East German Narrow Gauge Part 1

Background to the East German narrow gauge can be found via Rob Dickinson’s ‘Narrow Gauge Steam Railways round the World’ page. The 3 railways featured on the DVD each have their own website (in German):

http://www.fichtelbergbahn.de/
http://www.pressnitztalbahn.de/
http://www.hsb-wr.de/ 

(English information is provided on the first and last of these. They all provide a map of the line, current timetables and details of the locomotives and rolling stock.)

This DVD is in 3 sections:

1. The Fichtelbergbahn
Cranzahl

This is the junction with the standard gauge line from Chemnitz / Annaberg Buchholz to Baerenstein / Vejprty (in the Czech Republic). We see one of the two 2-10-2T in action at that time arrive and run round. A local passsenger service is also seen on the standard gauge.

Unterneudorf

There is a linesiding location about 2 km after departing Cranzahl where the road and rail come close with the railway on the hillside. We see views from both sides of the line and from the opposite hillside.

Neudorf

This station is seen from the train and we pass one of the two diesels on the other diagram. It was not clear why diesel was substituting for steam. This station and Hammerunterwiesenthal were both used as passing stations while Niederschlag would only be used with a busier timetable or late running. We then see a train departing from here. Note the cyclists crossing the tracks behind the loco. One of them appears to fall off.

Vierenstraße

This station marks the beginning of the forest section. There is a lineside track from here through the forest to Niederschlag giving several video possibilities.

Kretscham-Rothensehma

This section is seen from the train. The halt here with a level crossing is by a small housing estate and with little photographic potential.

Niederschlag

This is the summit station and has a passing loop. It’s in the middle of nowhere and the unattended station is usually deserted.

Hammerunterwiesenthal

This village is on the Czech border and these days you can walk or cycle across the unmanned border into the Czech Republic. Years ago I was picked up on the main road here by the German police as I strolled out one evening to see the late trains. They thought that I might be escaping Czechoslovakia and luckily I was carrying my passport. Trains often cross here and the church steeple makes a nice backdrop. Departing here there are several linesiding possibilities beyond the disused factory and its ponds.

Unterwiesenthal

The line here is seen from the train culminating in the large steel viaduct prior to the terminus. Although the viaduct is an obvious magnet for photography, trains cross slowly and it is not a great video location.

Oberwiesenthal

The terminus of the line is a health spa (healthy mountain air) and a ski resort. The depot and workshop are here as is the spare stock. This is the operating headquarters for the line.

Hammerunterwiesenthal to Niederschlag (on the front balcony of the train)

Bunker first trains running uphill are well worth travelling on in Germany. The open balcony puts you right by the smokebox and there is probably no better way to enjoy a train ride. This section although it doesn’t challenge the loco too much, is a suitable way to end this section.

2. The Preßnitztalbahn

Jöhstadt

We stayed at the small hotel on the main square and with a car, you can also cover the Fichtelbergbahn nearby. This is where the operating depot for the line is located and this is where the 3 IV K class Saxon Meyers were readied for service. The line also has a large modern workshop on the Jöhstadt side of Schlössel. Locos face bunker-first towards Steinbach as the line is mainly downhill in that direction. We head, then, to Steinbach to see some chimney first action 7.8 km away.

Steinbach

This is the current end of the line although work is underway to extend the line further back towards Wolkenstein. All locos run round and take water here and during the special events, locos also swapped trains. During the festival, a stall was offering special local sausages (coiled like Cumberland sausages) and beer. A walk starts from here along the opposite bank of the stream and there are various linesiding opportunities on both sides of the stream. On the walk, shortly after leaving Steinbach, you come to the halt at:

Wildbach

But the path continues beyond Stolln where it meets a road and can be followed all the way to Schlössel. There is no path for the final section to Jöhstadt.

Stolln

We see a passenger train stopping at and freight train passing this halt. The purpose of the spur line is not clear, it could be a safety feature or possibly for permanent way trains.

Forellhof

This is a halt by a restaurant. I considered eating here (they cook fish fresh from the fish pond) but it was too crowded the time I tried. Shortly after is:

Schmalzgrübe

This is the first major settlement after Steinbach. Trains can cross here (although I didn’t see it happen) and some of the freight stock is kept here. The main road, crossed on both sides of the station, require the use of the steam bell on arrival and departure. 

Schmalzgrübe - Loreleifelsen

On the Jöhstadt side, the line climbs quite steeply all the way to the end of the line with a wooded section and a wall where the stream and the railway are both squeezed into the narrow valley. Locations here need to be walked to and without driving down the cycle path (not to be encouraged), there is no chance of chasing. I much prefer walking between location when it is possible as long as there are enough trains and there are many locations in this section.

Schlössel

This is the next small settlement and it is a long way down the hill from Jöhstadt town (as is the station at Jöhstadt). There is a hotel and restaurant here. Trains can also pass here and with carriage stock stored in the carriage sheds here, there is sometimes some shunting going on. We see two trains departing Schlössel for Jöhstadt to end this section.

3. Harz Schmalspurbahnen

This section looks at the line from Wernigerode to the summit of the Brocken. There is a lot more to the Harz system but that will be on later DVDs. However, Wernigerode – Brocken has the most frequent steam service and also sees some special heritage trains hauled by double-headed mallets.

Wernigerode

This is one of 3 standard gauge connection on the Harz system (along with Quedlinburg and Nordhausen). The town provides plenty of hotel and self-catering accommodation as well as restaurants where you can sit outside in the season and watch the trains go by. The Railway has created an excellent viewing platform by the shed and does not object if you wander around to get better views of the locos being prepared. The former standard gauge diesel is employed on empty stock moves (from the new carriage shed along the standard gauge line to the west) and can be radio controlled from the back balcony of the train allowing for single-man operation as in the clip shown here. On leaving Wernigerode, we see the wonderful old signal box (now replaced by a heavily graffitied modern metal box) and the construction work for a road underbridge (now complete). The line curves round towards:

Westerntor

This is the works for the system and undertakes some overhauls on steam locos (although locos are sent to Meiningen Works for major overhaul). Trains cross here rather than at Wernigerode. The line then crosses a major road and heads though the leafy suburbs of Wernigerode with some street running to the halt at:

Hochschule Harz

before a bit more street running to:

Hasserode

which was once the home to the brewery of the same name (now relocated outside town) and the end of the built up area. There is a ‘bahn parallel weg’ from here which follows the line to Drei Annen Hohne. The train then runs through the forest to:

Steinerer Renne

This is the site of former labour camp that constructed V2 missile components during WWII. Interpretation boards recount the history including a deadly forced march to Czechoslovakia as the end of the war (and the allies) approached. The line climbs on the west side of the narrowing valley in an area that can change dramatically from year to year as pine trees are planted, grow and are felled. The shot of the mallets exiting the one tunnel on the line was shot when the trees were high. In 2008, they had been felled. Along the way is evidence of former mining operations with good interpretation boards. There was once a narrow gauge electric railway serving one of the mines. The train rounds a classic horseshoe curve (now becoming difficult because of tree growth) before crossing the main road where the grade eases and the train runs into:

Drei Annen Hohne

This is a junction for trains to Nordhausen and the Brocken. Locos shedded at Nordhausen, run round after bringing in their train and take another train back in that direction. Brocken trains from all directions tend to be worked by Wernigerode locos. All locos take water here. There are 3 through lines and one siding and at busy times there can be 4 trains in the station at one time (1 from Wernigerode, 1 from Nordhausen, 1 from Brocken plus a double-headed mallet special heritage train waiting for a path in the siding. The station has a good cafe (for lunch or drinks) and an outside stall selling coffee, beer and wurst. The Brocken trains head into the forest away from the road towards:

Shierke

It is possible to walk from Drei Annen to Schierke but it can be a bit of a struggle with a boggy section in the middle. You may need to walk the line in order to get through. Being Germany not the UK, this is not a crime but need care. From Schierke, there are several hiking trails up the Brocken. Two of these give access to different parts of the line. Shierke also has food and drink available.

The Brocken

This is the highest mountain in northern Germany, a site of special scientific interest and a mythical home of witches. In communist times, the Russians had a listing post here close to the border with West Germany and the iron curtain ran through the area. In those days, the line was closed from Schierke and the Russians travelled by roads they created to the summit. After unification, returning the railway to the summit was an important goal but there was opposition from environmentalists. A compromise was reached which restricts access to some areas of the summit. Before the summit, the tree line is reached and, at this point, the railway has constructed a siding that is used by descending trains to wait to be crossed by one or sometimes two uphill trains. Once given the road, the descending train then backs onto the main line before descending. Uphill trains from here coil around the mountain through 360 degrees plus before reaching the summit at 3,747 ft / 1,142 m. The summit has a cafe and a museum as well as an up-marked hotel. 

You can contact me with questions or suggestions about this description at jraby@linesiding.co.uk
