
NILGIRIS 
 
Udagamandalam, Ootacamund or its fitting pet 
name Ooty is in Nilgiri Mountains near the tri 
junction of the states of Tamilnadu, Kerala and 
Karnataka.  

 

Nilgiri is derived from two Sanskrit words, Nilam 
meaning blue and giri a hill. The origin of the 
name, tracable as far back as eight hundred 
years, become apparent when these hills, rising 
cool and tranquil, are viewed from a distance 
enveloped in a peculiar blue haze that usually 
shrouds them. 

 

Ooty was becoming a favorite hill station around 
1870s. Todas, aboriginal Tribe who lived in those 
days. Were receding year by year and now could 
be seen only in Villages deep down the hills. 

 
 
 
 
 

ROLE OF RAILWAYS IN NILGIRS 
 

Madras Railway (1853—1907) 

The first thoughts for a Railway System in British India were expressed in a parliament 
Select Committee meeting held in Madras in 
1831-32. 

 

The Madras Railway opened its first section, 
101.74 Km long, from Veyasarpady (near 
Madras) to walajah Road (Arcot) on July 1, 
1856. The extention to Beypoor (Near calicut) 
was completed in 1862. 

 

A Branch line from Podanur to Coimbatore 
(6.08Km) was opened on February 1, 1873 and its extension to Mettupalayam (35.36Km) 
was opened on August 31, 1873. 

Train from Madras to Mettupalayam, the foothills of the Southern Hill Queen used to take 
16 hours around the turn of the twentieth century. 

 



NILGIRI RAILWAY (1885-1902) 

 
The original Nilgiri Railway Company was registered on September 30, 1885 with nominal 
capital of Rs.2.5 million and a contract was executed between the Secretary of State and 
that Company on February 26, 1886. 

The line from Mettupalayam to Coonoor was completed and opened for traffic on June 15, 
1899.  The extension to Ootacamund was constructed by the Government and opened for 
traffic in 1908. 

From 1903 to 1907, the Mettupalayam—Coonoor line was worked by Madras Railway 
Company on behalf of the Government. With effect from January 1, 1908, it was made 
over to the South Indian Railway Company as a part of Jolarpet – Mangalore section. 
After completion of Coonoor—Ootacamund line, it was also handed over to South Indian 
Railway for maintenance and operation. 

Though there is no separate entity as Nilgiri Railway since 1951, the hill line maintains its 
individuality and continues to be refereed as “Nilgiri Railway”  

 

The Nilgiri was not the first rack railway in India. This distinction belonged to a short 
section of the Broad gauge Upper Bolan line on the North West Frontier Which was 
worked on ABT Principle briefly during 1888-89. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

PROGRESS OF CONSTRUCTION 

 
Section Date of Opening KMs 

Mettupalayam to Coonoor 15.06.1899 27.34 

Coonoor to Fernhill 15.09.1908 17.48 

Fernhill to Ooty 15.10.1908 1.79 

 
            
            



    The Track 

 
The Railway line from Mettupalayam to Udagamandalam is 
46.61 Km long and lies partly in Coimbatore District and partly 
in Nilgiri District of Tamilnadu, on the eastern slopes of the 
Western Ghats.  Mettupalayam is at the foot of the hills with an 
elevation of about 330 meters and Udagamandalam on the 
plateau with an elevation of 2200 meters. The average gradient 
of this line is about 1 in 24.5. The rail-line is laid to Meter 
Gauge. 

The ruling gradient is  

1 in 40 on the section between Mettupalayam to Kallar,  

1 in 12.28 from Kallar to Coonoor and 

1 in 23 from Coonoor to Udagamandalam. 

 
THE NILGIRI RAILWAY 

Details of Construction (1899) 

Length Total   : 16.75 mile 

Adhesion   : 4.75mile 

Rack    : 12 mile 

Ruling Gradient  : Adhesion 1 in 40 

     Rack 1 in 12.5 

Gauge    : Meter 

Curves   : 100 Mtrs minimum. 

Systems   : ABT’s double rack 

Rails    : 50 lbs.per yard. 

Total Rise   : 4629 feet 

Highest point reached : 5616 ft above MSL 

Sleepers   : Pyngadu 6’x8”x6” 

Tunnels   : 9, longest 310 feet 

Bridges   : Large 28, small 98. 

Engines   : Weight 33 Tons. 

     Load-adhesion system 90 tons 

     Load rack system 60 tons 

Brakes   : On all vehicles 



WORLD HERITAGE STATUS 
 
The Nilgiri Mountain Railway (NMR) has been given World 
Heritage Status by the World Heritage Committee. The 
Committee renamed the Nilgiri Mountain Railway and the 
Darjeeling Himalayan Railway as Mountain Railways of India. 
 
This brings to a successful conclusion the efforts of the 
Southern Railway, the National Rail Museum, Delhi and the 
Railway Board, which began in 1999 to get this imprimatur. In 
September 2004, Prof.Robert Lee from Sydney, Australia, 
visited the Nilgiris as part of a UNESCO team and evaluated the properties of the NMR, including its 
buildings, bridges and other constructions. 
 
The Railways rack and pinion mechanism so as to gain heights, its steam engines, coaches and station 
buildings have all been preserved in their original shape. It is genuinely outstanding, even unique, the 
29th session of the World Heritage Committee observed, noting the “Genius” of the late 19th century 
Railway engineers. The NMR is the only Railway system in the world using this technology of Alternate 
Biting Teeth (ABT) that the rack and pinion system ensures. The NMR has the only rack rails in the 
country, specifically designed for rough and hilly terrain, giving the train extra control for safety 
purpose. 

 
 
  

 
 


