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The smell of coal, oil and steam and the chuffchuff of a 220 t steam locomotive as it gathers
momentum to 60 km/h along the railway excites
many people, young and old. One man keeps a
beady eye on a wall of gauges and periodically
shovels coal into a square hole, while a second
man has his head out of the window while firmly
in control of the long throttle lever.
Back at the Reefsteamers base, hidden in the
centre of a tangle of railway lines on the East
Rand, several of their friends toil at old fashioned
trades in a building constructed by Italian prisoners
of war in the 1940s. These are some of the
engineers of the South African steam preservation
scene, and this is what they do for fun.
For more than 30 years, steam engine
enthusiasts around the world have been quietly

and insistently keeping the age of steam alive.
Men and women take great pains (and spend
huge amounts of money) to build replicas of
famous steam engines.
Locomotion is a mechanical wonder and has
had people fascinated since the first steam
locomotive was designed by Richard Trevithick in
1804. People find it difficult to resist waving at a
passing steam train as it entrances adults and
children, photographers and train spotters alike.
The volunteers go to the depot on Saturdays to
tackle the long list of work to be done. Pairing
the work with suitably skilled hands is a true
challenge. The revenue-earning train trips run
on Saturdays, with both footplate and safety
members on board. The passenger trips go to
Magaliesburg or Irene, depending on which
one the passengers choose. During the week

a skeleton team prepares the
train for the next weekend’s
trips. The Reefsteamers
community is a second family
for its members, with the bond
being the loco, with its long
and colourful history and a love
of steam trains and railways.
The knowledge sharing across
generations is truly wonderful
to witness, and, as everyone
gives their time so freely,
“thank you” can be heard
hundreds of times a day.
In an average year, the
volunteers prepare and crew
30 passenger trips on a
vintage steam train to give
passengers an opportunity to
experience the sights, smells
and sounds from a bygone
era. From the time the fire
is lit until the loco is back in
the shed 36 hours later,
300 man hours have been
donated by volunteers.
The current traction machine
is a South African Railways
Class 15F locomotive No 3046
named Vreni, a Transnet
Heritage Foundation item. A
North British locomotive built
in 1945, No 3046 was one of
many locos employed to haul
the Royal Train around South
Africa in 1947, and was based
at Germiston until retirement
in 1988. The locomotive was
fully restored to steam by
Reefsteamers in 2009, after
15 years in storage.
In 2016, No 3046 was in
the “15M” workshop for
an overhaul. This required
weeks of gruelling, intensive
heavy engineering, including
the machining and fitting of
two huge new pistons. The
teamwork, skills-transfer and
camaraderie paid off.
The workshop is currently
focusing on getting SAR No
1535 back into steam. This
loco is a 98-year-old Class

History of Reefsteamers
When steam locomotives were systematically
decommissioned by the South African Railways in the late
1980s and 1990s, preservation groups sprang up all over
the country. One of these is Reefsteamers Association.
Established in 1991, Reefsteamers is a registered private
non-profit company, run by a group of volunteers who repair,
service and operate Johannesburg’s last operating steam
locomotives. Reefsteamers is based in the original Germiston
Steam Locomotive Depot, which was first established in 1885.
Reefsteamers started by leasing a workshop and a shed
in 1992, and now lease the entire surviving depot. The
workshops have both historic and practical value, and we
continue to perform locomotive and rolling stock overhauls,
repairs and fabrication of our own spare parts to this day.
Reefsteamers has not only preserved a fleet of locomotives
and coaches, but has kept the historic locomotive depot intact
as well.
The public can contribute towards keeping the age of steam
alive in many different ways, from donations to going on a
day trip or chartering a coach for an outing. More information
can be obtained from the website www.reefsteamers.com.

12AR locomotive bearing the
name Susan . When she is back
on the rails, another chapter
will have been added to our
memoires. After Susan , we will
work on Class 15CA No 2056.
The 15M workshop is never
empty!
The workshop volunteers, no
matter what their age, leave on
Saturday afternoons covered in
grease and grime, but happy to
have had another day together
working towards getting
another vintage machine back
on steam.
Reefsteamers has a training
programme in place for the
next generation of footplate
crews – the drivers and
firemen who keep these
magnificent machines in the
public eye. Some locos have
mechanical stokers to assist,
but nevertheless tons and
tons of coal must get into
the firebox using techniques
handed down from fireman
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to trainee. Footplate training
involves knowing the loco,
lighting the fire, then learning
the jobs of loading coal
and filling the tender, being
competent to mind the loco
through the night, making
sure the pressures are correct,
feeding the fire, oiling and
greasing where necessary for
the rostered fireman to take
over at 05h00 on the day of
an excursion. Once this training
is complete, the trainee tags
along on the footplate and
then moves on to become a
qualified fireman and, finally, a
steam loco driver.
It is Reefsteamers’ mission
to keep vintage steam
locomotives running, and it
is possible thanks to
dedicated, hardworking
volunteers who share a
passion for steam engines.
Contact Claire Nelson-Esch,
Reefsteamers Association NPC,
membership@reefsteamers.com

