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In the last quarter of the twentieth 

century, wherever you look in the 

world almost all the railway networks 

are ruled over by diesel and electric 

locomotives. For many people these 

do have an appeal, if only for the 

curiosity value of the design and 

construction that went into their 

making.  But when the world's famous 

locomotive works built a steam 

locomotive they breathed life into 

their creation and romance and 

mystery into its legends.  

However, there are still a few last 

outposts of man's favourite steam 

engines and fewer still in regular use - one 

of these being the South African Railways. �  

The British railway industry has had, and 

still has, a strong connection with South 

Africa and out of twenty seven different 

classes rostered for duty on the SAR in the 

1980s, sixteen involved British companies 

as either the main contractor, designing as 

well as constructing the locomotives, or at 

least sharing the building 

work with one or more 

suppliers. No fewer than 

five classes - of those that 

remain - were designed 

and built entirely by UK 

firms, including North 

British Locomotive Co., 

Beyer Peacock, and 

Robert Stephenson & 

Hawthorns. The lack of 

interest in South African 

Railways by the mighty North American 

steam locomotive builders is perhaps not 

so surprising considering that South Africa 

was a British colony. Still, both Baldwin and 

Alco (American Locomotive Company), 

A class 14R 4-8-2 locomotive - the “Striped Tiger” - built by Robert Stephenson & 
Co. Ltd and Beyer Peacock & Co. 

 

Class 15F 4-8-2 locomotive No. 3153 “Melanie” heads a special 
passenger train at Syferbult station in Western Transvaal in 

1984. 
Photo Courtesy: Historical Railway Images 



manage to put in at least a token 

appearance, with Alco's rebuilds of the 

Baldwin Class 15CA 4-

8-2 surviving to the 

1980s, whilst a true 

Baldwin design, the 

15CB 4-8-2, built in 1925, were also still at 

work in recent years.  

Other European 

manufacturers also 

showed an interest in 

supplying their wares to 

South Africa, notably 

Messrs Henschel & 

Sohn of Germany, with 

lesser contributions from 

Berliner Maschinenbau and Fried Krupp. 

The oldest surviving South African steam 

locomotive, at the time of writing, is the 

class B 0-6-4T locomotive built in Holland 

by Emil Kessler between 1892 and 1899. 

Three members of this class have either 

been preserved or are scheduled for 

preservation. The oldest surviving example 

of British built steam locomotives are the 

members of the 14R class 4-8-2 and 

affectionately nicknamed 'Striped Tigers', 

due to their distinctive nickel plated boiler 

bands. The march of time has caught up 

with these engines, which first appeared 

between 1913 and 1915 

as a joint effort from 

the workshops of 

Robert Stephenson & 

Co. and Beyer-Peacock 

of Manchester. When 

new, the total cost of 

engine and tender was 

just under £6,500 - not 

at all bad really for a 

steam locomotive 

weighing 139 tons and having a tractive 

effort of 37,360Ib. Beyer-Peacock also 

involved themselves with the 15A 4-8-2 

A class 15FT 4-8-2 locomotive – one of the standard for main line service on SAR 
routes across the country. 

 

The mighty class GL 4-8-2+2-8-4 Garratt locomotive built by Beyer Peacock in 

1929/30. 



locomotives, later to be reboilered and 

currently running as class 15AR - a type 

which first entered service in 1914. Of 

course, the Manchester builders will 

forever be associated, first and foremost, 

with the Garratt type, which, for South 

Africa, arrived in the shape of the GL and 

GMA/M classes, and at the same time were 

also responsible for a number of South 

Africa's most famous steam engines, the 

15F class 4-8-2. 

 

These latter engines – fourteen of which 

came from Manchester - were compared 

with Gresley's A4 pacifics for the LNER, 

but they were far bigger locomotives, 

tipping the scales at 182 tons 9 cwt. With a 

tractive effort available at the wheels of 

42,3401b (calculated at 75% of the 210 psi 

boiler pressure), they were very powerful 

engines. The 'F's' were a great success and 

the 255 members of the class were the 

backbone of SAR motive power for many 

years from the time they first appeared in 

1938. One of their regular duties was the 

prestigious 'Blue 

Train’ that they 

hauled between 

Johannesburg and 

Klerksdorp and 

Cape Town to 

Touws River. The 

15F's have 

worked 

throughout the 

SAR system and , 

in addition to passenger trains, are and 

have been equally at home on heavy freight 

trains. �Considering that the SAR, in 

common with almost all other African 

countries, runs its trains on the 3ft 6in 

gauge, the Beyer-Peacock Garratts are 

amongst the largest steam locomotives in 

the world, including the USA!  

The GL type, a 4-8-2+2-8-4, was the first 

to appear in 1929/30 for the Natal main 

line a heavily graded and tortuous route up 

from the coast at Durban to Cato Ridge. 

Such was the success of the GL's {hat only 

seven weeks after the testing of the first 

This class GMA/M 4-8-2+2-8-4 Garratt locomotive was built in 1954 by Beyer Peacock. North 
British and Henschel. 

 



two, in October 1929, a telegram was sent 

to Beyer-Peacock with an order for 

another six engines. The GL's were 

replaced on their original duties, following 

the electrification of the line in 1939 and 

moved to Glencoe to work the heavy coal 

trains over the Vryheid Line. The later and 

lighter GMA/M 4-8-2+2-

8-4 Garratts were built in 

the I950s by Beyer-

Peacock, North British 

and HenscheL In order 

to avoid a shortage of 

power on the Witbank-

Germiston line as it was 

being electrified, SAR's 

newest articulated 

locomotives were 

ordered at a cost of some £95,OOO+ per 

locomotive. The GMA/M engines - the 'M' 

suffix in the classification denotes for main 

line use, were heavier machines and a 

number were later converted to the GMA 

class, for working over track laid with 

lighter section rail.  

These enormous engines were not the 

only Garratt types built for South Africa; 

narrow gauge machines of class NG.G16 

were supplied by Beyer-Peacock in 1939, 

1951 and 1.959. In fact, the first four of 

these 2-6-2+2-6-2 Garratts were supplied 

by Cockerill in 1937, but the Manchester 

firm supplied the greatest number - thirty-

five in all. With an all up weight of 59 tons 

2 cwt in a length of almost 49", they 

exerted a tractive effort of 18,8501b. The 

narrow gauge types were put to work in 

Natal and around Port Elizabeth in Cape 

Colony.  

Whilst perhaps the articulated designs are 

most popular and well known amongst 

enthusiasts, the rigid frame locomotives far 

outnumber the Garratts, with again the 

majority of these being built in this country 

and mostly from the North British 

Locomotive Co.  Out of a total of twenty- 

one different classes still around in the 

19805, no less than twelve involved the 

participation of North British. A look at 

the table gives some idea of NBL's 

consistent and successful tendering for 

SAR orders over a period of forty-two 

years from the 15A/15AR class of 1914 to 

the enormous class 25 condensing types of 

1953/55. 

One of the narrow gauge NG.G16 Garratt types from Beyer Peacock and 
Cockerill’s 



 

�North British Built Locomotives Supplied to SAR  

Class  Wheels  Built Other Builders  
12A  4-8-2  1919,21,29  Henschel  
12AR  4-8-2  1919,20, 29  Henschel 
15AR  4-8-2  1914-25  �Beyer Peacock, J. A. Maffei  
15CA  4-8-2  1926-30  Ako, Baldwin & Breda � 
15F  4-8-2  1938-47 � Beyer Peacock, Berliner Maschin  
16CR  4-8-2  1919-21 � Henschel 
19C  4-8-2  1935 � �Fried·Krupp, Borsig � 
19D  4-8-2  1937-49* � Skoda, Robt. Stephenson  
24   2-8-4 � 1949 �  
25   4-8-4 � 1953-55  Henschel  
25NC  4-8-4  1953  Henschel  
SI  0-8-0  1947/1951  SAR  

*These are 2' gauge locomotives although some locomotives were ordered 

Most numerous of the engines supplied by 

NBL, were the 15F class 4-8-2 and� 

although some locomotives were ordered 

from three other builders, with 204 out of 

a total in service of 255, North British 

were far and away the leading suppliers. 

The 15F's were SAR's standard main line 

engine and, in company with a few sup- 

plied by Beyer-Peacock, were a great 

success operationally.  

Second most numerous were the 100 class 

24 2-8-4's, delivered by NBL in 1949 and 

unique in that they were the only 2-8-4s in 

service with SAR. The design of this 

locomotive was attributed to one of SAR's 

most famous Chief Engineers, Dr M. M. 

Loubser and each weighed in at a mere 

129tons 9cwt on 4' 3" coupled wheels.   At 

75% of boiler pressure - the standard 

method of calculating tractive effort in 

SAR's steam engines - the 24's managed to 

exert 27,600Ib.Intended for use in S.W. 

Africa. these engines were moved to other 

routes, including some branch line services 

when dieselisation overtook 

them on their original duties in 

1961.  

Along with the 15F's, the 24 

class were possibly the most 

attractive SAR types especially 

with their round tank tenders 

carried on six-wheel 

Commonwealth type bogies. 

This design of tender however 
A fine example of the Class 24 2-8-4 locomotive built by the North British 

Locomotive Co. 
 



was less popular than it might have been 

and was only used latterly with one other 

class, the 19D 4-8-2 also from North 

British.  

Another solely NBL built design were the 

16C/16CR 4-8-2s, which first entered 

service way back in 1919. They were 

intended for main line passenger work in 

the Transvaal and Orange Free State.  

They were also one of the first types to be 

involved in the reboilering programme - 

hence the suffix 'R' carried by this class and 

all others with new boiler designs. The 

reboilering scheme itself involved many 

locomotive types and used a range of 

standard boilers designed in the 1930s 

under the SAR's then Chief Mechanical 

Engineer, A. G. Watson. � 

In 1935, fifty engines of class 19C 4-8-2 

were fitted with RC poppet valve gear, 

arriving from the makers to spend their 

working lives in the Western Cape area. �  

The poppet valve gear adopted for this 

design was not all that successful, showing 

a high rate of wear on their cams and 

rollers soon after introduction. The similar 

designed class 19D, which appeared a 

couple of years later in 1937, had 

conventional Walschaerts gear and proved 

to be highly successful branch line engines, 

although they could be found at work on 

every region of SAR, and like the 24 class 

of 1949, the later NBL built engines had 

tenders with cylindrical tanks mounted on 

two six-wheel bogies. The idea behind this 

type of tender was to provide increased 

water and coal carrying capacity.

 

Class  Type � Introduced  Cost  
B  0-6-4 T  1892-99-  £13,914  
12A  4-8-2 1919-29  £13,914  
12AR  4-8-2  1919, 20,29  £6,487  
14R  4-8-2  1913-15  £14,437  
14CR  4-8-2  1918-22  £6,767 
15AR  4-8-2  1914-25  �£8,805 � 
15CB  4-8-2  1925  £8,154 � 
15CA  4-8-2  1926-30  £8,734 � 
15E  4-8-2  1935-37  £7,250 (Pre war)  
15F  4-8-2  1938-47  £21,825 (Post war)  
16CR  4-8-2  1919-21  £8,638  
16DA  4-6-2  1930  £7,445  
16E  4-6-2  1935  £7,933  
19C  4-8-2  1935  £7,692  
19D  4-8-2  1937-49  £23,783  
23  4-8-2  1936  £13,016  
24  2-8-4  1949  £25,358  
25  4-8-4  1953-55  £105,780  
25NC  4-8-4  1953  £79,491  
26  4-8-2 � Feb. 1981  £79,491** 
S  0-8-0 � 1929  £6,301 
S1  0-8-0 � 1947/1951  �£13,811 / £32,681  



GF  4-6-2+2-6-4  1927/28  £9,889  
GL  4-8-2+2-8-4  1929-30  £16,893  
GMA/M  4-8-2+2-8-4  1954  £95,673 
NG15 * 2-8-2  1931-59   
NG.GI6 * 2-6-2+2-6-2  1937-68   

** The cost refers to the original class 25 4-8-4, from which the class 26 was 
converted - not the cost of modifications carried out in SAR workshops.  

 

The largest 

locomotives supplied 

by North British to 

SAR were the class 

25 condensing and 

non-condensing 4-8-

4s, as a joint effort 

with Henschel of 

West Germany. 

These massive 

engines weighed in at 

235 tons with the 

special, Henschel designed condensing 

apparatus, and 223 tons without. They 

were ordered originally to take advantage 

of Henschel's claims about operating 

economies with the condensing equipment 

- it was claimed that these 4-8-4's fitted 

with the condensing gear would run some 

700 miles without the need for fresh water.  

Considering the lack of water on the main 

line from Touws River to Beaufort West 

and De Aar, it was a claim that could not 

be easily ignored. The 25s were really big 

engines and not just by 3' 6" gauge 

standards as these dimensions show: boiler 

pressure, 225 psi; driving wheel diameter, 

5’; cylinder (2), 24" x 28"; tractive effort at 

75% bp, 45,360Ib; coal capacity, 18 tons 

(19 tons for condensing engines); water, 

10,500 gallons (5,450 gallons for 

condensing engines); and overall length, 91' 

6 9/16".  

One of the class 25 4-8-4 condensing locomotives.  25 of this design were ordered from 
North British in 1951, together with 89 locos with condensing tenders.  Additional Class 25s 

were supplied from Henschel between 1953 and 1955. 
 



But, of course, steam traction has by no 

means come to an end in South Africa, yet, 

although there are some very interesting 

developments on the electrification front. 

In February 1981, SAR spent many 

thousands of Rand reconstructing, or 

perhaps that should 

read constructing, an 

entirely new 

locomotive type, the 

class 26.   This one off, 

experimental 

locomotive, carrying 

the road number 3450, 

was rebuilt out of a 

class 25NC 4-8-4, but 

now sports a 4-8-2 

wheel arrangement 

and a interesting to see if any other ideas 

to keep these South African steam giants 

alive emerge.  

 

 

North British Built Steam Types for SAR 

Year Order 
No. 

Works 
Nos. Works Locos. Type 

1909 L378 19051-71 Queens Park 21 4-8-0 Class B, for Natal, the first order 
after amalgamation 

1910 L398 19195-206 Hyde Park 12 4-6-2, modified 'Hendrie Class C' 
1910 L400 19217-41 Hyde Park 25 4-8-2, similar to L339 
1910 L401 19242-43 Atlas 2 4-8-2, Class 4 
1910 L426 19355 Hyde Park 1 2-6-6-2, "Class ME", high pressure 

mallet 
1911 L448 19577-86 Queens Park 10 2-6-6-0, "MC Class", mallet compound 
1911 L450 19593-96 Atlas 4 4-8-2, 12th Class, with Schmidt 

s/heater 
1911 L451 19597-601 Atlas 5 4-8-2, "D" Class, with Schmidt s/heater 
1911 L468 19684-87 Atlas 4 4-8-2, 12th Class, similar to L450 
1911 L469 19688-92 Atlas 5 4-8-2, "D" Class, with Schmidt s/heater 
1912 L529 20173-80 Atlas 8 4-8-2 "12th Class", similar to L468 
1912 L538 20225-34 Hyde Park 10 4-8-2 "class 4A", similar to L401 
1913 L555 20364-73 Queens Park 10 4-8-2, "15th Class", new to SAR designs 
1913 L565 20430-41 Queens Park 12 4-6-2, "16th Class", new to SAR designs 
1913 L566 20442-56 Hyde Park 15 2-6-6-0, "MC Class", mallet compound 
1913 L580 20556-60 Queens Park 5 4-8-2, similar to L555 
1913 L584 20568-87 Queens Park 20 4-8-2 "Class 14A", similar to Robt. 

This enormous class 25 NC 4-8-4 locomotive was a joint ve ture between North British 
Locomotive Co. and Henschel & Sohn. These locomotives have one piece, cast steel frames 

and all axles and connecting and coupling rods are on roller bearings. 
 



Stephenson's Class 14 
1913 L599 20812-21 Atlas 10 4-8-2 "12th Class", similar to L468/L529 
1913 L600 20822-42 Queens Park 21 4-8-2 "Class 14A", similar to L584 
1913 L601 20843-50 Hyde Park 8 4-8-2, "Class 15A", similar to L580 
1913 L602 20854-60 Atlas 7 4-6-4T, based on design for Manila Rly. 
1914 L619 20956-57 Atlas 2 4-6-2 "Class 16A", similar to L565 
1914 L620 20958-62 Queens Park 5 2-6-6-2 "Class MH" mallet, to SAR 

designs 
1914 L626 21054-63 Hyde Park 10 4-8-2, "Class 15A", same as L601 
1915 L657 21248-55 Hyde Park 8 2-6-6-0 "Class MJ" mallet, to Maffei 

designs 
1915 L663 21436-41 Queens Park 6 4-8-2, "Class 15A", similar to L626 
1916 L673 21492-501 Queens Park 10 4-6-2, "16B Class", similar to L565 
1916 L674 21502-505 Atlas 4 4-8-2, "Class 15A", similar to L663 
1916 L683 21708-17 Atlas 10 4-6-2, "16C Class", similar to L673 
1916 L684 21718-37 Hyde Park 20 4-8-2, "Class 15A", similar to L674 
1916 L685 21738-57 Queens Park 20 4-8-2, "Class 12A", new design 
1920 L746 22716-35 Atlas 20 4-6-2, "16C Class", same as L683 
1920 L747 22736-50 Hyde Park 15 4-8-2, "Class 15A", similar to L684 
1920 L748 22751-65 Queens Park 15 4-8-2, "Class 12A", same as L685 
1924 L790 23140 Hyde Park 1 2-6-2+2-6-2, "FC Class", to NBL 

drawings - garratt type 
1925 L807 23294-7 Hyde Park 4 2-6-2+2-6-2, "FD Class", similar to 

L790 
1928 L849 23774-802 Queens Park 29 4-8-2, "Class 15CA", new to American 

Loco. Co.'s drgs. 
1929 L859 23891-903 ??? 13 4-8-2 Class 12A 
1929 L869 24008-25 Atlas 18 4-8-2 similar to L849 
1934 L887 24168-217 Queens Park 50 4-8-2 new Class 19C 
1936 L899 24379 Atlas 1 2-10-4 new class 21 experimental 

design. 
1937 L917 24463-506 Hyde Park 44 4-8-2 Class 15F  
1944 L947 25536-595 Hyde Park 60 4-8-2 Class 15F  
1945 L961 25941-

26040 
Hyde Park 100 4-8-2 Class 15F similar to L947 

1945 L962 26041-90 Hyde Park 50 4-8-2 Class 19D  
1947 L976 26313-412 Hyde Park 100 2-8-4 24 Class new design. 
1951 L28 27261-85 Hyde Park 25 0-8-0 new design. 
1951 L31 27287-96, 

27311 
Hyde Park 25 4-8-4 non-condensing. 

1951 L35 27312-
27400 

Hyde Park 89 4-8-4 condensing 
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