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North-West Coast towns to Westbury and Hagley. 
These achieved a fair response, but the hugh wage 
rises of the early 1970's brought ever larger 
operating losses and by 197 4 the future of the train 
was at best uncertain. The tourist trade was in
creasingly concentrated on package deal coach 
and fly-drive holidays which offered little scope for 
rail travel, while almost universal car ownership 
had reduced the number of local people using any 
form of public transport; furthermore many of those 
remaining faithful to the train were students, pen
sioners and day excursionists travelling at reduc
ed fares, so that the revenue situation was worse 
than seat occupancy rates suggested. The long 
drawn-out transfer of the T. G. R. from State to 
Commonwealth control also created an atmos
phere of uncertainty which the withdrawal of all 
Hobart suburban services and the Friday evening 
and Sunday afternoon Hobart - Launceston trains 
at the end of 197 4 did nothing to reduce. 

From the beginning of 1975, the Tasman Limited 
and the Parattah - Hobart railcar (now reduced to 
running on alternate Fridays) were the only sched
uled passenger trains in Tasmania. The Tasman 
continued to be popular during the summer 
months, but in the long off-season there were 
probably days when the competing bus could have 
accommodated both its own passengers and 
those on the train. 

In February, 1976, the carriage of interstate mail 
was lost to air transport and the following Novem
ber Dr. Stewart Joy's report on the future of the 
T.G.R. pointed out that the Tasman had earned 
$250,000 in 1975-76 against expenses of 
$850,000 and recommended that the train be 
withdrawn as soon as possible. The 1977 Federal 
budget included a specific subsidy to keep the 
Tasman running during 1977-78 and an advertis
ing campaign was launched to boost patronage. 
Unfortunately, this coincided with the much
publicised derailment of the southbound train 

between Evandale and Clarendon on 24th Octo
ber, 1977, in which an ACS car and van went over 
at a 45° angle. Nobody was seriously hurt and the 
cars were soon returned to service, but the in
cident could hardly have come at a worse time. 

The writer made the last of many journeys on the 
Tasman one Saturday in November, 1977. The 
train crew were as welcoming as ever, but even 
with a single ACS car there were many empty 
seats, the refreshment service had suffered 
economies and the Launceston connection was a 
road bus. It is true that on a number of other days in 
the same month the train was running with either 
two ACS cars or one ACS and an ordinary saloon, 
but there was little evidence of the sort of revival 
needed to placate the economists. 

From 1st March, 1978, the service was reduced 
to running (in both directions) on Tuesdays, Thurs
days and Fridays only and on 12th July, 1978, the 
Australian National Railways Commission decided 
that the Parattah railcar and the Tasman Limited 
would make their last journeys on 21st and 28th 
July respectively. The announcement brought a 
last minute rush of patronage and many people 
who had supported and appreciated the Tasman 
over the years came to make their farewells. 

The last trains on 28th July were built up to 
lengths reminiscent of happier days : the north
bound train left Hobart with X29 and X17 hauling 
DA2, ACS1, ACS3, AAR2, BBL 11 and SS2, the 
southbound train arrived at Hobart with X20 and 
X16 hauling AAR4, BBL 12, ACS4, ACS2 and DA1 
and the Launceston connection was run by DP28 
and DP27. It was a not inglorious end to 107 years 
of rail passenger services in Tasmania. 

The writer is indebted for assistance with this 
article to Messrs. Don Stephens and David Verrier 
of Hobart and to Mr. C.R. Smith, Mechanical 
Engineer of the Tasmanian Region of the Aust
ralian National Railways. 

AUSTRALIAN RAILWAY CONSTRUCTION IN THE MIDDLE EAST (Misc) 

(by J. W. Knowles) 

During World War II, Australians were respons
ible for the construction of some 225 miles of 
railway in four different places in the Middle East, 
Transjordan, Lebanon, Palestine and Egypt, some 
7500 miles or 12,000 km from the nearest part of 
Australia. 

These railways were built for war purposes by 
the Australian Railway Construction and Mainten
ance Group(ARC & MG) and two of them are still in 
use. The lines built by the group are shown on the 
accompanying map. 
Formation of the Australian Railway Construc

tion and Maintenance Group 
The Australian Railway Construction and Main

tenance Group, Royal Australian Engineers, was 
raised at the request of the British War Office, to 
construct and maintain railways in France. The 

Group was made up largely of various grades from 
the various Australian railway systems. Part of the 
Group was en route to France when France capitu
lated to the enemy and the Dunkirk evacuation 
took place. These men were diverted to England, 
and the remainder held in Western Australia. The 
British War Office then saw need for railway con
struction in the Middle East and early in 1941, the 
whole Group was sent there. Along with a small 
New Zealand Unit, this was the only military railway 
construction unit in the Middle East, although a 
South African unit was later added. 

The ARC & MG comprised the following units: 
Headquarters, 1st 2nd and 3rd Survey Companies, 
and 1st, 2nd and 3rd Construction Companies. 

Middle East Strategic Background 
Early in 1941, Egypt was developed as a base for 
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A general view of work on the bridge over the Nahr El Keib, taken on 5th January, 1943. The bridge on 
the left is that of the former Tramway Libanias. ( above) 

Another view of the bridge over the Nahr El Keib taken in January, 1943. The rugged terrain through 
which the line passed is very evident in this illustration. (below) (Photos: Australian War Memorial) 
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ROUTES TO THE EGYPTIAN 
BASE AREA - JUME. 1941 
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anticipated campaigns in the Balkans, Syria and 
North Africa. The Mediterranean Sea was too dan
gerous for supply ships, and the Suez Canal had 
been closed by German aerial mining. Egypt was 
therefore supplied from England via the Cape of 
Good Hope and the Red Sea, and from India and 
Australia, through the port of Suez at the southern 
end of the canal. This required enlargement of port 
facilities and of railway capacity inside Egypt. 

To supply Palestine, the port of Aqaba in 
Transjordan, at the northern end of the gulf of the 
same name, was to be developed, and a railway 
built to Ma'an on the Hedjaz Railway. As this route 
was difficult, and of limited capacity, a port was 
also opened at El Shatt near the southern end of 
the canal, but on the east side, and a standard 

t:' l '- I /1. I 
_, I l'..,11-"\ I 

\ LL / ,C( • 
I ' ··- I 

\ ( . 
\ ) ) MA'AN 

\ I >< \ \ I ./ ._ 
\ f .,. ... 

NA� �HTAA•l ¥9. ' , n \ I 
·'t,_ I �__, 

---\-
.\ 

O,T. 

gauge railway built along the east bank of the canal 
to Kantara, on the Trans-Sinai Railway linking 
Egypt and Palestine. Other ports on the Red sea 
were to be developed, and a pipeline built across 
the isthmus of Suez for naval oil. In the second half 
of 1941, German air attacks on the canal increas
ed. 

Syria and Lebanon were French mandated terri
tories between the two world wars. After the fall of 
France, the French authorities in Syria declared for 
the Petain (Vichy) Government, which had made 
peace with Nazi Germany. Turkey adopted a 
neutral stand. In January, 1941, the Germans sent 
an emissary to Syria, and after a coup d'etat in Iraq 
in April, made moves towards inciting anti-British 
feeling in the Middle East. 
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carry sleepers and other permanent way material. 
The 70-mile line was completed in three months. 

The route included frequent curves to make 
"straight-run" aerial bombing impossible. Various 
depots and installations, including railway depots, 
were opened up along the line, away from vulner
able large towns, in what had previously been 
uninhabited desert. 

The line became part of the Egyptian State Rail
ways, but has been in Israeli occupied territory 
since the Six Day War between Egypt and Israel in 
1967. 

The Naqb Ashtar Branch, Transjordan 
The only railway in Transjordan (now Jordan), a 

country created after the first World War in the 
division of the former Ottoman holdings in the 
Middle East, was part of the Hedjaz Railway. This 
line, of 1050 mm gauge, was the famed "Holy 
Railway'', designed for pilgrim traffic and preserv
ing Ottoman control, from Damascus in Syria, to 
Medina, near Mecca, in what was the Kingdom of 
the Hedjaz, but is now part of Saudi Arabia. The 
1430-mile line was built between 1903 and 1908, 
including a branch to the Mediterranean at Haifa, 
in Palestine ( now Israel). During the first World 
War, the line south of Ma'an in Jordan was the 
scene of the famous exploits of Colonel Lawrence 
(Lawrence of Arabia), and to this day, wrecked 
trains are to be found on its roadbed. Efforts made 

The bridge over the Nahr El Keib in 1972. 

during the 1960's to rebuild this line were not 
successful. North of the Ma'an the line was 
damaged by the retreating Turks, and not restored 
until the 1920's. 

The only port in Jordan is Aqaba, on the gulf of 
the same name, a branch of the Red Sea The 
nearest point on the Hedjaz line was Ma'an, some 
50 miles away by a poor and mountainous road. 

To provide a "back door" supply line for the 
Syrian campaign, and an alternative route to the 
Suez Canal and the railways on and near its banks, 
it was decided to improve transport facilities be
tween Ma'an and Aqaba. Ma'an is at an altitude of 
some 1150 metres, but some 30 miles (50 km) 
towards Aqaba is a range of mountains, Ras En 
Naqb, some 1600 metres high, with a steep scarp 
on the south-western (Aqaba) side. 

Building a railway down this scarp in wartime 
conditions was ruled out, but it was deemed pos
sible to build a branch line some 30 miles long from 
Ma'an to Naqb Ashtar, at the top of the scarp, and 
to improve the remaining 45 kilometres of road 
from there to Aqaba Towards the end of 1941, No. 
3 Construction Company of the ARC & MG was 
withdrawn from Egypt to build the railway portion. 

The line passes through difficult country, and 
earthworks were considerable. The country is cov
ered with broken ironstone, and all cuttings were in 

(Photo: J. W. Knowles) 
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Route of the Beirut-Tripoli line at Keib headland, 11 km north of Beirut involved cutting the cliff to a
depth of 70'. (Photo: J. W Knowles) 

very hard material. Roads were few, and those 
which existed, very poor. The broken ironstone 
rapidly wore out the tyres of trucks, and the hard 
material in the cuttings resulted in very heavy 
upkeep of the earthmoving equipment. A further 
difficulty was that the work was carried out in 
winter, requiring the expenditure of considerable 
effort in clearing cuttings of snow. 

Rails and metal sleepers were obtained from the 
derelict Hedjaz line south of Ma'an, and loco
motives and rolling stock from the operational 
Hedjaz line to the north were used on construction 
trains. A section of the Arab Legion was attached 
to the Australian Company for guard duties. At 
Naqb Ashtar, suitable rail - road transhipment 
yards were built. Most of the work on station yards 
and transit sheds was the work of New Zealand 
military railway engineers. 

From the end of December, 1941, Australian per
sonnel were gradually withdrawn to commence 
work on the Beirut - Tripoli railway. By the end of 
February, 1942, only a small detachment of Aust
ralians was left, completing final details. 

Considerable traffic was carried on the line dur
ing the war, and the line is still operated by the 
Hedjaz Jordan Railway on an as required basis. It 
is intended, however, to rebuild part of the former 
Hedjaz main line south of Ma'an, and from it 
construct a new line to Aqaba, on a route avoiding 
steep gradients, to carry large tonnages of phos-

phate rock for shipment. This will render the Ma' an 
to Naqb Ashtar line redundant. 

The Beirut- Tripoli Railway 
From the northern terminus of the Hedjaz Railway 
in Damascus, another 1050 mm gauge line runs 
west to Beirut, the principal port on the Levantine 
coast. This line, opened in 1894, crosses the Anti
Lebanon and Lebanon Ranges, and on the latter 
has long lengths of Abt rack inclines, with a ruling 
gradient of 1 in 16.7 westbound, and 1 in 14.3 
eastbound. The capacity of this line was very low, 
maximum loads for the large 0-10-0 rack and 
adhesion tanks then and still employed being 160 
tonnes westbound and 140 tonnes eastbound. 

From Haifa, on the Palestine coast, a branch of 
the Hedjaz Railway ran west to Derraa, passing 
through very difficult country. From Rayak, on the 
Damascus to Beirut line, a standard gauge line ran 
north through Homs, Hamah and Aleppo in Syria to 
connect with the railways of Turkey. A branch ran 
from Homs to the small Mediterranean port of 
Tripoli, north of Beirut. 

There was thus rail connection between the 
standard gauge lines under British control in Egypt 
and Palestine, with Lebanon, Syria and Turkey, but 
it was of low capacity, involved two breaks of 
gauge, and passed through country which might 
be difficult to conquer. Furthermore, the Haifa -
Derraa line had many tunnels and bridges, and was 
vulnerable to attack With the possibility of Allied 
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Diesel-electric locomotive of the Chemins de Fer de L'etat Libanais on a southbound goods train 
passing under an overhanging cliff at Sarba headland, 15km north of Beirut At this point the Beirut
Tripoli line is on the route of the pre-war 1050mm gauge Tramway Libanais The illustration was 
taken in April, 19 72. ( Photo: J. W. Knowles) 

occupation of Lebanon, and the hope that Turkey 
might join the Allies, a less difficult, through stan
dard gauge line was desired for supply and com
muniction. 

Several routes were considered by a Survey 
Company of the ARC & MG. Th shortest, via the 
Jordan Valley, to Rayak, was through extremely 
difficult basalt country, with canyons and extreme 
changes in altitude (descent to 700' below sea 
level and climb to 3300' above). No road access 
was available. Another route to Rayak, via the 
valley of the Litani, was surveyed as soon as the 
Vichy French capitulated. This too was ruled out as 
a wartime railway, for it involved heavy work in the 
Litani gorges, much bridging, and again access 
was difficult. The remaining route, along the coast 
from Haifa via Beirut to Tripoli, although longer, 
had the advantages of being through less difficult 
country, having road access throughout, serving 
the port of Beirut and the cement works at Chekka, 
the rock being limestone, and there being pre-war 
provisional plans prepared by the French for a line 
between these places. 

The coastal plain in Lebanon is relatively narrow, 
and in places, the mountains come down to meet 
the sea The streams which flow from the moun
tains down to the Mediterranean are raging tor
rents during the winter, when fed by the seasonal 

rains and snow, although largely dry in the sum
mer. 

Survey Work 
On 12th September, 1941, No. 1 Section of the 

Australian Railway Survey Company commenced 
a location survey around two difficult headlands in 
the south of Lebanon, Ras Naqurah and Ras 
Bayada On 17th October, this work was handed 
over to the South African Railway Survey Com
pany. By then, the South African Engineering 
Corps had been detailed to construct the line from 
Acre to the 137.6 km near Beirut, and the ARC & 
MG thence to 229.4 km, near Tripoli. The Haifa to 
Acre section was built by the Palestinian Railways. 
The three sections of the Australian Railway Sur
vey Company then worked on the survey of the 
Beirut to Tripoli section. The British War Office 
requested completion of the line in 18 months. 

Some 25 km south of Tripoli, the Lebanon Range 
extends right into the sea at the Ras Chekka head
land, pierced even then by a road tunnel. No. 2 
Section endeavoured to find a route around this 
headland, but it was eventually decided that a long 
tunnel would be necessary. To build this, and 
another short tunnel nearby, the 61 st Tunnelling 
Company of the South African Engineering Corps 
was specially recruited among miners on the Rand. 
Apart from this work, the Beirut - Tripoli section was 
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constructed by the ARC & MG. 
The line was designed as a first class standard 

gauge military railway to carry axle loads of 20 
tons, with a 1 in 50 ruling gradient and 10 chains 
minimum curve radius, with 16' formation on em· 
bankments and 15' in cuttings, and with crossing 
loops every five miles. The structure gauge was 
that then existing for Australian 4' 8½" and 5' 3" 
gauge lines, very close to the international stan· 
dard. The use of even a few Imperial measure
ments in the plans has been a source of a little 
difficulty to the Lebanese railways since, for their 
country has, under French influence, long used 
metric measurements. It would seem that mini
mum curve radius came down to 7½ chains during 
construction. 

Material, Labour and Plant 
Rails, fastenings, sleepers and bridge girders 

were obtained from England, South Africa, India 
and the U.S.A Ballast, stone and cement were 
obtained locally. 

With attached details and units, the ARC & MG 
itself numbered about 1000; about half were em· 
ployed on administration, stores work, operation 
and maintenance of plant and transport, and half 
on supervision of labour. Considerable numbers of 
local people were employed, up to 8000 at the 
peak, both as artisans and labourers. These were 
supplemented by pioneer companies of Basutos, 

----� 

-·-- .

Bechuanas and Swazis from South Africa, number· 
ing 21 00 at their peak 

Plant was obtained as available from the Middle 
East pool and from the Ninth Army holding in the 
area. Much of the required plant was late arriving, 
and early methods were makeshift and slow, but 
eventually a fleet of bulldozers, scrapers, rooters, 
shovels, draglines, compressors, air rock drills, 
Decauville track and wagons, compressed air 
equipment and up to 198 trucks of capacities up to 
five tons was put to use. The work was hindered by 
an absence of tip-trucks. Donkeys and manpower 
played a not inconsiderable part in the work 

Construction and Description 
Approximately equal lengths were allocated to 

each of the three construction companies, adjust· 
ed later as No. 2 Company, in the central length, 
was seen to have an unevenly heavy burden. 

From the southern end of the ARC & MG section 
at 137.6 km to the Nahr (River) Beirut, the line 
passes through fertile coastal orchard and farm 
land, making a crossing on the level at about the 
142 km with the 1050 mm gauge Beirut to Damas
cus line. Just before the bridge over Nahr Beirut, a 
fork line junction is made with the line into the 
Beirut marshalling yard, built by the Group. 

The Nahr Beirut bridge, of three 100' through 
lattice girders from South Africa, was erected on 
falsework, with pier caissons sunk in gravel and 

,.. 

_ _,.._. 

Australian Infantry Forces badge carved by Lebanese masons and set into a pier of the bridge over 
the Nahr El Keib as it appeared in 19 72. ( Photo: J. W. Knowles) 
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The large embankment above Jounieh Bay, near Maameltein, carrying the Beirut-Tripoli railway, as it 
appeared in December, 1942. (Photo: Australian War Memorial) 

loam to a clean gravel bed 20' below water level. 
From this bridge, the line cuts across to the coast 
at Dora, nowadays passing along none-too-pleas
ant streets of Beirut. At Dora, it crossed a city street 
tramway, and then followed the route of the Tram
way Libanais, both 1050 mm gauge. The latter, 
opened in 1898 from Beirut to Maameltein had 
been intended by its promoters to extend to Tripoli, 
over much of the route of the wartime line now 
being described. On the construction of the latter, 
which used much of its roadbed, the tramway was 
closed. 

From Dora to the Nahr El Keib, the line runs 
alongside St. George's Bay (St. George is suppos
ed to have killed the dragon in this area). At the 
Keib headland, the mountains come down to the 
sea, and heavy rockwork was required. The road 
had been cut around the headland, which neces
sitated locating the railway inland from it, and a 70' 
cut. The bridge over the Nahr El Keib followed, with 
two 100' and one 70' through lattice girders erect
ed on falsework beside the bridge of the Tramway 
Libanais. The caissons for the piers and the south
ern abutment were sunk to 24' below water. Pump
ing was very heavy, and a diver and grabs were 
employed during the final stages of the sinking. 
The caissons were sealed underwater, and pump
ed dry after the concrete had set. 

The Nahr El Keib (Dog River) is an historic 
location, with ancient and modern inscriptions in 
the limestone rock commemorating the passage of 
past conquerors or liberators of the area who, in 

travelling along the coast, had to pass the Keib 
headland, from Pharoah Ramses II in the thir
teenth century B.C. to the French in 1920. Later, 
another stone was to be erected to commemorate 
the construction of this railway, and others con
nected with the Second World War. 

From the Keib, the line deviated from the tram
way location for some distance, later to rejoin it 
near Sarba headland, where the line passes under 
an overhanging rock Most of this area is orchard or 
banana plantation. The line then follows the tram
way location around Jounieh Bay to Maameltein, 
the former tramway terminus. Beyond, at Maamel
tein Creek, a bridge of one 60' U. C.R. B. and one 36' 
concrete slab, was erected. (The U.C.R.B. - Unit 
Construction Railway Bridge- is a Pratt truss made 
up of standard units). 

The following headland required 35,000 cubic 
yards of excavation, entirely in rock The excavated 
material, together with an additional 5000 cubic 
yards, was used to make an 86' high fill near 
Dowra, just to the north. Three shifts were worked 
daily on this cut and fill for six months. At the Beirut 
end of the cutting, an underground cave was 
encountered, and was bridged by a single 44' steel 
deck from India. Near this bridge, the line now 
passes beneath the modern Casino du Liban, and 
from the train can be seen the magnificent view 
over Jounieh Bay and the Lebanon Range tower
ing above. The long limestone cutting around the 
headland is followed by areas of rich soil support
ing bananas and other fruits, followed by further 
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rock cutting near Tabarja 
Near 173 km, the line crosses Nahr Ibrahim. It 

was near the source of this stream that the god 
Adonis supposedly lived and was killed; the river 
runs red each February, allegedly with his blood, 
but actually from iron ore from the grotto from 
which the river gushes. Two lattice spans, one 100' 
and one 70', were sent from South Africa for this 
bridge; the shorter was lost at sea, and a Pratt type 
through span was substituted. The southern 
abutment was founded on rock, the southern a 
caisson 13' below water level, and the pier a 
caisson 20' below. The bridge was erected on 
falsework, which was washed away the night after 
the trusses had been made self-supporting. 

The Nahr El Fidar, about 177 km, is crossed by a 
bridge up to 62' high of four 75' U.C.R.B. deck 
spans. Foundations were on rock or gravel. The 
spans were placed by the cantilever method; all 
four spans and a launching nose were coupled, 
and hauled across the river by winch. The nose was 
easily dismantled on the opposite bank Assembly, 
launching, jacking-down and dismantling the nose 
occupied 389 man hours, of local labour and 
Australian supervision. 

After passing through some rocky cuttings, the 
line enters Jbeil, the modern town surrounding 
ancient Byblos, where there have been settle
ments by several races over fifty centuries, relics of 
all of which can still be seen. 

North of Jbeil, the line crosses Nahr El Djadz on a 
bridge of three 80' U.C.R.B. spans, the highest pier 
being 79' above its foundation. This was the first 
bridge erected by the cantilever method, first one 
span then the remaining two together. The launch
ing nose was in mid-air after the first had been 
placed, and was dismantled with the aid of a flying
fox. 

For some 12 km from near Jbeil to near Fardous, 
most of the construction was in rock A further 
large bridge was constructed over Nahr El Fgal, at 
about 191 km. This was a sing le 80' U. C.R. B. span 
69' above the bed. The large high abutments with 
splayed wing walls required 2000 tons of concrete 
and considerable stone facing. The span was 
launched by the cantilever method. 

North of this bridge, the line is even closer to the 
coast; construction work there was in both rock 
and soil. A second Nahr El Djadz is crossed at 199 
km by a bridge of two 44' Indian deck spans, 
launched across trestling. The southern abutment 
was dry, but the pier and the northern abutment 
were caissons founded well below scour level. 
From this bridge to the Chekka tunnel, the work 
was entirely in limestone rock The line here pas
ses above evaporating pans for recovering salt, 
formed on the rocky shore and fed by windmills. 

Construction of the tunnel by the 1000 men of 
the 61 st Tunnelling Company of the South African 
Engineering Corps commenced in February, 
1942. The material was mostly chalk and marl, 
much softer than the hard rock experienced on the 
Rand, and was self-supporting. Work proceeded 

on five faces at once, and the 4800' bore, which 
included one curve, was completed in eight 
months. 

A shorter 900' tunnel was then bored to the 
south, near 201 km. The Australians lined a short 
portion of the longer tunnel in concrete, and laid 
track through both. The work at Chekka was care
fully defended against attack from the sea; at one 
stage, a German submarine sank another vessel 
some three miles offshore. 

North of the tunnel, the line runs for some 800' 
on a ledge reclaimed from Chekka Bay behind a 
concrete sea wall, curves around the rocky shore 
of the bay, passes through an area of chocolate 
soil near Chekka village, where a spur was con
structed to the cement works. 

The Nahr El Asfour is crossed by a single 40' 
plate girder, both abutments being open caissons. 
From 214 km Eufeh, another rock section follows 
for about 9 km to near Bahsas, where a marshalling 
yard, locomotive depot and reversing triangle were 
constructed in a sandy area Just beyond, Nahr El 
Kalta is crossed by a 40' span plate girder, with a 
caisson abutment on the northern and a dry 
abutment on the southern side. From this bridge, 
the line crosses sandy orchard country to 229.39 
km, the end of the ARC & MG section, near El 
Minah, the port for Tripoli. Here the military line 
joined the Homs - Tripoli branch of the Chemin de 
Fer Damas - Ha mah et Prolongments ( D. H.P.). 

As well as the bridges described, there were 
numerous culverts and drains; other features 
were: syphons to carry irrigation ditches under the 
line; relieving arches to protect water supply mains 
passing under the track, massive walls along the 
seafront, 35 road diversions, one up to three miles 
long, two cut-and-cover road tunnels, construction 
of houses to replace those demolished and repair 
of others damaged by blasting, and erection of 
stone station buildings at each of the crossing 
loops. 

The construction called for 630,000 cubic yards 
of excavation in earth and sand, and 343,000 cubic 
yards in rock The deepest cuts were about 60', 
and the highest embankments about 80'. In the 
numerous culverts, there were 11,050 lineal feet 
of pipe, 135 arches and 30 openings of flat slab 
reinforced concrete. Sea and retaining walls of 
4500 lineal feet were constructed, containing 
20,900 square yards of masonry. The use of 
357,662 lbs. of explosive and 176,648 detonators 
demonstrates the extent of the rock excavation 
and the speed of construction. Consumption of 
cement was 12,103 tons. 

Of the 66.2 miles of track laid, 46 miles were 75 
lb. American rail on tie plates, and the remainder 
85 lb. English bullhead rail in cast iron chairs. 
Unless kept well driven home, the wooden keys 
holding the bullhead rail in the chairs were stolen 
for firewood. Sleepers were spaced at about 29" 
intervals. All 175,000 were timber, 108" x 9" x 5" 
Indian hardwood and 96" x 8" x 6" untreated 
American pine, with some Turkish and local pine in 
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The tablet at the Nahr El Keib unveiled by General 
Alexander on 20th December, 1942 to com
memorate the opening of the Beirut- Tripoli 
Railway, in the poor condition to which it had 
deteriorated by 19 72. It has since been refuro
ished. The wording on the tablet is set out in the 
text of the article. ( Photo: J. W Knowles) 

sidings and loops. All joints were staggered. 
Ballast was mostly hard limestone, obtained 

from cutting work, river beds and beaches. Some 
was napped on the formation, some by small 
portable Australian crushers, and some by larger 
crushers. Of the total requirement of 140,000 
cubic yards, about half was provided by local 
contract. 

The major bridges totalled 1833 lineal feet. Their 
piers and abutments were faced with stonework 
built to act as formwork, laid from the inside, later 
to be filled with reinforcing, concrete and stone. 
The piers of the major structures were built with 
demolition chambers. The stonework, carried out 
by Lebanese masons, is of very high quality and 
displays the same degree of skill as can be seen in 
the excellent stone buildings in the mountain vil
lages of Lebanon. Most of the stone is white and 
ivory, but the Nahr Ibrahim bridge includes some of 
slate blue colour, arranged in artistic patterns 
among the other. The major bridges used 950 tons 
of rivetted steelwork, 20,900 tons of masonry, and , 
along with the culverts, 39,990 cubic yards of 
concrete. 

The piers of all major bridges carry capping 
stones into which are carved representations of 
the badge of the Australian Commonwealth Mili
tary Forces, including those words. This work was 
done by a Lebanese artist-mason, a Maronite 
priest. 

Opening 
The 86 miles S.A.E.C. portion from the Palestin

ian border to 137.6 km, commenced in December, 
1941, was opened in August, 1942, along with the 
Australian section from 137 .6 km into Beirut, and 
the yards there. At one place on the South African 
section, a location had been obtained only by 
dropping large concrete blocks into the sea 
around the headland; to this site workers were 
lowered by rope. The original line was built around 
Ras El Naqurah, on the Palestinian border. After 
completing the Chekka tunnel in August, 1942, the 
S.AE.C. Tunnelling Company was sent to Naqura
to build a 1000' tunnel through the headland, to
improve the alignment, and obviate damage to the
track by the sea.

The Tripoli to Chekka section of the ARC & MG 
was opened to traffic on 22nd July, 1942, thus 
connecting the Middle East railway system to the 
cement works. The heavy work through rock, and 
the many bridges meant that the remainder of the 
Australian work between Beirut and Chekka was in 
disconnected sections, but by 17th December, 
1942, the line was connected throughout, the last 
section being the large rock cutting in the Maamel
tein headland. 

On 20th December, 1942, the line was opened 
with a ceremony at the historic Nahr El Keib by 
General Sir Harold Alexander, Commander-in
Chief, Middle East Forces. A guard of honour of 
ARC & MG sappers was inspected by the General, 
who drove the last spike, and unveiled a tablet set 
in rock, among those from ancient times. This 
tablet headed by an Al. F. badge, and a dog (Keib 
means dog) on a boomerang, and reads: 

, 

The refurbished plaque at Nahr El Keib, unveiled 
on Anzac Day, 1974. 

(Photo: Australian Embassy, Beirut) 
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Diesel-electric locomotive of the Chemins de Fer de l'etat Libanais hauling a goods train over the 
Nahr El Fidar bridge about 3 km south of Jbeil ( Byblos) in April, 19 72. This bridge comprises four 75' 
U. C. Ra deck spans up to 62' high. All four spans were launched together by the cantilever method 

"NEAR THIS SPOT ON 20 DECEMBER 1942, 
THE LAST SPIKE WAS DRIVEN IN THE BEY
ROUTH-TRIPOLI RAILWAY, BY THE C IN C, 
MEF, GENERAL HON SIR HAROLD R L G 
ALEXANDER, CGB, CSI, DSO, MC, THEREBY 
COMPLETING THE LINK BETWEEN LONDON 
AND CAIRO. THIS SECTION OF THE LINE WAS 
BUILT BY THE AUSTRALIAN RAILWAY CON
STRUCTION GROUP DURING THE YEAR 1942. 

"THIS TABLET WAS UNVEILED BY GEN SIR H 
R L G ALEXANDER IN THE PRESENCE OF 
ALFRED NACCACHE, PRESIDENT OF THE 
LEBANESE REPUBLIC." 

A passenger train, said to have been drawn by a 
Baldwin locomotive (probably from the Palestinian 
Railways) decorated with Australian and Lebanese 
flags and with General Alexander's personal flag, 
was provided, and conveyed the official party from 
Beirut with the General on the footplate. After the 
ceremony, the official party travelled in the train to 
Bahsas, passing groups of Australians and Afri
cans on their respective lengths. The next day, the 
line went into regular use, carrying tanks north, 
while four wheat trains ran south. 

The whole line between Haifa and Tripoli had 
been built in a year, six months less than estimated 
by the War Office. 

(Photo: J. W Knowles) 

Subsequent History 
A month after the opening, maintenance of the 

section passed from the ARC & MG to New Zeal
and engineering units. The ARC& MG travelled out 
of Lebanon over the line on 17th January, 1943. 

The line remained under British military control 
until 1947, although non-military traffic was handl
ed from 1943. Locomotives used by the British 
were, apart from a Chinese 2-6-0, all War Depart
ment standard 2-8-0's. Twenty-two Great Central 
type R.O.D. locomotives from the British L.N.E.R. 
(as used on the Coal & Allied Industries line at 
Hexham, N.S.W.), built between 1912 and 1921, 
came to the Middle East in 1942 to operate the 
Haifa - Beirut - Tripoli line, and in 1944, four of a 
Stanier design, built in 1940-41, were transferred 
from the Trans-Iranian Railway. All were oil burners 
when used on the line. None of these locomotives 
remained on the line after 1947. Rolling stock was 
drawn from the Egyptian and Palestinian Railways 
and supplied by the War Department. 

In 1947, the Lebanese Government purchased 
the Naqurah - Beirut - Tripoli section for 5 million 
Lebanese pounds, about £550,000 Sterling, or 
$1,237,000 Australian at then current rates of 
exchange. The Government placed the line under 
the management of the D. H.P. company, which 
provided the locomotives and rolling stock, and 
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named it the N.B.T. (Naqurah - Beirut - Tripol�, Ras 
Naqurah being the headland on the border with 
Palestine. 

For a short period, the line was part of a through 
standard gauge route from Europe (via a ferry 
across the Bosphrous) and Turkey in Asia to Egypt. 
Jewish terrorists broke the line within Palestine in 
1947, and through running came to an end. The 
creation of Israel in 1948, warfare, and the hostility 
between the Arab countries and Israel, prevented 
its resumption. In Lebanon, services south of 
Beirut were later withdrawn, and the line became 
derelict. During the 1960's, it was reconstructed 
from Beirut to the Zaharani oil refinery south of 
Sidon, but from there to the Israeli border, it 
remains derelict. The Australian built section from 
Beirut to Tripoli remained open throughout. 

In 1950, the line was connected to Beirut port by 
rebuilding as dual gauge about 5 km of the 1050 
mm gauge D. H.P. Beirut - Damascus line from the 
N. B.T. yard in Beirut to Beirut St. Michel station and 
Beirut port. 

By 1960, the D. H.P. company could no longer 
carry on its lines in Lebanon (its lines in Syria had 
been nationalised in 1956 ). Its lines were therefore 
taken over by the Lebanese Government, and 
integrated with the N.B.T. line in the Chemins de 
Fer de I' Etat Libanais, or C. E. L. 

The line between Beirut and Tripoli now carries 

about three freight trains each way per day, mostly 
traffic from Beirut Port, but some from Europe to 
Beirut, a daily daylight Syrian Railways railcar from 
Alepo to Beirut, and the twice weekly Taurus 
Express from Hydrapasha (opposite Istanbul on 
the Bosphrous), which traverses the section both 
ways in darkness. Most trains are operated by four 
600 h.p. General Motors0-6-0 (orC) diesel-electric 
units but0- 8-0 G and GB steam engines of the old 
D. H.P. company are still seen on the line. Railcars
are currently allowed 55, expresses 45, andgoods
trains 30 km.p.h. The numerous level crossings,
and sharp curves in places, severely limit overall
average speeds.

There are now only five intermediate crossing 
loops, Bahsas yard has been removed, Tripoli 
being served by the yard and depot at the former 
D. H.P. station, the yard on the east side of the
Beirut River has been removed, but that on the
west (N. B.T. yard) is in use, and still surrounded by
its wartime man proof fence.

Older Lebanese remember the Australian part in 
the construction of the line, and know the signifi
cance of the A I.F. badges carved into the capping 
stones of the bridge piers. There is nothing recog
nisably Australian about the line or its features, but 
an Australian travelling along it will quickly spot 
groves and avenues of eucalypts, which grow 
well in the Middle East. Built for war purposes, but 

On the 19th December, 1942, one day before the opening, a test train wasoperatedoverthe line and 
is pictured at Jbeil (Byblos) being admired by Australian and local construction workers Note also 
the use of chaired track (Photo: Australian War Memorial) 



THE AUSTRALIAN RAILWAY HISTORICAL SOCIETY 
Bulletin No. 493 - November, 1978 259 

The Nahr El Djadz bridge nearJbeil(Byblos) of three BO' U.CRB. deck spans up to 79' high. It was in 
the construction of this bridge that the ARC& MG first used the cantilever method of launching 
spans (Photo: J. W. Knowles) 

still useful in peace, the Beirut - Tripoli line was 
probably the most substantial railway built by Aust
ralians between about 1930 and 1950. 

Plans were announced in 197 4 for rebuilding the 
whole Beirut -Tripoli section as a high speed line 
on improved alignment, and the World Bank 
agreed to a loan for part of the cost. In view of the 
enormous cost ($US 64 million) the scheme would 
seem to be of questionable value. Many of the 
wartime bridges would no doubt be retained. 

The stonework of the tablet unveiled at the Nahr 
El Keib at the opening in 1942 had deteriorated 
badly by 1 971, and on Anzac Day, 1974, a new 
bronze plaque, set into the original stonework, was 
unveiled by H.E. the Australian Ambassador to 
Lebanon, Mr. Pierre N.B. Hutton, and H.E. Mr. 
Ghalib Turk, Governor of Mt. Lebanon Province, in 
the presence of a representative of the Australian 
army and distinguished Lebanese and diplomatic 
representation. The stonework was treated with an 
invisible preserver. The new plaque was financed 
largely by the Returned Servicemen's League and 
the Department of Foreign Affairs. 

Disbandment of the ARC & MG 

The Group returned to Australia in February, 
1943, with the Ninth Division. It was disbanded in 
April, 1943, some of the railwaymen discharged to 
their own systems, and the remainder reorganised 

into three Mechanical Equipment Companies, for 
earthmoving, and road construction and mainten
ance, which served in New Guinea, Bougainville, 
Morotai, Balikpapan and New Britain. Some were 
apparently again used in railway work later, for a 
Railway Construction Company was engaged on 
crossing loop extensions on the North Australia 
Railway in 1944, and a similarly named company 
was in Borneo in 1945. 
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