
1829: Rainhill tests.
Stephenson�s �Rocket� won
a public contest for best
engine by running at 50
kms/hr with a 36-passenger
load. The practical utility of
railways was realised.

Locomotives: 

| C O V E R S T O R Y | T R A C K E D O W N  |P O S T E R
T R A C K E D O W N

Modern railways was developed from these coarse princi-
ples – a road made of parallel steel rails, supported by ties,
provided a track for locomotive trains.

Gauges: Curious yardstick! 
The distance between rail tracks (called gauge) is 4 feet, 8.5 inch-
es. Why this curious measurement? 

Well, the first rail carriages were modelled on horse carriages
which were 4 feet 8.5 inches, the same width as old roads. 

The story can be traced back to Romans, the first road builders. They made
roads this width because their war chariots were pulled by two horses. When
placed side-by-side the horses took up exactly 4 feet and 8.5 inches. 

So the distance between rail tracks and the wheels of Roman horse 
carriages is same.  

Gauge width influenced space science too! Space engineers wanted to
widen the fuel tanks of shuttles but could�nt do so as the tanks had to be 
transported by train and the railway tunnels couldn�t take anything wider. So
space shuttles were made the same width as old Roman carriages.

SteamrolledSteamrolled

Romans made the
earliest attempt to
build rails. They built
�parallel channels�
using stone blocks. A
method adopted in
England to transport
coal in railroad cars. 

Right of way � a strip of
land where railways and
its facilities are built. 

Rail � is shaped like an
inverted T. It has three parts � head, web
and the base. The base of the
rail is broader than the head.
This makes it possible to
spike the rail directly to its tie. 

Tie plates � are plates of
steel between the rails
and the ties. They provide
the rails with a uniformly
firm foundation.

Crossties or sleepers �
wooden or concrete
pieces placed 20 to 21
inches apart. 

Wordsmith � rail glossary

IN INDIA…

1851 – the first locomo-
tive that puffed on Indian
soil was called ‘Thompson’
built by EB Wilson. It had a
devastating end with a
boiler explosion.

Feb 1853 – first broad
gauge engine called Lord
Falkland. It belonged to
the Great India Peninsular
Railway. 

April 1853 – Indian
Railways inaugurated.
Three broad gauge loco-
motives – Sultan, Sind and
Sahib, hauled the first
train.

1995 – Sher-e-Punjab – the
last broad gauge steam
engine that ran from
Ferozepur to Jalandhar.

1813:
�Puffing Belly�,
a steam train
designed by
William Hedley
was used in a
coalmine. Was
used till 1872.

A big black engine
chugging across green
fields, leaving a long
trail of thick smoke
and drawing a string of
red carriages! Railways
have made a long jour-
ney from the humble
beginnings of hand
wagons that ran on rail
to the high-powered
engines today. Ride
down the memory
track to see how the
story unfolded. 
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The Beginnings: the tracks
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1814: George
Stephenson built the
first successful locomo-
tive � �Blucher� for
Killingworth colliery. 

1825: The first public rail-
way was the Stockton and
Darlington Railway,
designed by Stephenson
called �Locomotion�. Ran
for 8 km.

1812: Blenkinsop
designed a locomotive
with two cylinders.

1804: Richard
Trevithick designs the
first locomotive to run
on rails to carry coal.
Had a flywheel and a
complex set of gears.

1680: Issac Newton
suggests using
steam power 
to propel 
carriages. 

1630: Beaumont ran
seating wood track to
carry ore extracted
from mines. 

1776: A railroad
was constructed in
Sheffield in England
that had prismatic
strained iron bars
on wooden beams.
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Late 18th century:
Railroads with wood
tracks arrived. Had
superior surface that
was later covered with
strained iron plates.
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