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The Trunk - 100 years young

• What you’d say about much loved granny 
you didn’t expect to survive much longer.

• A chance to trace its history and assess 
its contribution



My credentials

• Bush historian ie no credentials
• My view of history: 

History is a view from a particular hill 
at a particular moment in time by an 
individual with a particular herd of 
hobby horses.



Back when the Trunk was born

• NZ had just topped 1 million people
• North Island population had edged ahead of South Island
• Settlers’ expectation: NZ would be big like Britain
• Growing sense of nationalism – Dominion status in 1907
• Refrigeration brought smaller land holdings, more intensive 

land use and processing industries
• Need for better transport and communications
• New Zealand approaching an election – Liberals needed a 

big event.
• European arms race and growth of American influence



Similarities between then and now

• Events
– Severe summer drought
– Dairy boom brought greater wealth
– Economic scare in the US
– NZ and Presidential elections
– Rugby tour to Britain



Similarities between then and now

• Issues
– Level crossing collisions occurring 
– Commuters complain about late trains
– Industrial relations – Blackball miners strike
– Race relations – Maori complain Treaty terms 

broken
– Drinking habits – restrictive licensing laws
– Women’s rights – Suffragettes in Britain



A short chronology of events

• Early history
Date

– 1870

– 20 May 1875
– 1884

– 15 April 1885 

– 24 Sept 1885
– 1898

Event
- Julius Vogel launches rail vision

- Auckland to Mercer line opened

- John Rochfort’s route survey tabled in Parliament
- Sir Robt Stout & Rewi Maniapoto turn first sod at Puniu River 

- WMR line opened from Thorndon to Paremata

- Holmes designs the Raurimu Spiral solution



A short chronology of events

• Opening the trunk
Date

– 1900

– 7 Aug 1908
– 6 Nov 1908

– 14 Feb 1909 

– 15 Feb 1909
– 15 Feb 1909

– Dec 1924

– 24 Nov 1930
– 19 Jun 1937

Event
- Govt adopt the Central North Island route

- Parliamentary Special – the first passenger through train

- Last Spike is driven by Premier Sir Joseph Ward
- First scheduled through passenger service

- Final section handed over from PWD to Railways Dept

- Railway Travelling Post Office begins
- The Night Limited Express service introduced on the NIMT

- Auckland Railway Staiton opened

- Wellington Railway Station opened



A short chronology of events

• Later history
Date

– 24 Dec 1953

– Sep 1955
– 4 Sep 1971

– 24 Jun 1988 

– 1983
– 1990

– Sep 1993

– 2003
– 1 Jul 2008

– 1 Jul 2008

Event
- Tangiwai disaster

- First General Motors Da class diesel loco replace steam

- The last scheduled mixed train ran on the NIMT
- GovGen Sir Paul Reeves opens PN–Te Rapa electrification

- De-regulation of the road transport industry

- New Zealand Rail Ltd incorporated
- NZ Rail sod to Tranz Rail Holdings

- Government purchased the rail network from Toll Holdings

- Government purchased the rail business from Toll Holdings.
- KiwiRail is launched.



Assessing the Trunk’s contribution

• Opened up the country and accelerated 
economic development

• Led to the development of settlements 
along the route

• Developed skills and expertise in 
infrastructure development

• Became the embodiment of the romance 
of rail



Assessing the trunk’s future

• Rail critics argue rail redundant
• Oil approaches $150 a barrel – 1993 

$25
• Chance for investment to improve 

competitiveness
• Helping keep 1 million truck trips off the 

road
• Keeping the flame of romance alive



Centenary Events




