Mortuary train video transcript
Narrator: ‘A cemetery for the living.’ That’s how the Fawkner cemetery was conceived by its architect, Charles Heath. It may seem absurd today but during the Victorian era, cemeteries were popular sites for picnics and family outings –Fawkner would be no different.

To live up to this vision the site would need to be accessible. At the dawn of the twentieth century, getting around was no easy feat.

So in 1906, a retired railway line connecting Coburg to North Campbellfield was partially reopened. This reopening meant that mortuary trains could travel to what was then known as the New Melbourne Cemetery.

You are now looking at a restored hearse carriage used in this area.

There was one service per day departing from Flinders Street station. It was an ordinary passenger train but with hearse cars attached. These would accommodate mourners and the deceased.

Railway cemeteries had existed for decades around the world. There was even one in Sydney. But Victorians and Melburnians never quite came around to the idea.

Our funeral industry was not quick to embrace change. Victorians were accustomed to funerals departing from the residence of the deceased where friends and relatives gathered. A horse-drawn, glass-sided hearse followed by mourning coaches and a pedestrian procession would travel to the burial site. The number of coaches and length of the procession were both indicators of status that people were in no hurry to give up.

In its years of operation undertakers or funeral directors struggled to sell the bereaved on rail processions.

Intermittent upgrades and renovations failed to promote the service. By the 1920s, motor hearses, coaches and developments in the area had made the site easier to access. By 1939, the cemetery had discontinued the mortuary train service, though it remained available on demand until 1952.
