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CURRICULUM APPLICABILITY 
 
The Tea & Sugar module is principally applicable to the junior and middle high school curricula for 
History, Geography and elements of other Human Society and its Environment (HSIE) studies. 
 
The key geographical concepts covered by the module include: 

> The characteristics and spatial distribution of environments 

> How people and communities modify, and are affected by, the environment 

> How physical, social, cultural, economic and political factors shape communities, 
including the global community 

 
Key historical concepts included are: 

> Knowledge and understanding of Australian Aboriginal and Indigenous peoples of the 
world and the nature of contact 

> Knowledge and understanding of significant developments in Australia’s social, political 
and cultural history in the 20th century, and in particular the post-WW2 period 

> Use of film as an historical source 
 
For other elements of the HSIE curriculum, topics such as civics, commerce, multiculturalism, work, 
employment and enterprise are applicable to the module. Key aspects include: 

> Australian Identity 

> Ideas of self, family, community 

> Significant Australians, national symbols, celebrations and popular images 

> National heritage: natural and built environments 

> Population composition and changes 
 
CONTEXT / BACKGROUND INFORMATION 
 
The Tea & Sugar was the nickname given to a train that ran along the Trans-Australian Railway 
between Port Augusta (SA) and Kalgoorlie (WA). The primary purpose of the train was to supply the 
railway workers and their families who lived along the track across the Nullarbor Plain. From its early 
days dropping off dry provisions, the Tea & Sugar developed into an institution that hauled purpose-
built shopping carriages stocked with fresh food and groceries. It also brought health and financial 
services to some people in the isolated communities. 
 
In this module, students will view footage of the Tea & Sugar train, the communities it served and 
learn about the battle to build a railway across our continent. 
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BRIEF HISTORY 
 
The Trans-Australian Railway was completed in 1917. It was a standard gauge line that linked the 
industrial centre of Port Augusta with the gold mining town of Kalgoorlie. At either end of the line, 
tracks of different gauges connected the line to Adelaide and Perth respectively. (See notes on rail 
gauges below.) During construction of the line, the thousands of workers were supplied in an ad-hoc 
manner by trains moving forward as the tracks progressed. However once the two ends of the line 
were linked, there was a need to establish more permanent workers’ settlements across the Nullarbor. 
The men stationed at these places would carry out routine maintenance on the stretches of track, as 
well as provide the infrastructure for re-supplying the steam trains with water and fuel. 
 
Owing to the full-time engagement of these workers, their families moved out along the line with 
them. Tiny settlements were born, often hundreds of kilometres from major towns. 
 
Supplying the families with food and groceries was the responsibility of the Commonwealth Railways. 
Once a week a provisions train would run in both directions and would become known as the ‘Tea & 
Sugar’, after two of the staples it carried. 
 
It was not only dried and packaged food that the Tea & Sugar sold. A butcher’s van had space for a 
shop front, live sheep and a small sleeping area for the butcher himself. The sheep were slaughtered 
as needed and sold through a window fronting onto the platform wherever the train pulled up. By the 
1940’s these butcher vans also incorporated large refrigerated compartments. They supplied the 
restaurant cars of passing passenger trains as well as the workers. 
 
Besides meat, the train sold bread (baked at key points along the route), vegetables, fruit and 
household groceries. From the late 1970’s onwards a mobile health clinic was attached, providing the 
families with access to a doctor or nurse, as well as baby health and mothercraft lessons.  
Banking services were available, as were religious ones, with a travelling clergyman being an 
occasional inclusion. 
 
Up until the late 1970’s, the shopping cars operated like a corner store. Orders were placed at the 
window and a staff member retrieved the items from a shelf and handed them over. Just as with the 
rest of the country though, such personal service became a thing of the past. In 1979, two new 
carriages were implemented. These were more like supermarkets and let the shoppers wander 
through and choose whatever they wanted. The butcher vans were dropped in 1982 in favour of pre-
packaged meat. 
 
But it was not just the mode of shopping that was changing. It was the shoppers themselves. As more 
and more of the line was re-laid with concrete sleepers, the need for regular work gangs fell. Likewise, 
the use of modern, long-range diesel locomotives diminished the requirement for en-route refuelling. 
As the customer base dried up, the Tea & Sugar became redundant. It was eventually removed from 
service in 1996. A few of its shopping cars remain in the National Rail Museum in Adelaide. 
 
Sadly, once the train stopped running, those few people who had wanted to remain behind in 
townships like Cook had no feasible way of buying fresh supplies. Since they were technically living 
on railway property anyway, the settlements were abandoned. 
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RAIL GAUGES 
 
The biggest problem with uniting the country by rail was in the choice of gauge: the width between 
the tracks. From the beginning of major construction programs in the 1850’s, the various Australian 
colonies adopted different railway gauge widths for reasons of tradition, cost and stubborn rivalry. 
Therefore, despite Federation, the states of Australia tolerated different widths of railway. In the case 
of some states, they even had multiple gauges operating internally. This meant that interstate 
passengers, freight and livestock had to change trains when crossing a border or at other internal 
points where gauges differed. This was a time- consuming and costly process. In 1924 the 
Commonwealth Government funded a uniform gauge from Sydney to Brisbane which opened in 1932. 
This was not extended to Melbourne until 1962. The gauge problems came to head during World War 
2 when military movements northwards were badly hampered by the need to change trains and the 
lack of appropriate rolling stock. 
 
The three gauges used in Australia were: 
 
Broad (1600mm or 5’3”) 
Used in Victoria and parts of SA. 
 
Standard (1435mm or 4’8.5”) 
Initially used only in NSW and by the Commonwealth Railways between Port Augusta and Kalgoorlie. 
Later used for certain lines in most states 
 
Narrow (1067mm or 3’6”) 
Used in Qld, WA, SA and Tasmania. Victoria also built four 2’6” (762mm) ‘narrow’ gauge lines. 
 

 NARROW GAUGE STANDARD 
PROS Cheap to build. Cheap to 

maintain. Lighter, cheaper 
rolling stock. 
Can be built to turn sharper 
corners and climb steeper 
grades, meaning fewer 
detours over rugged country. 

Can carry heavier load. Was a 
European standard. Was 
compatible with British- designed 
rolling stock. 
Smoother and faster travel. 

CONS Limited load can be carried. 
Not as comfortable to travel on 
owing to increased movement. 

More expensive to build.  
Required more surveying and 
ground preparation. 

 
Up until the1930’s, a train journey between Brisbane and Perth would have meant changing trains at 
the border with NSW, the border with Victoria, at Adelaide for the trip to Port Augusta, then again for 
the standard gauge line to Kalgoorlie and then once more for the final leg to Perth. This obviously 
slowed travel time and required complete sets of rolling stock for each gauge. 
 
South Australia was perhaps the state most crippled by the ‘break of gauge’ issue, since it operated all 
three systems in different places. In the case of the northward rail link, narrow gauge was chosen to 
expedite cost and construction time. This eventually became a handicap though, as there was no 
linkage with lines running from other states and it also limited the amount of weight the coal trains 
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could carry. As the state developed and its need for larger amounts of coal increased, the line had to be 
completely replaced. 
 
The Trans-Australian Railway between Port Augusta and Kalgoorlie was operated by the 
Commonwealth on standard gauge tracks, which of course didn’t match the South Australian 
systems. It was only in 1982 that Adelaide was linked to the national railway system by a standard 
gauge track. Even then, it took until 1995 before an uninterrupted train trip between Perth and 
Melbourne was possible. 
 
This issue of rail gauges had far-reaching effects on the development of some states, not least 
Australia’s over-dependence on road transport for so much of its freight. 
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INDIGENOUS AUSTRALIANS 
 
It’s not hard to notice that most of the film clips used in ‘On The Rails’ don’t feature Indigenous 
Australians at all, or at least only incidentally. This is largely due to the cultural paradigms present at 
the time the films were made in the middle of the 20th century. At this time, Indigenous people were 
considered an unimportant and insignificant element of Australian society. 
 
This would have been particularly the case in films such as those we have taken our clips from: films 
about railways that praised European concepts like technology, industry, modernisation, progress, 
mineral exploitation and ‘taming a savage and/or worthless land’. Film-makers (and audiences) of 
that time would have felt that these concepts had little to do with Indigenous societies and so not 
bothered to feature the traditional landowners whose territories these trains traversed. 
 
This absence of Indigenous people in the film clips is worth drawing to the attention of students. The 
very use of film as an historical record can raise issues of inclusiveness. Whose stories are being told 
in such a technological medium? Whilst there are plenty of ethnographic pieces that document 
Indigenous Australian life in Film Australia’s archive, these people were often left out of 
documentaries that strove to portray Australia as a modern and progressive nation. 
 
A possible classroom activity that would parallel the European, modernist perspective of these film 
clips is to ask students to research the cultures of the Indigenous populations who traditionally lived 
along the route of the east-west and north-south railways. What tribal areas are represented? 
How might the railway have affected their lifestyles?  
To what extent were Indigenous people involved in the building of the railways and the industries 
which the lines made possible (mining, agriculture etc.)? 
 
Another intriguing avenue of study is to explore similarities the films had with other forms of popular 
culture of the time, such as literature and   song. How were Indigenous Australians regarded? Why 
were they so often left out of portrayals of Outback life or at least portrayed negatively? For example: 
 
“Some blacks were ready to be hostile if the occasion arose. At first they approached the camps in fear. 
With a little more boldness they asked for ‘Chewbac’. The early Tea and Sugar train attracted them in 
hordes, all clamouring for supplies. Hostile blacks bailed up a railwayman’s wife at a lonely outstation 
because she had refused them food, or maybe because she’d given refuge to an outcast woman  
of the tribe. 
 
On this occasion, the crew cut waddies, waited for the blacks to creep close to the camp and then took 
to them and chased them off. I’ve had to use a gun to frighten them.” 
- From East Goes West by Frank Berkery, 1944. 
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LOCATION CHALLENGES 

1. PORT AUGUSTA 
 
The film Tea and Sugar Train (1958) is about the supply train that would travel weekly from Port 
Augusta heading west along the Nullarbor with all the supplies needed by the track maintenance 
workers and their families who lived along the route. Everything from a needle to a radiogram from a 
broom to health services comes on the train they call the Tea and Sugar. 
 
Suggested discussion areas: 

> What would have been the bare necessities to supply people with? 

> What food items would have been problematic to supply? 

> What sort of things would have been luxuries? 

> How do you think the Australian diet of 50 years ago differed to that of today? 

> Which part of the local community is absent? Why? 
 

Possible classroom or homework activities: 

> Make a list of the major food items that your family goes through in a week. Try and 
estimate the quantities. 

> Research the cost of staple foods in the 1950’s relative to average income. Compare with 
today? 

 
2. TARCOOLA 
 
Tarcoola, despite its isolation, is a significant transport node for Australian rail. Originally on the east-
west Trans-Australian Railway line, it later became the junction point for the standard gauge 
Transcontinental Railway to Alice Springs (ie The Ghan), opened in 1980. Since that line was extended 
in 2004, this small town now links both Perth and Darwin to Adelaide and the eastern states. 
 
Unifying the states by standard gauge tracks is the dream advocated in the film Journey of a Nation 
(1947). It shows a model train travelling across Australia, hindered by the differing gauges. Students 
should note how often passengers of the day would have needed to change trains on a trip between 
Perth and Brisbane. 
 
Suggested discussion areas: 

> Why might the different states have chosen different rail gauges? 

> What effects might this have had on the costs of rail transport? 

> What effects might this have had during World War 2, when Australia was threatened with 
invasion from the north? 

 
Possible classroom or homework activities: 

> Do some research and make a list of the pros and cons of the different rail gauges. 
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3. OOLDEA 
 
The film All Manner of Trains (1961) shows a typical visit from the Tea & Sugar train. It depicts 
residents shopping and using the mobile health clinic. It’s interesting to observe that most of the 
people depicted in the clip are women and children, the men presumably being at work. All the people 
depicted in the clip are also white. 

 
Suggested discussion areas: 

> What services that we now take for granted were difficult for Outback workers to obtain? 

> How would the limited access to medical services have affected the lives of the workers? 

> What ethical issues are there in an employer (Commonwealth Railways) being the sole 
vendor of goods and services to its staff? 
 

Possible classroom or homework activities: 

> Ask an older person how shopping habits have changed since they were a child, in terms of 
hours, product choice and frequency of shopping. 

> Plan a train supply journey including all the possible services that you think isolated 
communities might need. 

> Research an Indigenous community which lived in the region, and what goods and 
resources they might have had access to. 
 

4. RAWLINNA 
 
The film The Rail Way (1978) shows the conditions aboard trains making the Nullarbor crossing, 
contrasting buffet car footage from the 1970’s with early 20th century silent film of a gentlemen’s 
saloon car. Students will no doubt have fun noticing the clothing and hair style of the periods. 
 
Students should think about why there are no women or children featured in the older footage. The 
reality is that just as in pubs and clubs of that era, there were facilities that were reserved for men 
only. This was particularly so when drinking and gambling were on offer. 
 
The point should also be made that Indigenous Australians, regardless of gender, would have been 
banned from such facilities too. 
 
Suggested discussion areas: 

> Can you think of any places or events today where one gender is either banned  
or discouraged? What about segregation along racial lines? 

> What are the pros and cons of gender segregation? 

> Why do you think women and children were banned from mixing with men in  
certain premises? 

> Why would Indigenous Australians have been discriminated against in this way? 

> How have attitudes towards gender in reference to drinking and gambling changed?  
(Have they changed?) 
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Possible classroom or homework activities: 

> Research a foreign country where the sexes are still separated in public life. 

> Research the changing attitudes and laws regarding women in Australia.  
(For example: voting, workplace, drinking, smoking.) 

> Research the changing attitudes and laws regarding Indigenous people in Australia. 
 
5. COONANA 
 
The film The Rail Way (1978) also presents historic footage of the construction of the  
Trans-Australian Railway. It shows the labour-intensive methods of preparing the route and laying 
the tracks. Students should take note of the rate of weekly progress based on the information that 
the labourers laid one mile of track per day for six days a week. 
 
A possible new piece of vocabulary mentioned in the clip is ‘navvies’, an old term for unskilled 
manual labourers. 

 
Possible discussion points: 

> What technologies and methods were featured in the clip? How do they compare to today? 

> What might the workers have got up to on their Sundays off? 

> How might workplace safety differ between then and now? 

> What are the cost advantages and disadvantages of building a railway with massed human 
labour compared to a more high-tech approach? 
 

Possible classroom/homework activities: 

> The building of the line between Alice Springs and Darwin, across similar terrain, only took 
a very short time. Research the rates of progress compared to the Nullarbor railway. 

> Find the equations to convert miles and kilometres. 

 

 


