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Trams have long been a staple of the Sydney transport network. 
Since their beginnings in the late 1890s, trams have helped 
Sydneysiders quickly and easily move across the growing city. 

Sydney Tramway – Australia's largest 
tram network 
The Sydney Tramway was the largest tram 
network in Australia and the second-largest 
of the British Commonwealth, behind London.

It extended from Narrabeen in the north,  
to La Perouse in the south, Watson’s Bay in 
the east and out to Parramatta in the west. 
The network had 1600 cars in service at any 
given time: three times as many operational 
cars as today's Melbourne Tramway.

Despite being originally introduced to move 
cargo rather than people, the popularity 
of the tramway as a passenger service 
soared, with 405 million passenger 
journeys recorded at its peak in 1945.1

1 http://www.visitsydneyaustralia.com.au/lost-tramways.html. Retrieved 8 July 2022.

From horse power to electricity 
The first tram in Sydney in 18612 was  
horse-drawn, travelling along Pitt Street 
from Circular Quay to Redfern. 

The Sydney Tramway was subsequently 
introduced in 1879 and ran from Hunter 
Street and along Elizabeth Street to 
Redfern station. At this time, steam-operated 
trams were used to convey passengers 
to major events, such as the International 
Exhibition at the Botanical Gardens.3

Lines rapidly expanded into the eastern 
and western suburbs. The system was 
progressively electrified from 1898. 

2 https://sydneylivingmuseums.com.au/stories/shooting-through-
sydney-tram#:~:text=Sydney%27s%20first%20trams%20were%20
introduced,horsedrawn%20trams%20was%20short%20lived.
3 https://www.sydneytramwaymuseum.com.au/members.old/Trolley_Wire/145%20
-%20Trolley%20Wire%20-%20Apr%201973.pdf Trolley Wire – Journal of Australian 
Tramway Museums, April 1973, p3.
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Tram at Parramatta Park, circa 1910. Courtesy: Heritage Centre, City of Parramatta. 
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Trams in Parramatta
The need to connect ferry services from 
Sydney to Parramatta persuaded ferry 
owner and entrepreneur Charles Jeanneret 
to obtain an Act of Parliament in 1881 to 
privately build a tramway from Parramatta Park 
to Redbank Wharf.4 This tramway opened in 
1884 and operated until 1943.5

The trams on this line were steam-operated and 
carried both passengers and freight to and from 
the Meggitt Family Mill in Parramatta: Australia's 
first oilseed-crushing mill.

Tracks along the eastern end of Grand Avenue, 
Rosehill are the only remaining evidence of 
this former tram service.6

A second, NSW Government–built steam tramway 
from Parramatta to Baulkham Hills opened 
in 1902. The line was extended to Castle Hill 
in 1910, carrying both commuters and produce.7 
Between 1920 and 1923, the NSW Government 
converted the tramway into a railway that 
extended from Westmead to Northmead.8

Early steam tram, Parramatta 1902. 
Courtesy: Heritage Centre, City of Parramatta.

4 Biography - Charles Edward Jeanneret - Australian Dictionary of Biography (anu.edu.au) 
Australian Dictionary of Biography, Volume 4 , 1972.
5 https://www.sydneytramwaymuseum.com.au/members.old/Trolley_Wire/145%20-%20
Trolley%20Wire%20-%20Apr%201973.pdf 
Trolley Wire – Journal of Australian Tramway Museums, April 1973 p.22.
6 http://visitsydneyaustralia.com.au/history-12-late20th.html, Retreived 8 July 2022.
7 Singleton, C.C. Railways and Tramways of the Parramatta Hills District - Parramatta to 
Baulkham Hills and Castle Hill Steam Tramway  https://arhsnsw.com.au/australian-railway-
history/ Australian Railway Historical Society Bulletin, June 1955 pp72-76.
8 Bozier, Rolfe; et al. http://www.nswrail.net/lines/show.php?name=NSW:rogans_hill  
"Rogans Hill Line". NSWrail.net. Retrieved 8 July 2022.

Where did the trams go?
As buses and privately owned cars grew 
in popularity, the small roads around 
Sydney quickly became congested.  
The tramway system also became rundown 
following material shortages and lack of 
funding and maintenance due to World War II. 

By the early 1950s, the NSW Government closed 
the operation of trams in Sydney. The network 
was wound down in stages with the final tram 
service completed on the 25 February 1961.9, 10

The modern-day resurgence
Trams, also known as light rail vehicles, have 
had a resurgence in popularity in the 2000s  
due to technological advances and their many 
environmental benefits. Trams are able to move 
large groups of people at a time, and reduce the 
number of cars and congestion on the roads.

With light rail systems currently operating in 
Sydney and Newcastle, a major NSW Government 
transport project is underway to deliver light rail 
services to Greater Parramatta.

The Parramatta Light Rail
Stage 1 of the modern Parramatta Light Rail 
will connect Westmead to Carlingford via the 
Parramatta CBD and Camellia, and is expected 
to open in 2024. 

It will reduce traffic congestion for commuters, 
make health services more accessible at Westmead; 
connect the community to Western Sydney's premier 
dining and entertainment precinct on Church Street, 
including CommBank Stadium, Riverside Theatres, 
Powerhouse Parramatta; and provide travel options 
for students at Western Sydney University and 
schools located along the alignment. 

Planning for Stage 2 of the Parramatta Light Rail 
connecting Parramatta to Sydney Olympic Park 
is also underway to service a growing Sydney.

9 https://sydneylivingmuseums.com.au/stories/shooting-through-sydney-tram 
Retrieved 8 July 2022.
10 Laura Brierley Newton; https://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-04-12/sydneys-original-tram-
network-what-happened-curious-sydney/9610328?nw=0&r=HtmlFragment 
Sydney one had the biggest tram system in the southern hemisphere.  
ABC News, 12 April 2018. 
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