
MILE POSTS  

There is a mile-straight section of the Riesling Trail immediately south of the highway bridge, between 

Penwortham and Watervale, which is a steady one in 60 gradient when heading towards Clare. Slightly 

north of the bridge is the 84 mile post (that is 84 rail miles from Adelaide). Near the southern end of that 

straight section is another distance marker, 82¾. This appears to be a concrete marker post, and the 

numerals are barely legible. Between the two there is another marker post, which is a section of rail that 

had remnants of white paint, but no numerals. It is my belief that this may be the 83 ½ mile post. 

  

When the railway was constructed in 1918, timber mile posts were installed.  In later years these mile 

posts were replaced by sections of rail painted white. In July 1973, rail distances became metric. That 

exercise was not a simple matter of converting distances using a mathematical equation. Over the years 

there had been anomalous “short miles” (such as the Sleep’s Hill and the new Murray Bridge).  Closer to 

home there was a (slightly) “long mile” at Auburn where the railway alignment at the level crossing was 

altered about 1970. For the 1973 change to metric, the whole railway system was resurveyed. The 

metric markers were kilometres and half kilometres. It is possible that my 83 ½ mile post is in fact a half-

kilometre post. 

 

Either way, I reasoned that it deserved to be preserved, and with Allan Mayfield’s blessing I have given it 

a good clean up with a wire brush, and a couple of coats of white paint. When rail is manufactured, the 

manufacturer’s identification is embossed on the web of the rail. It is hard to see this on a rusty old rail, 

but a coat of white paint makes it clearly legible. In this case the manufacturer’s embossment was W.I. 

& STEEL 1914 SILICON 60 LB.  At this point the National Railway Museum at Port Adelaide has come to 

the rescue, and advised that this rail is almost certainly one that was manufactured by the Workington 

Iron & Steel works in England.  The 60 LB refers to the rail being 60 pounds per yard. When the line was 

built it was laid with 60 pound rail, but it was second-hand 60 pound rail.  Therefore this section of rail is 

not part of the original construction. 

 

The next exercise is to undertake a measurement of the distance between this post and a known datum 

point. There is a degree of mystery surrounding the wooden 84 mile post, and a suspicion that it may 

not be in the right place (more about that in the book). A reliable datum point is the concrete culvert 

just south of the rail.  State Records of South Australia has the distance measurements for every bridge 

and culvert on the railway, and should give a reliable distance for that structure. It should be possible to 

accurately measure, using a long tape, the distance between those abutments and the “Workington 

rail”. 

 

It is important that these imperial reference points are retained on the Trail, as there is much historical 

data related to the early years of the railway where the location is defined according to the number of 

miles and chains from Adelaide. As an example, in 1924 there was a head-on collision at the 70 mile 

post.  To learn more about that accident you will have to wait until my book is published in 2018. 



 

And while we are doing some measurements on the Trail how about this one? According to the South 

Australian Railways engineers, the elevation above sea level of the railway formation at the summit at 

Penwortham was exactly the same elevation as the railway at Mount Lofty.  Those measurements were 

done in the old days of theodolites and chain-men. Of course, one of those summits must be higher than 

the other must be higher than the other. It would be an interesting exercise to measure them today 

with a precision GPS device. I expect that at Mount Lofty we’d have to measure the level of the platform 

and then drop a measuring tape down to the rail level.  I am reliably advised that car-GPS devices are 

not accurate when measuring elevations. I am making enquiries of surveying consultants. 

The synopsis of my book on the history of railway is now on the website.  There has been a lot of new 

material added in recent weeks, and I expect to update the synopsis every month. 
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