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Indonesia’s sugar industry is fast becoming the last significant outpost
of industrial narrow gauge steam in the world, and fortunately it is
close to our shores. As pointed out by one participant, you can get a
sense here of what things in Queensland must have been like 50 years
ago. Rob Dickinson’s Steamy Java trip in August 2008, advertised in
Light Railways, attracted a few Australian participants. Most on the tour
came from the UK, retired and sprightly gentlemen for the most part.
And what a magnificent tour it was, well organised and full of variety.
Over 40 industrial steam locomotives were seen in operation,
including two at the 1067mm gauge Cepu Forest Railway.

In spite of the cautionary travel advisories posted by the
Australian Government, we found Java to be a very friendly place,
where economic prosperity is growing. The widespread availability
of public transport means that the intrepid traveller can access the
sugar mills relatively easily, but on tour we had two well-appointed
air-conditioned minibuses to take us around under the leadership
of expert guides. The march of globalisation means that such modern
conveniences as plastic money, mobile phones and the internet are
increasingly in evidence if you need to use them.

The track gauges used by the sugar mills are 600mm, 700mm, and
720mm. 700mm was adopted by the Dutch as the narrow gauge of

choice and so predominates.
Steam locomotives can be seen
in use at no more than 15
sugar mills now, out of more
than 50 that once used them.
There are large numbers of
disused steam locomotives. Diesel locomotives are used, but the
older ones are generally unserviceable. German locomotives, steam
and diesel, made up the bulk of units supplied, but the modern
diesels in use tend to be Japanese.

Only a few mills operate field lines with harvested cane being
loaded directly into cane trucks. In most cases, the rail operations
are to transport the cane a few hundred metres from a transfer station
to the mill, with road trucks bringing the cane to the transfer point
for reloading onto cane trucks. There are two reasons why this
arrangement persists. One is because the mill operates 24 hours a
day, with harvesting limited generally to the daytime, so the loaded
cane trucks are in effect a mobile storage system to enable night
time cane deliveries to the mill. The second reason is because there
is little inclination to invest capital altering the tried and tested
rail-based cane delivery system to the carrier.

Steamy Java 2008

by John Browning
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Clockwise, from below: Regular steam working has ceased at Tersana Baru Mill,
but 700mm gauge Orenstein & Koppel 0-8-0TT 6 (10459 of 1929) was
steamed on 18 July 2008 in preparation for a visit by a Japanese group the
Sfollowing day. A Sragi Mill’s Jung 0-8-0 17 (Jung 1699 of 1911) shunts
empty trucks in the transhipment yard. Here it is being eased back onto the track
Sfollowing a routine derailment on 20 July 2008.1d The spectacular roundhouse
at_Jatibarang would not be out of place in South America. On 19 July 2008,
600mm gauge Schoema 4wDM A (1170 of 1950) sits near the turntable.
I In the empty truck yard at Sumberharjo Mill on 20 July 2008, two 700mm
gauge Orenstein & Koppel 0-8-0T locomotives 4 and 3 (4143 of 1910 and
5857 of 1912) spend a generally leisurely existence. A The transloader at
Pangka Mill. A load of cane is lifted from each small lorry and lowered onto a
cane truck that has been run underneath. 19 July 2008. Photos: John Browning.
(See the back cover of this issue for more photos.)

There are advantages in this
to the railfan in that it is not
hard to find the locomotives,
and there is a reasonable
amount of action to see. The
transfer station vyards are
usually sufficiently distant from the mill itself to provide varied
photographic opportunities and the possibility of locomotives
exerting themselves. However, the photographic attractions of the
few field lines that remain are irresistible to those with a little more
time to spend.

Cane is loaded longitudinally in Java, and often lengthy overhangs
at either end of the trucks can make coupling up a challenge.
Some locomotives even have the equivalent of bull bars to make
propelling these loads a little easier. Speeds are low and derailments
endemic.

Unfortunately, [ was not able to do the full tour, but the highlights
for me were the 600mm gauge operations at Sragi, with no less than
eight steam locomotives seen in use, and at Pangka, with three
delightful brick red steam locomotives sharing duties with four
vintage and well cared-for diesels.

The widespread adoption of flexible wheelbase steam locomotives
with eight or ten axles was Java’s answer to increasing haulage power
on light track. Klien-Lindner axles and Luttermoller gearing are still
very much in evidence, while one last Mallet was also seen in
operation. Fuel is generally bagasse, supplemented by firewood and in
one case even by coconut husks, so most locomotives are fitted with
tenders to carry the large quantities of low-calorific value fuel required.

The mills themselves are wonderful monuments to an ecarlier age,
with reciprocating steam engines in profusion that are a significant
attraction in their own right, but it is increasingly obvious that 100 year
old industrial buildings become worn out as the years go by.

All this cannot last — so I'd recommend a visit while you still
have a chance. It is close, cheap and relatively easy to do. Rob
Dickinson is hoping to arrange tours over the next few years so
watch this space. In the meantime you can enjoy John Raby’s blog
of the trip at http://www.users.waitrose.com/~jraby/blog1.html
and Roderick Smith’s photographs on the LRRSA Yahoo site at
http://au.ph.groups.yahoo.com/group/LRRSA/photos. More
information can be found on Rob Dickinson’s international steam
site and the FarRail site.

Thanks to John and Rod for information used in this report.




