


Can a print magazine like Trolley Wire retain 
its utility and market in the digital age?

By the editors, John Cowper and Robert Lee, assisted by Corinne 
Cowper



Trolley Wire  
history

• Outlined in the 2023 COTMA presentation

• Began as a monthly newsletter for Sydney 
members of  the Australian Electric Traction 
Association as The Trolley Wire in 1952.

• In 1955 it became the newsletter of  the 
AETM, later SPER, now trading as the 
Sydney Tramway Museum.

• From 1964 it became a magazine.

• SPER Co-op remains the legal entity 
operating the Sydney Tramway Museum and 
the publisher of  Trolley Wire, which gives it 
institutional and membership bases.



Trolley Wire as a 
magazine

• Became a magazine in April 1964.

• Previously spirit duplicated, the new 
technology of  offset printing made the 
change possible.

• Moved from six times a year to quarterly, so 
it no longer became so significant as a 
newsletter.

• A magazine is different from a newsletter.

• Soon became national, with many interstate 
and some international stories.



Newsletters 
and  magazines

• Each museum has developed its own newsletter and 
Trolley Wire has became less important for 
communication with members.

• In the digital age, online newsletters are a more 
flexible and efficient means of  keeping members up 
to date with news than printed magazines. So Trolley 
Wire, to be useful and deserving of  support, had to 
change, find a different mission, and do different 
things.

• Sydney Tramway Museum also has its digital 
newsletter, initially distributed by post, called SPER 
News.

• SPER News was first published in 1972 as a cheap 
print publication.

• It became entirely digital in 2018.



The Golden Age of  magazines

• The mid to late 20th century was the 
golden age, when magazines played 
an enormous role in popular culture.

• The National Lampoon’s 1972 fake 
centrefold of  Henry Kissinger 
showed their huge influence.

• The centrefold was a parody of  a 
parody, and everyone got the joke, 
which was serious as well as funny. 

• It was the era of  Mad Men and 
magazine publishers’ notorious 
three-martini New York lunches 
with authors and advertisers.



Things ain’t what they used to be…

• Magazines increasingly are a threatened species.

• Even Vogue and Vanity Fair aren’t the money spinners 
they once were.

• The era of  the Australian magazine wars between 
Cosmopolitan, Woman’s Day, and Cleo was from the late 
1970s to the 1990s – a long time ago. 

• The magazine magnates have died. Australian 
Consolidated Press is gone.

• Even newspaper subscriptions are increasingly digital, 
including mine to the Sydney Morning Herald. 



The fall of  Transit
Australia

• Established in 1946 as Tram Tracks. 

• From 1949 to 1986 it was called Electric Traction

• The depressing announcement of  the end:

‘It is with much regret that we advise of  the recent 
unexpected death of  the editor of  Transit Australia, 
Tony Bailey… The decision had been made to cease 
publication at the end of  2018 due to declining 
readership, lack of  contributions and decreasing 
viability.

‘With Tony's death it is not possible to complete the 
current volume and the June 2018 issue will be the 
final issue of  Transit Australia ending 73 years of  the 
journal in various formats.’



Lessons from 
the fall of  

Transit Australia
• After it ceased to be the AETA magazine, it had 

no institutional backup.

• Published commercially since 2006 – a weakness.
• This meant it had a lack of  commitment.

• It had to be commercially viable.

• It was dependent on one person, earlier Hugh 
Ballment, later Tony Bailey, who produced it as a 
very small business, giving him a meagre income.

• Significantly, the decision to cease publication was 
taken before Tony’s death.



Dilemmas of  
the ARHSnsw

• The ARHSnsw may appear to be the most viable 
publisher of  Australian rail magazines.

• It owns an impressive building in Waterloo, with 
café, bookshop, and archives.

• It publishes professionally two monthly 
magazines, Australian Railway History, first 
published in 1937 as the ARHS Bulletin, and 
Railway Digest.

• But there are serious issues of  viability.
• The building is mortgaged and is on the market.

• The magazines’ subscriber bases are declining and 
costs are increasing.

• Book sales have plummetted.



Strengths of  Trolley Wire

• Its production costs are negligible since its editors are 
volunteers – a big contrast with the ARHSnsw.

• Its editors, a retired advertising executive and a retired 
academic, bring both advertising pizazz and academic 
rigour to the task.

• It is only quarterly, so is not driven by the news cycle.

• It has the membership and subscription base of  the 
Sydney Tramway Museum and, therefore, has 
institutional support.

• It has a strong youth element among its subscribers 
and contributors.

• Its editors are well aware that it must continually 
evolve to survive.



The Challenge: instant information,
anywhere and free

• The digital age is now turning 30.

• An entire generation has grown up with 
the expectation that infinite information is 
free and available instantly on demand. 

• Since the introduction of  the smart phone 
in 2010, they can also get this information 
wherever and whenever they want it.

• AI, unknown back in 2023, means that 
instant, curated answers to almost any 
question are available to all, free and 
immediately.

• AI poses huge challenges to the entire 
concept of  the print magazine, and to the 
concepts of  journalism, research, 
publication, and writing. Even Wikipedia 
is looking obsolete.



Strategies to survive and thrive

• Clarity of  focus.
• Carefully curated content.
•Aesthetically and intellectually engaging 

presentation.
•Moving with the times.
•Diversity of  voices and themes explored.
•Growing with the readership and its interests.
• Increasing and open dialogue between editors 

and readers.
• Thematic approach to design and content of  

issues.



Making it bigger

• Trolley Wire expanded from 48 to 64 
pages from August 2024. 

• It seeks a greater variety of  authors and 
using research by authors not part of  
the tramway museum movement.

• Carl Doring was active in ICOMOS 
Australia and did heritage assessments 
for the New South Wales Heritage 
Council. His assessment for Randwick 
Workshops prior to its sale was the 
basis for this article in November 2023. 

• ICOMOS, the National Trust, and 
Engineers Australia have all produced 
interesting papers on tramway history. 
The editors are working on sharing 
their research in Trolley Wire.

• More New Zealand content. Perhaps 
more international content?



Making it younger

• The editors deliberately have sought out 
young contributors of  both 
photographs and text, including reports 
and articles.

• We are encouraging younger writers: 
Reg was 19 when this article was 
published in May 2024. (It required a 
fair bit of  editing for style, but that’s 
how people learn.)

• The article explored the relationship 
between a tramway museum and young 
people’s cultural lives.

• Our designer Corinne produced 
engaging and youthful graphics.

• A tram museum seen as a venue for 
cultural creativity, education, support 
for diverse youth, and positive 
intergenerational social interaction.



Making its structure more clear

• In the bigger 64-page issue, there are five 
clearly-defined sections:

1. Editorial and feedback
2. Feature articles, mostly but not entirely 

historical
3. Light rail news (taking on some of  Transit 

Australia’s coverage)
4. Museum reports
5. Departures 

• Fewer but larger articles, some of  the type 
once published as flimsy small books.

• Making the magazine more personal, with 
more photos including people, and more 
obituaries on a regular basis.

• About equal representation from New South 
Wales and from the rest of  Australia and New 
Zealand, so it retains its Sydney emphasis but 
is truly national (and more) in scope. There 
was a big emphasis on Adelaide in 2024, and 
we have at least one Melbourne feature article 
every year.



Making it 
bigger yet again

• From February 2026 Trolley Wire will be enlarged to 
A4 format with larger images and more readable 
text. Here is a mock-up.

• An expression of  confidence in its future.

• Trolley Wire is repositioning as less of  a newsletter 
and more of  a magazine with entertaining, 
informative, well-researched, and even 
sumptuously-illustrated articles.

• It will remain an essential news digest both for light 
rail news and what’s happening at Australian and 
New Zealand tramway museums.

• Such news is largely available online, but nowhere 
as conveniently and effectively edited for 
accessibility, concision, and readability as in Trolley 
Wire.



Will it work?

Many challenges remain:

• The editors are 73 and 80 and not getting any 
younger.

• Editing requires a skill set acquiring by experience 
either in journalism or in academia. These skills are 
not easily replaced.

• Proof  reading, checking references, and academically-
respectable editing are tedious, time-consuming, and 
require great concentration. See sample proofing 
sheet, one of, typically, seven consecutive iterations 
required as we prepare an issue.

• It is difficult to imagine a person in full-time 
employment taking on the role of  a volunteer editor. 
Typically it requires at least 60 hours work a month 
for three of  us.

• Can successors be recruited?



Questions and comments

• We have outlined the challenges facing all magazines, including the very big ones, but 
especially rail magazines, including Trolley Wire.

• Here’s an opportunity for questions and comments.

• In Auckland we reminded delegates what of  JFK really meant to say:
Ask not what Trolley Wire can do for you, but what you can do for Trolley Wire.

• We then said the answers are…
• Research and write articles

• Subscribe

• Order in bulk for sale through your organisation

• That is still true. We thank people for their positive responses to these requests, 
especially for your contributions.
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