
		
			[image: KenBailey_Story-Cover.jpg]
		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

	
		
		

	
		
			KEN BAILEY 

			rides the rails with Judi Harris 

			Preston, in Melbourne, is a middle ring suburb only seven kilometres from the GPO. In the 1930’s and 1940’s, when Ken Bailey was growing up, it was on the edge of the city. There were farms behind the Bailey house and Ken would often go rabbiting nearby with his ferrets and dogs. 

			Ken’s dad, Bob, worked at a local bakery. Bob had tried to enlist for World War 11 but was knocked back initially because of varicose veins in his legs. When Bob’s brother Charlie was killed at Benghazi, Bob had his veins repaired and joined up. He spent all four years in a tank brigade around Queensland. 

			Ken, born in 1928, was at home during this time with his mother and younger sister. When he left school before the end of the war, he sought work through “Manpower”. This was a division of the Government of Australia, established in 1942 to be responsible for active service and support industry recruitment during World War 11 to combat labour shortages in strategic areas. Ken began working in a factory but didn’t enjoy the indoor work. 

			Through “Manpower”, Ken requested work on a farm and was sent to a mixed farm at Bullioh, near Tallangatta. Ken discovered he loved this environment and the outdoor work. He would have stayed there, but he quickly realized he would be unlikely to ever be able to own his own farm. 

			As the war ended, his mum suggested he get another job before all the soldiers came home. Ken had the option of joining the Occupation Forces in Japan or finding a local job. Uncle Tom Slattery was in the railways and as it was a very steady job, he explained to Ken the process to apply for a position. After his recruitment in the Victorian Railways, Ken started as a porter. 

			There was a lot of training on the job to be done to get all the required certificates. Classes were conducted at the Railways Institute in the Flinders Street building and it took over two years to become fully qualified. Ken was keen to stay in Melbourne to be near his mother. During this training period, Ken was appointed to a variety of stations, the first being at Montague, near the infamous railway bridge. After some time, Ken was moved to Northcote and spent time there as a booking clerk. 
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			Station Master Ken Bailey 

			Then later, while working on his telegraph certificate, he was unlucky enough to relieve the telegraph officer at Flinders Street. It was while the 1948 Australian Scout Jamboree was on and all the boy scouts arriving at the station on trains from the country wanted to send a telegram home to their families, to say they had arrived. It was a very challenging experience as Ken had just qualified and was not very fast on the telegraph machine. This intensive practice soon changed that. 

			After a period of time, Ken was appointed as Assistant Station Master at Heidelberg. The station had two single rail lines, one to Rosanna and one to Ivanhoe. These were upgraded and converted to double lines. As the signalman, Ken had to master the complex, all new signalling procedures. Then, as the first train approached, Ken had to pull the correct signal lever with the inspector at the time leaning over his shoulder. There was no room for error. 

			On completing his training, Ken was originally going to be transferred to Gordon, but instead was moved to Balranald, NSW, his first country appointment as Assistant Station Master. It was early 1949 and Ken was 21 years old. 

			As a young single man, Ken resided at the Balranald Hotel for two years. There were four pubs in town, the other three were the Royal, the Shamrock and the Commercial. They had just shut down the fifth. The town was a large regional centre, with a train line connecting to Echuca. This was run by the Victorian Railways under the 1922 Border Railways Acts, to overcome the problem of NSW having a standard gauge system and Victoria a broad gauge. Almost all of the town’s supplies came in by rail. The groceries, beer and other business and domestic supplies all came on trains. Freight would go back on the return train to Echuca. 

			The road to Hay at this time was dirt with 28 grids between the two towns. If it rained, the road was closed for at least 24 hours. Trucks were limited in accessing the district for freight. Hay had a rail connection to the NSW network but not to the West or South, so Balranald became a critical connection to Victoria and its ports. Balranald was a major station for wool. It had the highest loading of wool for any Victorian station. The train line into Balranald didn’t cross the Murrumbidgee, so the train stopped on one side of the river and the town was on the other. 

			There were usually two freight trains per week for wool. They used open trucks with tarpaulins over them. Passengers travelled by rail motor to Echuca. Loading and unloading the trains was hard physical work. Goods were loaded and unloaded manually; in whatever way the job could be done. As an Assistant Station Master Ken was a glorified labourer and helped with this work. Everyone had to load. In the wool season an assistant would be hired, and track gangs would be brought in along with extra locals to help with loading. Every woolpack had to be lifted onto the flat bed trucks. 

			Water was essential for steam trains travelling long distances. From Echuca, water stops were made at Wakool and Moulamein before arriving at Balranald. The trains stopped under large tanks and would be filled with water by a gravity feed system. The train took all night to get from Echuca to Balranald due to the many stops to drop off supplies and goods to small towns. If staff were ill or absent Ken would work an emergency shift to relieve the train staff. They used a hand shovel for the coal and on these trips would often place their meals on it and cook over the fire in the firebox. Australian coal was used to fuel the engines. 

			When there was a coal miners’ strike in 1949, Ken remembers they used wood which was a lot harder work as it did not burn as efficiently as coal. Then the government imported coal from India and South Africa, but it was a lower quality coal and was a poor substitute. The train crews would often stay over for a weekend in Balranald. This was their social time and it was usually spent hunting and fishing. Ken would join them, and they would go out to shoot rabbits. They were four shillings a pair at the chillers. Rabbit chillers were on all the farms in those days. Ken’s cousin was a refrigeration mechanic and he would travel all over the station properties fixing and repairing them. 

			One day, after attending a circus performance, Ken was chatting to a local girl. He told her he was 21 years old and she replied that she was also. Phyllis Walker was only seventeen years of age but was determined to impress Ken with her maturity. It must have worked, as, after an eighteen-month courtship, Phyllis gave up her intention to move to Melbourne for nursing training. Ken, in the meantime, had moved away due to the removal of his position at the station. Balranald was losing freight on rail due to improved road conditions. 

			More wool and freight were being moved by road. Ken was in a three-month position in Warracknabeal when he and Phyllis decided they did not want to be apart any longer and decided to marry. Phyllis had grown up in a cottage at the Yanga station. Her father was originally given a block at Manangatang after World War 1, but they ended up as dairy farmers at Cohuna. Then her father got a job on Yanga and they lived there, just out of Balranald. 

			Ken and Phyllis were married on a Wednesday afternoon. This was the most suitable time because all the shops closed Wednesday afternoons to compensate for being open all day on Saturdays for the shearers and back country people to come to town. Echuca was a busy town in the early fifties. The town had about twenty-eight hotels when Ken was in the district. He remembers going to Echuca when there were many historical buildings including a Chinese Masonic lodge. The bowls’ club was on both sides of the river. 

			Evans, the big timber company, had barges tied up to the wharves with all the timber they floated down the river using large poles. The timber was processed at the sawmill in Echuca. 

			There was just one road across the Murray River for all transport -- train, cars and bikes. The gates were hand closed and signalling was done with special whistles. The station crew would have to attach another engine at the back to push the train over the bridge. Then it was taken off as the track was flatter on the trip to Balranald and they could get there with one engine. 

			The first post Ken and Phyllis received together, was to Pirron Yallock, between Colac and Camperdown. A railway house was provided to the married couple, although there was no power and no running water. An outdoor toilet was a given. The family house was huge with six bedrooms. However, it was about two miles, (over three kilometres), from the town which only had a post office and a pub. In order to shop for food and supplies, Phyllis went once a week in to Colac on the train. One cold day, it was so chilly she looked out at the Otways and saw snow on the hills, a new experience. 

			Once a year there were station inspections and the residences were also included. Phyllis carefully cleaned the Pirron Yallock house to prepare for the visitors. Ken was surprised when she said she also needed to clean out the linen press. 

			It seemed excessive, but she went ahead and sorted it all out. What a revelation it was to Ken when the inspectors arrived and the thing they did first was open the linen press and check inside. Never overlook a hunch! 

			The Baileys had a big decision to make when they were in Pirron Yallock. Connections from Ken’s days working at Bullioh, owned a property in Lysterfield, where they had Poll Herefords. They wanted Ken to work with them, which he would have loved to have done. Holiday trips had been taken back to the property near Tallangatta, and Ken had enjoyed going to picnic meetings where they would take horses for pony races and other events. 

			It was a difficult choice between the farm work he loved and the security of the railways, especially now that he had his Station Master’s Ticket after two years of study. As history has since shown, the interesting and varied life he has led, came through the railways. A lot of railway fellows got into prime jobs in good areas and spent their lives there. Ken moved around, working in many areas of the State where he experienced everything the job had to offer. The next move for the Baileys was further west, along the Princes Highway, to Camperdown. 

			Ken went from a class 5 Assistant Station Master to a Class 4. The four years they spent there was enhanced by the arrival of their first child, Andrea. Phyllis was much closer to town and could now ride a bike to shop up the street. 
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			The old Mildura Railway Station 

			Trains were still the primary method of transport for all manner of goods. Wirth’s Circus was famous at the time, not just because it was the biggest in Australia but because of its exclusive use of trains; one train for the animals and circus stock, the other for the circus company. Huge crowds would turn up when the circus train arrived in town. The Wirth family had a carriage, sixty to eighty feet (18 to 24 metres) long, converted into living quarters. 

			The rest of the company had passenger carriages that served as their quarters. 

			The elephants, not surprisingly, travelled in open carriages. At Camperdown, the railway staff unloaded all the elephants, working with the circus crew. A lot of the staff were Islanders, or from overseas, as they had experience or could work with the elephants. One night, Ken was walking between the tracks and he came across a worker who was curled up, lying on the stones. A small fire was burning on the stones beside him to provide warmth. 

			From Camperdown the Baileys moved as far west as is possible in Victoria, to the important Wimmera rail town of Serviceton. Named after a Victorian Premier it was a significant stop for all trains, including the first inter-capital passenger train, “The Overland”. At Serviceton, all locomotives and crew changed over, so that Victorian trains and crew remained in their own state. This also applied to the South Australian crews and locomotives. There were different working systems in both states even though the rail line was broad gauge all the way to Adelaide. It would not be until 1995 that a standard gauge line would be built between the two states. 

			With the trains from South Australian, the fast, express freights (100kms an hour) went straight through after a quick change to a Victorian engine. The normal goods trains, from Melbourne to Adelaide, had to be remarshalled so that when they got to Tailem Bend, they could get through the Adelaide hills. Ken used to put together three trains from Victoria on a Saturday to take through to South Australia. Their limit in S.A. was one hundred and forty carriages. Then, at Tailem Bend, they would be remarshalled according to their final destination, either south or north. Smaller trains would then be able to go through the Adelaide hills. 

			Murray Bridge, despite being the South Australian head office, was limited by its position, so most of the shunting and remarshalling was done at Tailem Bend. All this work, shunting, marshalling, and coupling carriages meant the railway staff at Serviceton were always busy. Ken was working with extra locomotives one day, a total of four engines coupled together. The only way they could be moved along the track was backwards. This was highly frustrating. The problem, eventually diagnosed as being due to a faulty cable and repaired, highlights the constant challenges when working with so much complex, interconnected rail equipment. 

			A month after Ken moved to Serviceton the Victorian Railways introduced diesel engines. On the smaller, rural lines, they continued to use steam engines. These new B class engines were diesel locomotives. They were built by Clyde Engineering, Granville, for the Victorian Railways in 1952-53. They were the first mainline diesel locomotives built in Victoria and were designed similarly to the Electro-Motive F-unit which has the characteristic bulldog nose. The first B Class locomotive (number B60) was launched in July 1952 and was named the Harold W Clapp. 

			Sir Harold Winthrop Clapp (7 May 1875 – 21 October 1952) was a transport administrator with the Victorian Railways who made many improvements over the course of thirty years. Clapp became Chairman of Commissioners of Victorian Railways in 1920 and remained Chairman until his retirement in 1951. These B locomotives were a very popular and important locomotive for the next few decades. The 26 B Class locomotives that were built, operated on broad gauge lines throughout Victoria, working with many important passenger trains, as well as fast freights. 

			After four years in Camperdown, Ken was offered the Balranald Station Master’s position. It was an important promotion, but Ken was not at work to receive the offer. 

			Because he had not had a day off for over two years, he and Phyllis were keen to go to Melbourne. His boss had suggested he take a sick day. While they were in the city, Melbourne headquarters rang Camperdown station to offer Ken the Balranald position, with the proviso that he take it up, within a week. Ken’s boss didn’t admit he was away, but on Ken’s behalf, replied that he would accept the position. When Ken and Phyllis returned to their house after the long weekend, the whole house had been packed up into a railway carriage. Everything had been put on the train. There was no clearing out or anything sorted, literally, ‘lock, stock, and barrel’ went into the carriage. Ken remembers it was a bit lawless in those days. This second time in Balranald, the Baileys were there for four and a half years. When they arrived, they were provided with six ton of firewood, four gallons of kerosene for lights and a house as part of the salary. The house was valued at 200 pounds a year and was near the railway station. 

			The Baileys had proudly purchased an Austin A30 car before they left Camperdown. Phyllis didn’t have her licence, so she went to the Police station in Balranald to pay for a permit. It cost five shillings for a learners’ permit, and ten shillings for a licence. Phyllis went to the police station with her five shillings in hand and requested a permit. The policeman replied, “I’ve seen you drive into town well enough to give it to you. If you have another five shillings on you, you can have your full licence”. 

			The 1956 Murray-Darling flood occurred while the Baileys were in Balranald. This flood lasted for many months and was due to higher than average rainfalls in Western Queensland and heavy rains in the preceding three months in the Murray-Darling basin. The Echuca region was severely flooded, and the train was unable to run for several months. There was no work for station staff, so Ken went to Moulamein for a short while and then took holiday leave. On this second time in Balranald, Phyllis was pregnant and due to have the baby in Balranald. However, the town was affected by Murrumbidgee flood water and they were cut off. After telling the doctor they didn’t want to risk the situation continuing for some time, they asked if Phyllis was still able to travel. 

			When the doctor gave his assent, the family decided to travel to Yallourn, in Gippsland, to stay with Phyl’s sister Aileen McNair. To their surprise, their son Ross was born there soon after they arrived, six weeks premature. After some weeks, Ken had to return home in the car and left Phyllis in Yallourn with her new baby. He brought Andrea with him and they drove around the flood waters on back tracks to get home safely. While Ken returned to work, Andrea stayed with Phyl’s mother during the day. When Ross was well enough to travel, after several more weeks, Phyllis caught an ANA flight to Swan Hill on a DC3. 

			Ken drove to Swan Hill in the car to pick them both up and the family was finally reunited at their home in Balranald. When Ken returned to Balranald, there was still a lot of water around the district. 1956 and 1957 were good years for catching cod in the Murray. At “Daltons” on the Murray there was a large variety of fish caught in those years. When the floods initially stopped the trains from running, Ken would often go shooting rabbits for a few days. The chillers were often full on most station properties and it was easy to bag a good number of rabbits in the 1950’s. 

			On one long weekend, Ken and a mate shot hundreds of pairs together, a not uncommon feat at those times. 

			Changes to modes of transport were occurring rapidly in the 1950’s. Road transport was becoming more popular for farm produce and trucks could load at other railheads further away. Wool was decreasing in tonnage at Balranald and more importantly, groceries and store goods were increasingly being carted on trucks. The reduced freight meant that Balranald was to be downgraded as a station. Ken and Phyllis discussed their options and, as a result, transferred for work and moved home once again. 

			The Echuca to Balranald passenger services did not close until 1975. After several positions at various rural Victorian stations, Ken took a position back at Serviceton. While there, a third child, Kerryn, was born in 1964. Because there was no hospital in the town, Phyllis went to Bordertown to give birth. 

			Ken ended up transferring to Melbourne for four years as an inspector. 

			This appointment gave Ken considerable insight into the administrative side of the Victorian Railways. He became familiar with issues all over the state and developed many significant relationships with railways staff and administrators. 

			As an inspector, Ken attended incidents and accidents. There were often call-outs at all hours. At Ararat, for example, it was well known that the grade, going down a hill to the turntable, was very steep. Drivers all knew they had to take it slowly and make sure there was enough air between the carriages, in the brake-lines. 

			At one time, a fellow went down to the turntable with brakes only on the engine and not on carriages. When Ken arrived, he found the engine on its side and the carriages tumbled down on top of it. Derailments were the reason for most visits to the country as an inspector. In Mildura, a T-class motor got stuck on the 13th St crossing for two days. The engine had sunk into soft soil under the track at the crossing and it was a time-consuming job to lift it back onto the rails. When Ken and Phyllis began to plan for a more settled life in the country, Mildura beckoned. 
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			The Mildura train turntable 

			Ken was offered several jobs to stay in Melbourne as his experience was now a huge asset to the Railways. But Mildura was warmer, and it would allow Ken to get back to fishing and an easier family life. They made the move to the Station Master’s house in Seventh Street near the Bowling Club. Later they moved to Princes Street to a newer home. Ken still had the right connections in Melbourne, so his long stay in Mildura, until retirement, was approved. Not that they didn’t try to lure him back. 

			He was offered the Station Master’s position at Ballarat but refused. To the constant requests to return to Melbourne, his retort was always, “Not until the cod start biting in the Yarra”. 

			Mildura gave his family stability and the chance to become closely connected to the community. The job as Station Master was a busy one. Mildura was the longest line for freight and passenger services within the State. Several important historical events occurred on the Mildura line: 

			In 1969 the last morse code transmission occurred from Mildura to Melbourne, bringing to an end 103 years of morse code use on the Victorian Railways. At one stage it was estimated that half of V.R. stations had morse code equipment. 

			Mildura has had four named trains in its history. 

			“The Mildura Sunlight”, was trialled in 1957. 

			“The Fruit Flyer”, began in 1958 and took ten hours, at 110 km/h, to make the journey to the Dynon Freight terminal. It was a fast, overnight freight train because it had wagons with bogies, similar to passenger carriages. It picked up produce at Irymple, Red Cliffs, Carwarp and Hattah. It eventually ran six times a week. 

			“The Sunraysia”, was a day train operating between 1987 and 1990. 

			“The Vinelander”, was the longest running passenger train; in operation from 1972 to 1993. It had overnight sleeping cars and a motorail. 
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			Managing train services is a job that varies every day. There is no predicting what may happen when you arrive at work. Many Sunraysia locals will remember the “pickers trains”. Ken remembers that, on some occasions, he had never seen so much blood without bodies, by the time the train arrived in Mildura. If there were bodies, they had been taken off earlier. Trains carried almost everything in earlier days. Some carriages had a coffin section, but often coffins were placed in the guard’s van with a tarpaulin placed over them. 

			Fatalities were always the worst incidents for which to receive a call. We had “fatals” in Sunraysia at Eleventh and Fourteenth Streets. One day the Fruit Flyer was going out in daylight and a motor bike rider went straight into it. Thankfully, they were not as frequent as in Melbourne, but were traumatic, none-the-less. 

			The passenger train in Mildura was on the way out before Ken retired. He remembers the lead up to the cancellation and the reason the bookings dropped off significantly. The State Electricity Commission, Post Master General’s Department, Telecom, Education Department and other government departments would regularly book seats a month ahead for their workers and administrators to travel to the region. 

			Then, they altered their whole Travel and Incidental bookings almost overnight and cancelled all future bookings. They had negotiated a better deal with the airlines. With no overnight expenses, it was more economical to fly workers up and back in one day. There was less down time. This was the start of the demise of the train as these government bookings were the backbone of passenger numbers. 

			While the train continued to run for a while after Ken retired at the age of 56, its days were numbered, and it ceased operating in 1993. 

			Ken isn’t sure how maintenance is done and tracks are checked now. There used to be a ganger for each section of track, and they would go over every section, patrolling the tracks daily. Railway tracks are like roads, the more you run over them the more they deteriorate. There is always a constant need for maintenance. Having a passenger train return to Sunraysia is not about the cost of the track, but the cost of the maintenance. You can’t have any movement on tracks. Ken remembers there was a spot at Birdwoodton near the bridge where the short rails were sitting in sand. If a train didn’t arrive on time at the Mildura station from Merbein, they knew exactly where to go, and would find the train stuck on a warped track. 

			On Ken’s last day at work in Mildura, there was a derailment of a truck of wheat out at Merbein. Several small silos had just been built out there for wheat storage. After they loaded the wheat, and dropped it down in the yard, the sleepers weren’t strong enough and it dropped straight down through the rails. 

			It was just a shunting move and wasn’t connected to anything, but it meant a crane had to be used to lift it up back on to a line. This was time consuming work, but it meant Ken worked solidly right to the end of his last working day. 
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			Ken continued to enjoy the outdoors in retirement, with fishing a particular interest. His trips with Phyllis, their time with family and friends provided many decades of enjoyment and relaxation.
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