
 

RAILWAY GLOSSARY 

Some words which you may come across in the Museum and 

Railway, complete with their meanings 
 

BOGIE – an undercarriage with wheels which supports a vehicle above, e.g. on a CARRIAGE or 

LOCOMOTIVE. Can also be referred to as a truck. 

BOILER – On a steam LOCOMOTIVE this is a large, cylindrical container, filled with water.  

Through this, going from rear to front are many small pipes carrying the hot gases from the 

FIREBOX to the SMOKEBOX.  Steam escapes from the boiling water and is fed to the CYLINDERS 

, which then move pistons which make the wheels revolve. 

BOILER TICKET – Safety certificate which is issued to a steam LOCOMOTIVE once it has 

passed an inspection of its BOILER.  These last for 10 years, after which another inspection has to be 

carried out. 

BRAKE VAN – a heavy vehicle placed at the end of a train of GOODS wagons which would be 

used to help brake the TRAIN.  It was needed when not all wagons had continuous braking systems.  

It would carry a guard who would apply the brakes when necessary. 

BRANCH LINE – a secondary railway line that branches off a MAIN LINE 

BUFFER STOP – A barrier, often made from rails, which is placed at the end of a track or 

SIDING to prevent vehicles from running off the end. 

CARRIAGE – Multi-wheeled vehicle for carrying passengers and luggage.  Also referred to as a 

coach. 

CATENARY – overhead power cables supported by masts on side of railway line. 

COUPLING – a physical,  mechanical  link between one item of ROLLING STOCK and another,  

or to a LOCOMOTIVE;  the action of linking two items of ROLLING STOCK together or to a 

LOCOMOTIVE. 

CUTTING – Section of the railway line where the ground has been excavated to contain the 

track.  It usually has steep slopes or walls on either side. 

CYLINDERS – Cylindrical metal chambers into which steam is pushed from the BOILER of a 

steam LOCOMOTIVE.  The pressurised steam then pushes a PISTON which is connected to the 

wheels.  This then turns the wheels round. 



DIESEL – A type of engine used to drive a LOCOMOTIVE using Diesel fuel as a power source.  

Used in the UK from the 1930s onwards, but not developed and used en-masse until the 1950s. 

DMU – Diesel Multiple Unit – Self-contained, diesel powered set of carriages with compartments 

for a driver at either end.  At Bo’ness there is a Class 126 DMU in preservation. 

DRIVING WHEELS – on a steam train these are the larger powered wheels which transmit the 

power of the engine itself to the track. 

EAST COAST MAIN LINE – railway  line which goes between London King’s Cross and 

Edinburgh Waverley.  Last section completed in 1850. 

EMBANKMENT – a mound or bank of earth or stone which is put in place to carry the railway 

line over a section of low ground. 

EMU – Electric Multiple Unit – self-contained, electric powered set of carriages with compartments 

for driver at either end.  At Bo’ness there is a Class 303 EMU in preservation. 

FIREBOX – A metal chamber on a steam LOCOMOTIVE lined with fire bricks.  This is where a 

fire is started and kept alight by the FIREMAN continuously shovelling coal.  The hot gases then heat 

the BOILER and escape through the SMOKEBOX into the chimney 

FIREMAN – Person who, on a steam LOCOMOTIVE, shovels coal into the FIREBOX 

FOOTPLATE – Flat walkway around a LOCOMOTIVE, which generally is above the level of the 

wheels and allows workers to access higher parts; also the name for the cab floor. 

FREIGHT – see GOODS 

GOODS – objects and materials transported by rail in wagons or vans.  Also referred to as 

FREIGHT 

INTERLOCKING – the safety system whereby SIGNALS and POINTS can only be set in a way 

in which one does not conflict with the other.   There is an interlocked set of SIGNALS and POINTS 

in the Museum of Scottish Railways. 

LIVERY – The colour scheme used on railway LOCOMOTIVES and ROLLING STOCK. Each 

company would have its own livery, often with ornate lining and identifying emblems. 

JUNCTION - A point at which two lines or separate railway routes diverge from one another. 

LEADING WHEELS – load-bearing wheels on a LOCOMOTIVE which sit to the front of the 

DRIVING WHEELS. These help to spread the weight of the engine on the track and guide the 

DRIVING WHEELS into a curve. 

LOCOMOTIVE – the vehicle which provides the motive power to move a TRAIN. Can be 

powered by steam, diesel or electricity.  Also referred to as an engine, particularly when referring to 

steam or diesel. 

MAIN LINE – one of the principal routes on a railway, usually connecting major stations in towns 

or cities. 



MECHANICAL HORSE – a type of three-wheeled tractor and trailer, which was used for 

transporting GOODS until the late 1960s. The example in the Museum of Scottish Railways is of a 

Scammell Scarab. 

MIXED TRAFFIC – term used to describe a LOCOMOTIVE which is used to haul either 

passengers or GOODS. 

OIL LAMPS – these were very important particularly in steam days and were placed in particular 

positions on LAMP IRONS on the FOOTPLATE of each LOCOMOTIVE.  The position of them 

denoted the type of TRAIN which was being hauled.  Also a lamp was placed on the last CARRIAGE 

of a passenger TRAIN.  Signalmen and track workers could see that the TRAIN was complete by the 

presence of the lamp. 

PANTOGRAPH – device which collects electricity from an overhead power line, or 

CATENARY 

PISTON – the component attached to the VALVE GEAR of a steam LOCOMOTIVE which 

translates the force of pressurised steam into motion via the CYLINDERS. 

POINTS – A section of railway track which can be switched from side to side to guide a TRAIN 

from one track to another. 

ROLLING STOCK – any railway vehicle which is not a LOCOMOTIVE. 

SALOON – a luxurious railway carriage used as a lounge or restaurant or as private 

accommodation. 

SIDING – A section of track off a MAIN LINE or BRANCH LINE, which is used to store railway 

rolling stock.  Has a BUFFER STOP at its end. 

SIGNAL – device that tells the driver if the railway line ahead is clear.  A semaphore signal uses a 

pivoting arm to indicate whether it is safe or not to proceed.  At night it would be lit by an oil lamp 

behind the arm, over which coloured glass moves to indicate green or red. 

SIGNAL BOX – a building with large windows from which signals and points are controlled 

either mechanically or electrically. 

SLEEPERS – the supports upon which the rails rest.  These can be wooden, concrete or even 

metal.  The ones at the Bo’ness and Kinneil Railway are generally wooden. 

SMOKEBOX – The front section of a steam LOCOMOTIVE.  This has a chimney on top and an 

opening front door, to enable it to be cleaned out after use. 

STREAMLINING – method of shaping the front of a train to make it less air-resistant.  Used 

primarily in the 1930s, on LMS and LNER express locomotives and on express trains in the UK 

today. 

TENDER – Some larger steam LOCOMOTIVES have a separate vehicle which travels behind the 

locomotive.  It contains water and coal in separate compartments. 



TOKEN – a physical object given to the driver of a train to allow the TRAIN to travel over a 

section of single-track line.  Also called a tablet. 

TRAILING WHEELS – load-bearing wheels on a LOCOMOTIVE which sit to the rear of the 

DRIVING WHEELS. These help to spread the weight of the engine on the track. 

TRAIN – a complete set of ROLLING STOCK which is hauled by a LOCOMOTIVE, or, in the 

case of an EMU or DMU, is self-propelled 

VALVE GEAR – the part of a steam LOCOMOTIVE - sometimes referred to as the Motion - 

that operates the inlet and exhaust valves to let steam into the cylinder and also allows exhaust 

steam to escape, at the correct points within the cycle.  

VIADUCT – a bridge with three or more arches, used to take a railway line over an area of lower 

ground or a road or river. 

WATER COLUMN – a device used to fill the water tanks or tender of a steam LOCOMOTIVE.  

Supplied with water from a WATER TOWER.  Look for the water column in Bo’ness Station yard. 

WATER TOWER – a building, usually built of brick or stone, which has a metal water tank on 

its top.  It is in the railway yard and supplies any WATER COLUMNS nearby with water. There is an 

example at Bo’ness. 

WEST COAST MAIN LINE – line which goes between London Euston and Glasgow Central.  

First direct trains in 1850s 

WHEEL-TAPPING  – a method of checking for flaws in a wheel.  An undamaged wheel should 

give a bell-like sound, but a damaged one will sound dull in comparison.  There is a hammer and set 

of wheels in the Museum of Scottish Railways that can be used to check this. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


