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Most of us are aware that the Mernda railway line originally ran to 
Whittlesea and that it opened in the late 1800s.  The line opened in stages 
from 8 October 1889 to Reservoir and finally to Whittlesea on 23 
December 1889.  Additional stations and the connection from Rushall to 
Princess Bridge came later. 
However, many may not be aware that to facilitate the building of the Yan 
Yean Reservoir, a horse-drawn tramway was constructed from Yan Yean 
to North Fitzroy to allow pipe-laying and the movement of goods.  The 
tramway began construction in 1855 with a cost of about £450 a mile, 
considered cheap at the time.  The first seven miles of the tramway were 
constructed by Willam Macnamara and Mr Whitehair, who were also 
contracted to build the pipeline.  Their bid proved favourable enough that 
they were then asked to construct a further five miles of tramway, with 
another company completing the work at the Fitzroy end. 
 

 
The Argus, 21 April 1856 

 
The tramway rails were comprised of two red gum rails laid on hardwood 
sleepers, with iron rails only being used for most of the final mile at the 
city end of the line.  The line ended at Nicholson Street, where land had 
been purchased for a station.  The station was on land of about 24 acres 
and bordered by the north by Alexandra Parade (then called Reilly St) and 
on the east by Fitzroy St, in an area near where the Inner Circle railway 



line once operated.  The route to Yan Yean followed along Brunswick 
Street, across the Merri Creek bridge and followed St Georges Road.  
There was little settlement heading north in that time and roads were 
totally unsuitable for the construction of the pipeline. 
No photos are known to exist of the tramway although it is mentioned in 
several articles you can read on Trove.  One advertisement from 21 April 
1856 that appeared in The Argus called for Sawyers (people who sawed 
wood for a living) to apply for work at the Tankerville Arms in 
Collingwood or on the Wooden Tramway between Merri Creek and 
Irishtown (Preston).   
The success of the tramway at this time saw plans drawn up by October 
1856 to extend the tramway as far as Beechworth in the state’s north, 
although hindsight tells us nothing was to come of that.  The following 
year in June, plans were being drawn up for Melbourne’s railways to 
connect with the tramway.  Sadly, by 1866 the tramline was largely gone, 
with the Leader newspaper reporting that year on a deputation of residents 
of Morang (Mernda) asking for it to be reconstructed.

 
The Australasian, 2 Jan 1897.  This illustration from 1897 shows what the tramway would have looked like. 

 
By the time the line to Whittlesea was approved many of the bridges and 
other infrastructure used by the tramway was in disrepair and unable to be 
used.  The Whittlesea line ran parallel with the former tramway, with 
sections such as from Preston to Reservoir very close to the pipeline. 
 
 


