There’s gold in them thar wreaks..!
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Scenes from Queenstown siding where some of the last ex-SAR locomotives are quietly rusting away. (c ) Piet Conradie
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As a visitor from the UK and a keen steam enthusiast to boot, I was amazed to read in last week’s Sunday Argus that Transnet were seriously considering sending many of the 200 odd steam loco’s that are quietly rusting away in sidings around the country to the great smelting pot in the sky. After a decade of seemingly caring little for the future of what little now remains of a once proud steam heritage, Transnet have drawn up a list of items for disposal in a proposed fire sale of assets, amongst which are the last 200 remaining locomotives. The official description of any sale is that ‘they would be sold at prevailing market rates’ which, if past experience is anything to go by is Transnet officialdom speak  for selling them to scrap merchants to be cut up.
Some will invariably be saved; the one-off Class 26 ‘Red Devil’ unique in the world as debatably the final high point of working steam; the mighty Class 25 that effortlessly cruised through the Karoo for many a year and perhaps a smattering of work horses like the Class 24, 19 and 15 that used to be everyday sights all round South Africa. For the rest an uncertain future lies ahead. Many have already been stripped of their copper for the few cents these items bring thieves. Last year a warehouse in Gauteng housing some of most precious locomotives in the land was raided and incalculable damage done by two young thieves and a hacksaw blade. A small but dedicated band of steam buffs nationally are desperately trying to save the remnants of the rich heritage that remain but face overwhelming odds. Transnet remain indifferent to their quest, much like an elephant caring little about the fly buzzing about its hindquarters. 
This all comes at a time when ‘Heritage Rail’ as it’s known has never been more popular overseas, especially in the UK where there are 96 preserved railways, great and small, who between them own over 300 steam locomotives from Britain’s rich railway past. Many were ‘basket cases’ similar to the images on this page, rescued from the scrap yard at Barry in Wales and painstakingly restored to running condition over the last 40 years by groups of keen enthusiasts.  Indeed, the passion for steam runs so deep that a collection of individuals decided 10 years ago to start building a brand new steam locomotive literally ‘from the whistle up’. The result launched 2 years ago, is the huge A1 Class ‘Tornado’ locomotive built to modern safety standards and running every week on Britain’s main rail routes. Heritage Rail is estimated to be worth close to R250m to the UK economy and draws over half a million delighted visitors per annum. South Africa is presently in the position the UK was 40 years ago and needs to learn from our hard earned experience rather than letting a golden opportunity slip away.
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Previously earmarked as scrap, now the backbone of thriving tourist businesses in the UK.
And slipping away it is. Two Class 24 locomotives in Mossel Bay were recently cut up despite competitive bids from local preservationists and the official line of ‘scrapping being the last resort’. It’s not for lack of trying that locomotives are going to the wall: Cape Town’s own fledgling preservation movement have repeatedly asked to be allowed to restore the Transnet locomotives in their care, only to be met with intransigence and stone walling by officials. The same response has been obtained by other Heritage Rail organisations up and down the country.
The tourist revenue that could accrue to SA through preservation and running regular steam outings seems poorly recognised by Transnet who are doubtless tied up with many weighty matters but who need to focus on what’s happening to the valuable heritage under their control.  It would only take a visit to a few of the UK’s thriving Heritage Rail sites to open their eyes to the potential that these sleeping beauties possess and which could be unlocked by working with local preservationists. 
Time is short and the scrap man grows impatient. When they’ve gone, they’ve gone forever.         
They just aren’t making them like this anymore. 
