Thornleigh’s little railway with a big story

“A unique and rare example of a zig zag railway... an item of local
historical significance.”

Engineers Australia
“Although little of the railway remains, it played a very significant role.”

Australian Railway Historical Society
“Most locals would not be aware there used to be a zig zag railway there
… and the crucial role it played.”

Peter Neve OAM, railway historian

By Tim Sowden
Hornsby Shire Historical Society

INTRODUCTION
The historic Great Northern
Railway in NSW, linking
Sydney and Newcastle, was
completed thanks to the
Thornleigh Zig Zag, an almost
forgotten freight line which ran
for less than 10 years in the late
1800s but which has an elusive
and fascinating story.
The Great Northern Railway led
to the establishment of Hornsby
and played a vital part in the
social, technological and
industrial progress of the nation by connecting two of the State’s most populated cities. The
line also included the Hawkesbury River Bridge, considered a feat of global innovation.
However, unlike the most famous of the Zig Zags in Australia at Lithgow, little is known about
the one nestled deep in the bush of Sydney’s north, despite it playing a significant role in
building the key Strathfield to the Hawkesbury River section of the main line.
Walking the accessible parts of the route today, while you can still hear trains rumbling along
the tracks at Thornleigh, there is very little you can see or touch. There is only one photo of
the Thornleigh Zig Zag and that was after it had closed (see front page).
And there are only three known pieces of track. One was handed to the Hornsby Shire
Historical Society by a generous homeowner, and the other two are short sections discovered
in recent years near existing bushwalks, measuring 1-2 metres long (one with the author,
below). Bushwalkers treading off the main path can trace some parts of the route, especially
around Zig Zag Creek and the Quarry through the remaining bushland, however new housing
developments, landslides and the passage of time have destroyed any other remnants.
Much of our knowledge about the Zig Zag comes from local resident and railway historian
C.C. Singleton, who drew the map above, with help from Thornleigh Public School students
and the Australian Railway Historical Society.
Now, with a new
plaque at Thornleigh
Station being
installed as part of
the NSW
Government’s
upgrade, a hidden
part of Sydney’s
history can be
revealed in these
pages.
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WHY THE ZIG ZAG WAS NEEDED
The tale of the Thornleigh Zig Zag departs the
station on 1 May 1883, when Amos & Co was awarded
the contract to build the Strathfield to Hawkesbury River
section of the major Sydney to Newcastle line, for
around £445,000.
But to build what was then known as the HomebushWaratah line, and later the Great Northern Railway, the
company run by brothers Alexander and Robert Amos
needed sandstone, which they located from a quarry in
deep in nearby bushland. This would initially help lay the
ballast for the Meadowbank to Hornsby section.
Work on the Zig Zag started in 1883 and by 1884 it was
open, with the 1.2km long piece of railway infrastructure
needed to access the quarry about 30 metres lower, now
surrounded by Thornleigh, Westleigh and Pennant Hills.
The quarry supplied ballast – white metal or vitrified
sandstone – to form the bed of the new railway sleepers,
preventing the track from moving once it was laid.
When the locomotive arrived it ran below the level of the
quarry so stone, crushed by a steam-driven machine,
could be dumped straight into wagons and taken back
up towards the station, which was high enough to help
distribute materials along the route.
The Thornleigh railway was the third and final Zig
Zag in NSW and the only in the Sydney Metropolitan
Area. Like the others, at Lapstone (1867) and, famously,
at Lithgow (1869) it used a system established by John
Whitton, the so-called ‘Father of NSW Railways’.
Winding from the northern end of Thornleigh Station, by
the modern-day Platform Three, the line ran through the
top end of what is now a steep commuter car park, and to
a lever frame for signals control where we now see the
junction of Eddy Street and The Esplanade.
It passed a narrow reserve then crossed The Esplanade
through the site where Monday Morning Café welcomes
commuters today. From there, it traversed Lovett, Wells,
Eddy, Tillock and Pritchard streets and Janet Avenue,
across two timber bridges crossing the creek and down
to the quarry, using steep reversing standard gauge zig
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Coverage of the opening of the main line
in the Sydney Mail and SMH, 18
September 1886. See bibliography for
full source information.

Page 3

zags to arrive in a gully where the quarry had been carved out of the rock.
From examining the area, it’s believed one of the bridges crossed over a small waterfall, with
sockets to hold nine-inch diameter wooden posts cut into the rock, and retaining walls built to
reinforce the embankments. The bridge would have had a span of about three metres, with a
channel cut into the rock to keep the water away. After the bridge was built, the timbers were
likely coated with tar to preserve them, before sleepers were laid and the line pinned down.

Above: Thornleigh Station in 1904 and 1907.

But it was not without trouble. In 1888 four or five empty railway trucks were smashed and
damaged after they fell up to 10m and on to rocks below. The contractor reportedly forgot to
couple them properly, and so when the brake was put on the engine, they ‘came to grief’.
Throughout this time, workers toiled away at Hall’s Creek Camp, a short-lived community
named after a railways accountant, made up of galvanised iron buildings, including a Boarding
House and General Store and calico tents. Slaughterhouses for sheep and cattle were also
nearby, and it was considered a peaceful location. Some locals have claimed to have found
fragments in the adjacent creek of homewares used by workers and families. Hall’s Creek was
later named Zig Zag Creek, as described in the next section of this document.
Around the same time, the colour and controversy of the construction of the nearby main line
was covered in the Cumberland Mercury newspaper from the time.
Local historian Ralph Hawkins summarises the action:
In the first week of June 1883 contractors were seen flitting like shadows through the gullies,
spying out the land. A week later notices appeared along the route of the line warning people
from taking soil, timber, or any material from the line of rail that ran through some orchards.
Three weeks later vast numbers of men carrying swags and tools were to be seen every day
from Ryde heading towards the main camp… Within a month two large heavily loaded wagons
passed through Hornsby. Within 12 months the line had been measured and pegged out.
The first section of the main line opened, from Strathfield to Hornsby on 17 September 1886,
with a ceremonial train journey from Redfern at 2pm, with the seven stops to Hornsby
described by the Sydney Morning Herald as “a pleasant excursion through a district of the
colony comparatively little known”, notably passing several orchards.
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The jovial speeches by the VIPs of the day, according to the detailed coverage in the Herald,
described Hornsby as a place that would in coming years attract a “very large population” and
become “one of the most beautiful suburbs of Sydney”.
This announcement was critical for the Thornleigh Zig Zag as, in effect, it meant that its job
was done. So when the Amos & Co contract formally ended in 1889 it appeared highly likely
that the Zig Zag would close.
And yet, the line took on a new life under new owners. Records differ on whether it was 1891
or 1892, but from that time contractors Angus & Monie started operating the Zig Zag.
Their purpose was to help widen and duplicate the main line, build what is now the North
Shore Line, and carry out work required at Liverpool and Clyde.
There is no final closure date, but we do know that by 1892 it was no longer part of diagrams
of Thornleigh Station.
Singleton’s maps showing the Zig Zag in 1886 (top, as Amos’ Quarry Branch) but removed by 1892.

THE LOCOMOTIVE
The 0-6-0 steam tender
locomotive ‘Westward Ho’,
built by James Kitson from
Leeds in England, is believed
to have been used on the Zig
Zag after being obtained by
Amos and Co.
However, there are no
known photos of the
locomotive at Thornleigh,
with the two shown here from
Meadowbank in 1885 (top)
and West Wallsend in 1898
(bottom).
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AFTER THE ZIG ZAG CLOSED
As the zigging, zagging track lay dormant, it became overgrown by vegetation, housing
developments and landslides.
Hornsby Shire Council was given a lease over the quarry in around 1907, by which time
Thornleigh was being used by commuters at an increasing rate.
Five years later, a sandstone cobbled road was installed to provide access to the quarry,
valuable when during World War II, it became a small firing range, and later a rubbish tip.
Some individuals held leases over the quarry for short periods, and there’s evidence Roads
departments accessed it. But by the 1940s and 50s, use of the site largely ceased and most of
the Zig Zag route was built over by new land subdivisions and sewerage work.
There were gradual steps towards recognition in the 1960s, when the quarry was gazetted for
recreational use and for the study and preservation of native flora and fauna.
Then, in 1976, a new ‘interpretation circle’ was installed in the middle of the quarry by the
former Pennant Hills Apex Club, and in the 80s the Park Trust developed an amphitheatre and
picnic area, including timber benches and central fireplaces, still used by visitors today.

A site survey published by Higginbotham (2002) from Hornsby Shire Council, from research by Ben Shields, which
helped inform the signs we see today. The dates of the Zig Zag only reflect the first contractor’s usage.

The 1990s became the decade when the Zig Zag would emerge into the public
consciousness. Alongside the quarry, the Zig Zag was added to Hornsby Shire Council’s
Heritage Listing in 1994 as an archaeological site.
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Then two years later, inspired by a suggestion from a Normanhurst high school to honour the
railway’s heritage, the Berowra Catchment Management Committee helped rename the 2km
creek near the quarry from Hall’s Creek to Zig Zag Creek. Several signs are on display today
as it winds its way north-west from Edmundson Close into Berowra Creek.
Then just after the turn of the millennium, a detailed historical and archaeological study was
commissioned by the local council as part of an upgrade proposed for the path linking Bellamy
Street at Pennant Hills and Timbarra Road at Westleigh, which passes Zig Zag Creek and the
quarry.
The project included the installation of new indicative signs near Zig Zag Creek and an
‘historic engineering marker’ at the quarry between 2004 and 2006 – the first physical
indicators of what used to be.
Thornleigh West Public School also has a programme encouraging families to visit the site
and look for signs of the railway’s history.

Maps, clockwise from top: King (1969), HSHS (2019) Singleton (1965), HSHS (2002).
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THE ZIG ZAG LEGACY
With Thornleigh Station
undergoing a major upgrade in
2021, there emerged a rare
opportunity to honour the Zig
Zag in a new and invigorating
way.
As part of the planning process
being led by Transport for NSW,
the Hornsby Shire Historical
Society wrote a submission
reflecting all available research,
and proposing new physical markers be installed to honour the Zig Zag, including a plaque
that links to this document, and that the nearby green space be renamed Zig Zag Reserve.
Significantly, the submission included supporting letters from some of the most respected
railway historians and organisations in NSW.
Extracts from these letters are below:
Peter Neve OAM:
“I have been advised the Hornsby Historical Society will be … encouraging Transport for NSW
to recognise in some way within the station upgrade, the crucial local role played by the Zig
Zag in the building of the railway through Thornleigh. I strongly support the suggestion –
whether it be by historic photos of the original Thornleigh station and the quarry, maybe a
plaque or the like. Remembering the past for the future.”
Chair of Engineering Heritage Sydney at Engineers Australia, Frank Johnson:
“If the Historical Society’s suggestion of a site in the reserve adjacent to the station is adopted,
consideration could be given to relocating the Engineers Australia Historic Engineering Marker
to that place. This would give the marker greater visibility and support the wider recognition of
this highly important example of historical NSW railway engineering.”
Chair of the Australian Railway Historical Society (NSW Division), James Dalton:
“The ARHS has been studying and documenting the development of railways in Australia
since 1933 and takes pride in supporting projects which recognise the role played by railways
in the social, technological and industrial progress of the nation. This is a great opportunity to
mark the significance of the quarry and its railway at Thornleigh with a suitable piece of
commemoration or public art.”
At the time of writing, the plaque is being finalised, and a new chapter in the Zig Zag’s life is
about to leave the station.

Zig Zag Away by Tim Sowden. March 2022.

Page 8

Bibliography

Books and Magazines









Friends of Berowra Valley Bushland Park (2001), A Guide to Berowra Valley Bushland
Park, Hornsby Shire Council. Edited by Jeremy Steele.
Hodgson, P. (1970), ‘The Thornleigh Zig Zag’, Railway News, November, p.6.
Hornsby Shire Historical Society (HSHS) (1983), Pioneers of Hornsby Shire, 17881906: A History, Library of Australian History, Sydney, Revised Edition.
Hornsby Shire Historical Society (2019), An A-Z of Thornleigh including Westleigh,
Then and Now, Waitara. Includes research notes by Ralph Hawkins.
Metzke, Mari (2004), Hornsby Shire Pictorial History, Alexandria, p. 82.
Oakes, John (2006), Sydney’s Forgotten Quarry Railways, Australian Railway
Historical Society, pp. 65-71.
Schofield, Claire (1988), The Shaping of Hornsby Shire, Hornsby Shire Council.
Singleton, C.C. (1965), ‘The Short North: Sydney- Newcastle link railway’, Australian
Railway Historical Society Bulletin, various editions with Zig Zag referred to specifically
in no. 329 pp. 41-51.

Other documents






Australian Railway Historical Society, 19 February 2021, letter of support for Hornsby
Shire Historical Society submission to Transport for NSW, Thornleigh Station Upgrade
REF response. Written by James Dalton (Chair, ARHS).
Cumberland Argus & Fruitgrowers Advocate, 17 November 1888, p 1. Obtained:
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/86264969
Cumberland Mercury newspaper, 28 November 1888, p 3. Obtained:
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/248808190
Cumberland Mercury newspaper, 26 May 1883, p 5. Obtained:
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/page/27522900
Zig Zag Away by Tim Sowden. March 2022.

Page 9













Daily Telegraph newspaper, 18 September 1886, p. 5. Obtained:
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/239321810/25771600
Engineers Australia, 19 February 2021, letter of support for Hornsby Shire Historical
Society submission to Transport for NSW, Thornleigh Station Upgrade REF response.
Written by Frank Johnson (Chair, Engineering Heritage Sydney).
Higginbotham, Edward & Associates (2002), Historical & Archaeological Assessment
of Proposed Cycleway, near Thornleigh Quarry, via De Saxe Close, Thornleigh,
including historical background by Terry Kass.
King, D.B. (1969), Thornleigh Zig Zag, document obtained at HSHS.
Neve, Peter (OAM), 19 February 2021, letter of support for Hornsby Shire Historical
Society submission to Transport for NSW, Thornleigh Station Upgrade REF response.
Sydney Mail newspaper, 3 February 1904, pp. 282-3. Obtained:
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/163985646/16810919
Sydney Mail newspaper, 18 September 1886, pp. 596. Obtained:
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/page/16906676
Sydney Morning Herald, 18 September 1886, p.15. Obtained:
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/page/1400982
Taylor, Adele (2006), Proposal to nominate Thornleigh Quarry and Zig Zag Railway as
a Historic Engineering Marker, Hornsby Shire Council.

Online listings









Thornleigh Zig Zag Railway and Quarry on Hornsby Shire Council Heritage Register:
http://hscenquiry.hornsby.nsw.gov.au/pages/xc.track.heritage/heritage.aspx?id=20840
Zig Zag Creek on the Geographical Names Board:
https://proposals.gnb.nsw.gov.au/public/geonames/f3abc79c-3b7e-476b-a2e047faabd3887c
Thornleigh Zig Zag Railway on the NSW Office of Environment & Heritage website:
https://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/heritageapp/ViewHeritageItemDetails.aspx?ID=1
780080
Hornsby Shire Recollects website: https://hornsbyshire.recollect.net.au/
Living Histories, University of Newcastle (photo of Westward Ho locomotive):
https://livinghistories.newcastle.edu.au/nodes/view/44337
Thornleigh Station upgrade: https://www.transport.nsw.gov.au/projects/currentprojects/thornleigh-station-upgrade
Hornsby Shire Historical Society researches the history of people, places,
industry, transport, buildings and lifestyle within the Shire of Hornsby.
Know more about the Thornleigh Zig Zag, or want to get in touch?
Contact: Joseph Collingridge Hall, Kenley Park, Kenley Rd, Normanhurst NSW
2069. Phone: 02 9489 7543 - www.hornsbyhistory.org/contact-us

The author Tim Sowden is a member of the Society and a long-time local resident of the
Thornleigh and Westleigh area. Along with his wife Karen, he has been researching the
Thornleigh Zig Zag. Thank you to our friends and supporters who have reviewed this work
and joined us on research bushwalks, including Nathan Tilbury, Stephen Pym, Mari Metzke,
Julie Debray, Ian Dodd and Ralph Hawkins.
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