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My interest in field research started a few of years ago during a weekend visit to Nelson 
Bay, on the shores of Port Stephens. From our resort balcony, my eye was drawn to an 
unusually shaped range of high wooded hills to the north-west. Their conical peaks 
differed from the typical coastal skyline of New South Wales mid North Coast region so I 
was intrigued as to their location and geology. The following day, our party set sail for 
Broughton Island lying just off the coast from the Myall Lakes National Park and here, a 
map in a fishing hut confirmed that the peaks lay within the Bulahdelah State Forest 
which is located between the villages of Bulahdelah and Stroud, to the west.  
 
I had visited Bulahdelah as a teenager and had even climbed The Alum Mountain, a large 
rocky protrusion overshadowing the town. It is made up almost entirely of the mineral 
Alunite and during that climb in the 1970s, I remember passing disused adits as the rare 



mineral was mined for some time last century as an additive to soap among other things. 
On our return home from Nelson Bay, my State Forest map located and named the high 
wooded hills east of Stroud but there was more. It also mapped of a whole series of 
abandoned logging tramways, which threaded their way along creek lines and through the 
lush flooded gum and rainforest of what proved to be a former volcanic region.  
 
I had previously returned to railway modeling after many years and a dozen lifetimes 
beyond the childhood domination of a 1960s Hornby/Triang ‘train set’ with it’s plethora 
of Airfix plastic models in OO scale. I had recently soldered up a series of detailed brass 
models of NSWGR locomotives in HO scale but I’ll admit I was more interested in the 
construction side and not particularly keen to set up another model railway so I 
eventually sold the brass models on ebay. This achieved considerable financial success 
which lead to a part-time business importing and re-selling HO scale models from around 
the world. During this time, I had acquired a couple of Bachmann locos in 1:48 narrow 
gauge or On30 and they seemed to be much more interesting that the HO counterparts 
and excellent value for money to boot! You see, O scale or 1:48 is all about symmetry 
and proportion - halves, quarters and eights etc and I rapidly became bored with HO. 
Sorry, but where is the mathematical beauty in 1:87? 
 
Some internet research on the Bulahdelah tramways lead to the purchase of several 
fascinating back copy journals from the Light Railway Research Society of Australia 
(LRRSA) and this, coupled with some grueling field trips into the flooded gum forests of 
the mid north coast region lead ultimately to B.A.T.C.O., my mythical narrow gauge 
railway of the equally mythical Bulahdelah Alum and Timber Company.  
 
 

 



Although Bullock teams were used extensively to snig valuable timber in NSW, many 
light railways were constructed with several weaving along the picturesque creek banks 
of the Bulahdelah region. At least two were constructed in standard 4’ 8 1/2” gauge and 
one, a horse drawn affair, featured a spectacular horse-shoe shaped trestle bridge called 
the ‘Camber’. It was built to avoid a switchback on a steep incline and its remains can 
still be found, well hidden from the weekend trail bikers who blast along the hillside trails 
of the Bulahdelah State Forest.  
 
Most of the region’s logging tramways had short careers. On one particular standard 
gauge tramway, so much working capital was sunk into heavy cuttings and bridge work 
that depleted funds resulted in the project’s early failure. A notable exception was Alan 
Taylor’s Mayer’s Point tramway. This narrow gauge railway employed an A class 
Climax called ‘Aida’ and she carried hardwoods from the wet forests destined for the 
wharves of Sydney and Melbourne to meet the shallow draft ‘droghers’ at Mayer’s Point 
on the Myall Lakes. This tramway crossed the old Pacific Highway near Wootton and 
today, its shady cuttings and embankments offer a pleasant walking trail among the 
flooded gums and bungalow palms. 
 
Another large and successful timber operation was located at Simsville near Stroud, 
formerly the headquarters of the Australian Agricultural Company. With a large sawmill 
and tramway featuring several branch lines employing Climax locomotives, the Simsville 
operation found itself the 1937 shooting location for one of Australia’s most interesting 
feature films. Directed by the legendary Ken G. Hall, ‘Tall Timbers’ offers a rare and 
accurate insight into social life in rural Australia between the wars. The film is also an 
excellent example of our country’s early film industry, prior to its re-birth in the 1970s. 
Simsville’s B class Climax locomotive ‘SOWARD’  (No. 2225 of 1899) proved to be one 
of the movie’s memorable ‘stars’ and although few of today’s generation have seen the 
film, we are fortunate indeed that a videotape master of ‘Tall Timbers’  is preserved in 
the Canberra National Archives along with remains of the original footage.  
 
After lengthy negotiations in 2007, Tall Timbers’  copyright owner Greater Union 
Cinemas granted permission for the National Archive to strike a copy for research 
purposes. In 2008, I donated this broadcast quality DVD to the LRRSA, where it is 
available for member’s research.  
 
Today, virtually no trace exists of the Simsville timber operation but we are fortunate that 
the company’s diminutive 1930s movie star ‘Soward’ is preserved as a static display in 
Glenorchy, Tasmania. 
 
 
Soon after devising the mythical ‘Bulahdelah Alum and Timber Company’, I 
concluded that it was the broad theme of mining, milling and industrial  in the steam era 
that interested me most. I had been raised during in the fifties and sixties in Newcastle 
with disused colliery ruins still evident in most suburbs and the smell of coal dust heavy 
in the air. Perhaps this was the influence?  
 



A couple of years ago, I discovered a fascinating US website called ‘Steam in the 
Woods’, a private collection of historic photographs documenting the early North 
American logging industry, especially in the pine forest regions of the Pacific North West 
region. Always a fan of early B&W pictures, I found the shots men leaning against 
wonderful of shop built logging ‘contraptions’ particularly fascinating. This site 
eventually lead me to create the local site, ‘Steam in the Bush’ which eventually evolved 
into my Ozsteam.com website. Designed to catalogue and sell past and present modeling 
projects, this popular website now enjoys over fifty thousand hits, serving more than 1.2 
gigabytes of data every week. 
 
I began by importing and assembling several foreign O/On30 kits, some as commissions 
and some to sell on ‘spec’ but I rapidly became bored with this. As a 4WD tour operator, 
living in the Blue Mountains, I often find myself with map and camera beyond the Great 
Divide where the influence of modern city life is yet to penetrate. Relics of Australia’s 
past lie scattered throughout the land so armed with little more than a simple camera and 
a 100’ imperial tape measure, its relatively easy to document and measure any old 
structure in some forgotten corner. 
 
As a part-time model builder with a flair for marketing, I realized that by making a few 
notes during construction and by taking some good quality close-up photographs, it was 
possible to develop a series of structure and dress-up models which could be reproduced 
in simple kit form with a new product added every month or so. On-line resources assist 
with field notes and simple publishing and drawing programmes make it possible to 
effectively mass-produce a design.  
 
This strategy has now developed into a thriving home based business, targeting the 
lucrative export market through the Ebay Store ‘Steam in the Bush’. Mornings are busy 
with ‘pack and post’ so most afternoons are set-aside for ‘creative’ time. Yes, it sure 
beats working.  
 
Many of my kits are ‘freelanced’ ie: inspired from several field prototypes or even from a 
particular miniature motor or gear-set which is readily available. No sense producing a kit 
run if you cannot get the parts! In an interview with Enzo Ferrari, I read where the great 
car designer had only to walk through the factory and see a pile of parts to be inspired to 
create yet another masterpiece of design and beauty!   
 
A full range of our kits are listed on our Ozsteam.com website with full documentation 
and availability on our ebay Store. Several kits are based on actual prototypes and all kits 
feature full instructions and 1:1 templates. Here are a few examples:    
 



 
 
Ozsteam ‘McDonald Truss Bridge’ Kit: 
This kit has proved very popular, with the R.T.A. and the Department of Engineering at 
Sydney University among our customers. The 1:48 scale McDonald Truss Bridge kit 
is based on a prototype across Cox's River at McKanes Falls near Lithgow in New South 
Wales. My kit plans and 1:1 templates were developed from field photographs and 
measurements as well as RTA’s excellent website. The kit can be assembled either as a 
road or railway bridge. Completed in 1893, the Heritage Listed structure is one of the 
oldest timber bridges in NSW and is significant as a surviving example of one of the 
largest of the type ever constructed in Australia. This classic 1880's design by John A 
McDonald was developed to solve maintenance problems of an earlier Public Works 
Department design, which used single heavy timbers where replacement of individual 
hewn timbers was problematic without demolishing the bridge! 

McDonald Truss advantages: 

· easy to build and maintain 
· based on a proven 400 year old European design 
· used readily available heavy sawn timber beams 
· easy replacement of individual timber beams   
· high load capacity 
· timber in compression and steel rods in tension 
· three possible span lengths 



 
Ozsteam ‘Tin Church’ Kit: 
 
Our Tin Church kit is an exact replica of an unusual corrugated iron prototype, St 
Mathews (Roman Catholic) which still stands at Lowther on the road to Jenolan Caves, 
west of the Blue Mountains in New South Wales. This scale model kit is supplied with 
instructions and 1:1 templates and was developed from field photographs and 
measurements. 



 

 
Ozsteam ‘Mine Manager’s Cottage’ Kit: 
 
Our Mine Manager's Cottage is based on a prototype late 1800s cottage found near the 
historic gold mining village of Hill End  in the Central Western region of New South 
Wales. In this particular case, the scale model kit is supplied with instructions and 1:1 
templates but was developed from an artist’s drawing done in the field. An A4 
reproduction of this original drawing is supplied with the kit.  

This weatherboard cottage features a corrugated iron roof fixed over the original shelter 
of 'split' shingle. Weatherboard cottages were built once sawn timber (ie: weatherboards) 
became available. They sometimes replaced earlier traditional 'slab' shelters but were 
mostly positioned to the front of the 'slab' building, which ultimately became the 
'kitchen'. 



 
 
Future project: A ‘Mobile’ Mine Winch: 
 
On one recent field trip we suffered our second flat tyre in as many days so we spent the 
evening waiting for the NRMA at the Trunkey Creek pub, in the Central Western region 
of NSW. Post tyre trauma research on the town and its surroundings revealed pictures of 
proud men standing around this remarkable device which appears to be a steam powered 
mobile mine winch from the 1865 gold diggings. This amazing amalgam of machinery 
typifies local ingenuity so is worthy of a future kit project and is surely equal to any 
contraption depicted on the North American ‘Steam in the Woods’ website!    
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