Zhanhe Forest Railway
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 (Maps by Bernd Seiler, used with his permission)

Notes on the DVD

We were among the very first western railway enthusiasts to see this line in action. One group had beat us to it the same year and visited in November/early December but all they saw was the line up of refurbished but dead locos ready to start the season and the best they could achieve was a chartered train of empty stock. We learnt quite a lot about logging in China in our attempts to photograph the narrow gauge steam railways (and much of this must be true for logging elsewhere). The actual logging starts when the sap stops running in the trees and when the tractors can get the logs out over frozen rather than muddy earth. Once the sap has stopped running and trees have been logged and extracted, only then can the log trains start running. For Zhanhe, mid-December was the normal date for the railway to start operating.

Erdaohe Station

This was the furthest we could get on our first visit. We were staying in Beian some 2 hours drive away and we had to come out every day. We saw the need to charter a railcar to explore further up the line but we failed to achieve that this trip (see trip 2 for this).

Erdaohe is where the dirt road and rail separate for about 10 km as the railway winds its way through some low hills.

On Christmas Day 1998, we see the signaling cabin (the only feature of many of these stations apart from the passing loop) as well as two loaded trains passing through. The first of these passes one of the diesels that eventually took over all the line work. In 1998, looking battered, we only saw this loco and the other diesels on empty loads.

Erdaohe – Zhanhe

Once we found a loaded train, we normally chased it back to Zhanhe by road. This section shows various trains on their way into Zhanhe. We also see a low concrete bridge of similar design to the higher bridges further out (see part 2). We also see another diesel heading out with empties.

Zhanhe

Zhanhe was the end of the line and had the former passenger terminus (see part 2), the locomotive depot and works, administration and transfer yard. The narrow gauge was some distance from the standard gauge and not visible from a standard gauge train and this is one reason it took so long to discover.

At Zhanhe we see loco servicing, repair to a railbus and a diesel shunter. We also see shunting movements to the transfer yard.

Standard Gauge Interlude

As we had a daily commute by road which roughly paralleled the standard gauge line from Beian to Zhanhe, we had the opportunity to observe some JS 2-8-2 locos at work. The final sequence is of the overnight train to Harbin we caught around 22:00. In those days, steam hauled mainline passenger trains were still quite common.

Part 2

On my return to Zhanhe in March 2001, the plan was to spend as much time as possible up the line. We had the use of the railway’s one inspection car (although it did have other duties such as transferring a sick woman to hospital one night while we slept) and we were able to stay up the line in Kundeqi. We tried to be on out best behaviour as a previous group had had all their film confiscated when they started filming the local people instead of the trains. By the time of my return, the future of the line was already uncertain and both the quantity and quality of the logs being removed had decreased. On the other hand, the large concrete viaducts on the line were by then well known if only a few people ever got to video them.

Zhanhe Passenger Station

This video starts with a look at the passenger station and the track in the station area. The station was very large (just like a mainline station) but no longer used as the passenger service had ceased prior to our first visit. Old coaches were in evidence.

The railway still used disconnected bogies for the longer logs although most of the logs now coming out of the forest were smaller and carried on flat cars. 

Trip up the line by Chartered Railcar

This footage shows the highlights of the trip out to Haolan station. In the next few days, we spent our time beyond Haolan.

Haolan Station

This was once a junction for a branch now lifted. There were loco coaling and watering facilities there.

Gaotiang Bridge

To be able to video this and other bridges, we needed to get there by railbus and then get the railbus backwards or forwards to the passing loop before the log train could proceed. Once the train had gone, the railbus would come back to collect us. The railbus could be turned by dropping a hydraulic ‘turntable’ from underneath the railbus and then manually rotating the bus. Although we didn’t know it at the time, Gaotiang Bridge was the only one on which the trains were worked hard.

Near Wulugan Station

Beyond Gaotiang, the railway ran along a ledge and then did a sweeping curve into Wulugan Station. Here we see a train of empties heading out to the forests.

Erhao Bridge

There are two 100 metre long bridges at this point where the river has an elbow bend. Trains were few and far between, the weather was very dull and we were never really able to do proper justice to the scene. Loaded trains crossed the bridges slowly (for safety reasons) to make things worse. What was supposed to be the highlight of the trip turned out rather disappointingly.

Kundeqi Station

The small ‘hotel’ had small bedrooms with underfloor heating. We slept communally on the raised wooden floor. Food was good (as always in China) and beer was plentiful.

Lingding Station

Lingding was the major junction for the two branches to Wushimeng and Beiying. It also had its own log yards. Locos could be coaled and watered here. One feature of the track layout was a ‘double track’ section from Lingding as the branches split at the station but ran parallel for about 500 metres before diverging.

The Branch to Wushimeng

One of our party had previously ridden the branch to Beiying so we did the other branch on this trip. Wushimeng was very quiet and we saw no sign of any active log yards on the branch.

Wushimeng Station / Return to Lingding 

There was no action here so we turned the railcar on the triangle and returned to Lingding.

Turning the Railcar

As previously mentioned, the railcar could be turned on the spot anywhere and anytime. Here we see how it was done.

Returning to Zhanhe

Between Haolan and Xingan

Here we see a loaded train heading for Zhanhe.

Night Shots

Modern digital video doesn’t give up at night (although the autofocus can’t do it’s job) and many powerful images can be captured long after the still cameras have been put away for the day.

The Zhanhe Forest Railway closed at the end of the 2002 season. During the last season, virtually all line work was diesel.

Suiling Forest Railway

This footage is included here as a bonus. Suiling is south of Zhanhe (and Beian) on the mainline to Harbin. It is near to the railway junction of Suihua. When we were there on December 23 1998, it still used steam but arrivals and departures were nocturnal and all we saw was one loco shunting loads and taking them to the transfer yard. Shortly afterwards, the line dieselized. To the best of my knowledge, this railway still operates during the logging season. This makes it one of the last logging railways in North China.

Additional information

After the first trip, I posted detail of Zhanhe and Suiling on my website http://homepage.ntlworld.com/john.raby1/zhanhe.html and  http://homepage.ntlworld.com/john.raby1/suiling.html This information is still available. 

Rob Dickinson has additional reports on his International Working Steam Pages http://dialspace.dial.pipex.com/steam/internat.htm 

