Staff for the section between the Catch Points (at North 

Bundaberg) and the Waterview Branch. This was a Yellow Half-Diamond 

shaped staff to indicate a Branch Line section. The Ordinary Staff & 

Ticket system of safeworking has been in use in Queensland continuously 

since 1865 and is featured in one of this editions articles. 

Image by Frank Tybislawski (FDT20180220-IMG_8508) 
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31st July 1865 - Signalling 
 

With the 150th anniversary of railways in Queensland well past, it is 

timely to reflect on the signalling and safeworking arrangements in 

place when the first trains ran on the 31st of July 1865, between Ipswich 

and Bigge’s Camp. On this day signalling and safeworking systems existed 

and have been used from that day onwards throughout Queensland. This is 

unlike some earlier railways in other parts of the world which commenced 

operations with little or no safety systems in place, and ultimately 

suffered from accidents and incidents.  

 

The Southern & Western Railway had a system of signalling in place and 

details of the signals and the indications they displayed are shown in 

the Rules published in the Government Gazette in July 1865. These signals 

followed British practice and had three indications for Up trains and 

three indications for Down trains. A single post carried both the 

semaphore arms for Up and Down trains, as well as the lamp and spectacle 

plates for night time indications. No diagram was given but the adjacent 

image of Gympie dated 1882 shows a similar signal at the right-hand side 

of the image. The signal in the image has a lattice steel post however 

earlier versions had posts constructed of wood. There are images of 

Ipswich and Grandchester showing these types of signals, but the quality 

of the image means that the signal is hard to discern, hence the use of 

the Gympie image to better illustrate what the signals looked like. 

 

 
Above: Gympie ca.1882 showing the two-arm semaphore signal at the station 

platform. The lamp and spectacle plates are part way down the post and 

the operating handles are near the bottom of the lattice post. 

State Library Queensland - Image Number APO-004-0001-0024 

 

The semaphore signal was capable of displaying the following indications: 

• STOP was indicated by the semaphore arm being horizontal, at night 

a red light was displayed on the signal post, 

• CAUTION was indicated by the semaphore arm being lowered to 45 

degrees, at night a green light was displayed on the signal post, 
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• ALL RIGHT - GO ON (otherwise called PROCEED) was indicated by the 

semaphore arm being lowered to 90 degrees (vertical within a slot 

in the signal post) and at night a white light was displayed. 

 

It should be noted that the ‘caution’ indication at night was indicated 

by a green light and the ‘proceed’ indication was by a white light; 

these indications were in accordance with British practice at that time. 

It should also be noted that this wasn’t a fail-safe arrangement, a 

smashed red glass in the signal lens would then show a white light 

meaning ‘proceed’ - not a desirable condition. It isn’t until the 1911 

Rule Book that we see this changed to be red for ‘stop’ and green for 

‘proceed’ as it remains today. 

 

 
Above: Images from the 1873 Rule Book showing the positions of the arms 

on the semaphore signals and their meanings. 

 

 
Above: Another example of the early semaphore signals used at stations 

with this example at Hendon ca1877 showing a wooden post similar to the 

line drawings from the 1873 Rule Book.  

State Library Queensland - Image Number 9949-0001-0020 
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Another noteworthy aspect of the signalling system and rules is that 

after a train had passed a station the ‘stop’ indication had to be 

displayed for 5 minutes, after which the ‘caution’ indication was 

displayed for a further 5 minutes. The signal could then be placed in 

the ‘proceed’ position regardless of how far in advance the train had 

proceeded, it may have only proceeded a few miles around the corner and 

stopped, yet the signal could still show ‘proceed’ for a following train.  

 

The safeworking system provided good protection against head-on 

collisions, but it was only this time interval system (and the vigilance 

of enginemen) which protected trains against rear-end collisions. The 

safeworking system in use at this time will be explored next. 

 

 
   

31st July 1865 - Safeworking 
 

Continuing from the previous theme, we will now explore the safeworking 

arrangements in place on the 31st of July 1865 when the first trains ran 

between Ipswich and Bigge’s Camp.  

 

The Southern & Western Railway had a safeworking system in place which 

was the Ordinary Staff & Ticket system, a system which still exists over 

150 years later in Queensland. The initial set of Rules concerning 

safeworking were published in the Government Gazette in the days prior 

to the opening of the railway and consisted of 14 Rules for the guidance 

of employees as shown below. 

 

REGULATIONS FOR WORKING THE LINE BY TRAIN STAFF 

 

1. A Train Staff or Train Ticket is to be carried with each train 

to and, fro, without which no engine is to be allowed to start. 

2. Two Train Staffs are used of the following distinctive colors 

on the Southern and Western Railway: one between Ipswich and 

Walloon Red; one between Walloon and Bigge’s Camp Blue. 

3. No engine or train is to be permitted to leave a Staff Station, 

unless the Staff for the portion of line over which it is to travel 

is then at the station. 

4. If no second engine or train is intended to follow, the Staff 

is to be given to the engine-driver. 

5. If other engines or trains are intended to follow before the 

Staff can be returned, a Train Ticket stating “Staff Following” 

will be given to the engine-driver of the leading train, and so on 

with any other except the last train. After the Staff has been sent 

away, no other engine or train can leave the Station under any 

circumstances whatever until its return. 

6. The Train Tickets are to be kept in a box fastened by an inside 

spring, the key to open the box is the Train Staff, so that a 

Ticket cannot be obtained without the Train Staff. 

7. The Train Staff and Ticket Boxes are painted and lettered, and 

the Tickets are printed in different colors, and the inside springs 

and the keys on the staffs are so arranged, that the Red Staff 

cannot open the Blue Box nor the Blue Staff the Red Box, this is 

to prevent mistakes 

8. The Ticket Boxes are fixed by two brackets in the Booking Office, 

the brackets being turned up at the end to receive the Train Staff 

when at the Station. 

9. The Station Master, or person in charge for the time, is the 

person alone authorised to receive and deliver the Staff. 

10. An engine-man taking a Staff, or Ticket, beyond the portion of 

line to which it belongs, or leaving a Station without the Staff, 
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or without a Ticket, as hereinbefore explained, will render himself 

liable to dismissal, although no accident may arise, 

11. No engine-man is to start from a “Staff Station” with a train 

without the Train Staff, or Train Ticket, or with an engine until 

he has received either the one or the other. 

12. The usual special train, tail signal, “Engine Following” is to 

be used for the guidance of the Platelayers and Gatekeepers upon 

the line when special trains are run. 

13. Ballast trains are to be treated in every respect like "Traffic 

Trains," as regards the Staff Ticket arrangements. 

14. In the event of an engine or train breaking down between two 

Staff Stations, the Fireman is to take the Train Staff to the Staff 

Station in the direction whence assistance is expected, that the 

Staff may be at that Station on the arrival of an engine. Should 

the engine that fails be in possession of a Train Ticket instead 

of the Staff, assistance can only come from the Station at which 

the Train Staff has been left.  The Fireman is to accompany the 

assistant engine to the place where he left his own engine.  

A. O. HERBERT, 

Commissioner for Railways. 

(Government Gazette Supplement 26-7-1865 Vol.6 No.70 Pg663-666) 

 

These 14 Rules provided a safeworking system which adequately protected 

trains against the risk of head-on collisions. With long sections between 

Staff Stations trains were able to travel in the same direction separated 

by the time interval system. In the event of a train stopping or being 

delayed unexpectedly between stations, the guard was required to protect 

the rear of the train, and engine drivers were to be vigilant when 

following another train. 

 

Many of the 14 Rules listed above remain the same or similar in principle 

but it is worthwhile commenting on two Rules. Rule No.2 shows that a 

system of colour coding of Train Staffs was used from the opening of 

Queensland Railways. The shape of the head of the Ordinary Staff was 

later also used to distinguish one staff from another, and following 

some interesting colour/shape combinations, the system was made more 

uniform and rigid with the two colours adopted in 1865 still being used 

today, supplemented by White and Yellow.   

 

Rule 8 is interesting in the fact that this practice of securing the 

Ordinary Staff box to the wall of the station, while existing in 1865, 

appears to have quickly gone out of favour in Queensland. The practice 

still exists in New South Wales as shown in the adjacent image, 

indicating what the Ordinary Staff Ticket Boxes in Ipswich and Bigge’s 

Camp stations may have looked like in 1865. 

 

The Ordinary Staff & Ticket system has stood the test of time, it is a 

simple system to install and operate, and provides a good level of 

protection for low to medium traffic volumes.  

 

By 1891 there were over 150 Ordinary Staff & Ticket sections in 

Queensland but as other safeworking systems came into use this number 

has declined to just 9 sections still existing in July 2015. 
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Above: Temora-Stockinbingal (NSW) Train Ticket box affixed to the station 

wall. The curved metal brackets to hold the Ordinary Staff, possibly 

similar to what previously existed in Queensland, are at the front of 

the box.  Image by: Andrew Kennedy, August 2012 

 

 
Above: A typical early design Red Diamond Ordinary Staff and Box with 

the lid open showing the Train Ticket book from inside.  

Image by: Dean Whitling (DWP_121011_4786) 
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Book Review 
 
In issue No.2 of Proceed Order we mentioned 

the forthcoming release of a series of books 

on the Signal Boxes of New South Wales 

Railways and Tramways by Robert Taaffe. 

 

Volume 1 has now been printed and received 

by your editor and I was not disappointed. 

Despite the subject matter being signal 

boxes in New South Wales there is some 

relevant Queensland material within, where 

the author details some signal cabins from 

parts of Australia outside New South Wales. 

 

Five pages are dedicated to Queensland with 

a single page dedicated to an overview of 

Queensland signalling and cabins, and the 

remaining four pages presenting images of 

signal cabins of various types from 

different periods. 
 

 

Bundamba, Yarongmulu, Harlaxton, Rosewood, Laidley, Silkwood, Mayne 

and Corinda were selected and present a number of different styles 

dating from around 1890 through to the 1960’s. 

 

Bundamba is personally interesting to me as I lived there for over 40 

years and was a frequent visitor to the railway station - sadly that 

never included a look inside the signal cabin. Silkwood I also found 

interesting as I had never seen that cabin before, and also because it 

appears to present another type of signal cabin building or at least 

a variation I have not seen used in Queensland before. 

 

The remaining 450+ pages contain a comprehensive study of the history 

of signalling and signal boxes in New South Wales. The authors 

expertise and knowledge of the subject is highly evident with the depth 

of material covered, and the copious amount of illustrations used 

throughout. Different era’s are covered sequentially to illustrate the 

spread of interlocked signal boxes throughout New South Wales; 

different types of interlocking machines are also described and 

illustrated with drawings and detailed photographs. Power interlocking 

machines, tramway interlocking machines and electric interlocking is 

also described and illustrated. Further signalling/interlocking 

refinements including relay interlocking and CTC are also included for 

context. Signal box design ideas, construction materials are all 

detailed. Many pages are dedicated to covering the different designs 

of signal boxes and include location maps, plans and numerous 

photographs. An index at the end of the book lists the signal boxes 

and indicates their opening dates and which volume they will be further 

detailed in. 

 

Overall - one of the most professionally researched and produced books 

on the subject of railway signalling, or specifically signal boxes, I 

have ever seen. A worthy addition to any collection of railway reading. 

 

Volume 2 is being printed and distributed shortly. The author may have 

some spare copies available but as they were pre-ordered some time ago 

availability is unknown.  

 

Author:  Robert Taaffe  email  signalboxbook@gmail.com  

 

mailto:signalboxbook@gmail.com
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Research Room 
 

 
Above: Grantham signal cabin as photographed in November 1991. The cabin 

was out of use at this time as all points had been removed, and colour 

light signals remotely controlled from Brisbane were in use. The 12-

lever frame was removed for possible use at a heritage railway. The 

building and platform were ultimately demolished as they were no longer 

required. Image by: Frank Tybislawski 

 

Photographs of any Queensland signal cabin are always welcome to further 

ongoing research into the designs of signal cabins in Queensland. While 

Queensland had far fewer signal cabins than New South Wales, there are 

still many Queensland signals cabins that have not been captured in any 

known images, drawings or plans. 

 

 

 
 

SIGQ 
 

SIGQ was founded in 2003 to provide a platform where people interested 

in the history and development of Queensland’s railway signalling and 

safeworking history could share information. A Facebook Group was 

established later and has been very popular with members. Although it 

has moved and been renamed a web site has been in existence from 2003 

and today can be found at https://sigq.weebly.com/   

 

A contact form is included on the web site at the bottom of the Home 

page which can be used to contact this group regarding information on 

the web site or in this magazine. 

 


