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Abstract: 
 
Preserving railway infrastructure and unique technical heritage for future generations is a growing 
problem, especially in rural areas. Making abandoned tracks and Draisines accessible to tourists is a 
simple and effective way to combat the problem. Draisines, or hand-cars, are rail vehicles formerly 
used for track control that are increasingly being redesigned as tourist attractions. In Germany, 
tourist interest in Draisines is thriving. Currently 250,000 tourist each year visit one of the 30 
German draisine tracks. In Theory draisines can potentially allow visitors to experience a railway 
track from the perspective of a railway maintenance worker and provide a practical way to learn 
about transport history. However, there is significant potential to strengthen such link between 
“tourist outing” and history lesson. 
 
This paper assesses the possibilities of tourism, to conserve railway heritage and open the market to 
wider audiences, with specific focus on northern Germany. 
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1. Introduction 

 
Railway heritage is facing danger of extinction, on the one hand because of technical progress and 
modernisation in transport, and on the other hand because of abandonment and neglect of disused 
railway artefacts.1 The key issues are lack of innovation, funding, and motivation to find continued 
usage for historic railway vestiges, long after they have been decommissioned. 

In many regions of the world the railway has been paramount to local history and economic 
development. Thus relics from the locomotive era are accepted parts of local identity.2 A discussion 
of costs required to protect railway heritage, reveals that the majority of people lack interest in 
railway history. And financial support for a railway museum or a museum railway is limited. At 
worst the public may vote for alternative land use of the sites, requiring the demolition of the 
historical structures. To counter this process more innovation is needed to conserve railway heritage, 
beyond the established railway museums and museum railways, with a low budget. Moreover 
connections must be forged and strengthened with the general public who may not be primarily 
interested in conserving such historic sites and artefacts.  

Of course, options for use vary greatly according to local circumstances and the condition and the 
condition of railway track3.Therefore this report has a particular focus on railway infrastructure in 
rural areas which is “temporarily” not in use or was abandoned without removing the tracks. In these 
regions there are normally less potential visitors for transport museums, yet there is a national 
economic need to preserve the infrastructure for reactivation in the medium term. 

One possibility and the main focus of this report, to reuse the railway infrastructure is to open the 
railway heritage to a wider circle audience through the use of Draisines. Draisines are manual-
powered rail-vehicles, in the past used for track control, which serve as specially constructed tourist 
attractions.4 

The following text discussed some key questions: 
 

• What does common railway heritage in Northern Germany consist of? Which buildings and 
structures are typical for the different phases of railway development? 

• What are Draisines and what are the tourist concepts? 
• How can Draisines be utilised to link the requirement for ‘fun and action’ presented by 

popular tourism and the educational potential of railway heritage? 
 
Most data used in this report were won by own research and field studies during the doctoral project 
“Eisenbahnkulturlandschaft” (cultural landscape of railways) between 2006 and 2010.5 

                                                            
1 For example Nagel (1981); Schomann (2005). 
2 Brauckmann (2011) 
3 In Germany there are three statuses defined by law: in operation, “temporary” not in operation, abandoned.  
4 Draisines are named after the German inventor of the “Laufmaschine” (dandy-horse) Karl Freiherr von Drais (1785 - 
1851). The “Laufmaschine” was the two-wheeled predecessor of the bicycle invented in 1818. In 1837 a newly 
constructed type of dandy-horse was used as a monorail vehicle for track control. The term “Draisine” (French: 
Draisienne, Swedish: Dressin, Spanish: Dresina). is common for all rail vehicles in Continental Europe which are used by 
railway maintenance workers. In the English Speaking world the term “hand-car” or “speeder” was established. In the 
following text the term “Draisine” is used to define new models which are specially constructed for tourist purposes. 
5 Brauckmann (2010). 
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2. Railway Heritage in Northern Germany 
 

The railway lines in Germany are diverse and encompass many impressive technical and historical 
remains. The railways in rural areas, in particular, have hardly been modernised and are often close 
to their original condition. They can be classified according to the date of construction and specific 
type of transport used.  

In Northern Germany most railway lines were planned and constructed under Prussian law, spanning 
three main periods in building phases. 

During the first phase (1835 - 1873) the leading economic centres were connected by mainline 
tracks. After nationalisation and standardisation of the railway network, many smaller cities and rural 
areas continued to lack railway connections, at the detriment to national economic growth, military 
strategic action and social integration and interaction. The primary reason for decreasing building 
activities, particularly after the Franco-Prussian-War (1870-1871) was the high expense for building 
and maintenance incurred due to building and safety regulations. Main line tracks require great curve 
radii and less grades, so that many costly engineering structures like tunnels, bridges, cuttings and 
causeways must constructed. Moreover all level crossings were required to be manned. The flag man 
had also to regulate the tracks at least three times a day; this is why a maximum of 4km of track per 
controller was allowed. 

In the second phase (1874 - 1891) many lines were constructed to connect smaller cities low traffic 
density. This branch lines or secondary railways have less complex building and safety regulations, 
though the maximum train speed that can be reached is lower than on main lines.  

To industrialise agricultural production and consumption in rural areas the regulations for branch 
lines were set a prohibitively high levels, thereby negatively affecting economic growth. With the 
effect that the preceding period of railway network expansions (1892 - 1919) was fuelled by the 
Prussian “Kleinbahngesetz” issued 1892. This act enabled, though not exclusively, the construction 
of narrow gauge railways, the growth and variance of public-private-partnership and a reduction in 
building and safety regulations for these light railways in comparison to the existing branch and 
mainline tracks. The consequence of reduced regulations was a boom of “Kleinbahnen” construction, 
especially in rural areas, which saw the network coverage of the railways in Germany double 
between 1892 and 1914, only for the boom to be abruptly interrupted by the onset of World War I. 

Since the end of the 1920´s the German railway network is shrinking.6 Many buildings and 
infrastructures were demolished in the last decades. Nevertheless the railway was so dominant in 
changing landscape, that you can find many traces of the growing period besides abandoned lines 
and railways in service. 

3. Draisines as Tourist Attraction 
 

In some countries, for example Sweden, Finland, Poland and France, the first commercial Draisines 
rentals were established during the 1990´s. The first line in Germany was opened in 1996, between 
Fürstenberg and Templin (near the Berlin vicinity). Today there are more then 30 locations in 
Germany operating reliable and seasonal tourist services, receiving approximately 250,000 visitors 
each year; with upward trends in visitor numbers. 

                                                            
6 Fremdling (1995) 
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Figure 1 - Development of the German Draisine operators (Brauckmann 2012) 

Draisines can be distinguished into different types of vehicle: 

• railbikes with foot pedals 
• Draisines powered with a hand operated lever (similar to those depicted in western 

movies) 
• Motorized Draisines with a petrol engine or electric motor 

For tourist purposes special hand lever Draisines and railbikes have been constructed.7 They are safer 
and easier to handle than their historic predecessors. The newer models reach speeds of up to 
approximately 15 km/h. This has safety requirements to reduce the dangers presented by level 
crossings. However models used for racing are much faster and can reach speeds of over 30 km/h. 
These faster vehicles are not suitable for Draisines rentals, because of legal difficulties.  

 

                                                            
7 See Bauer (2005) 
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Figure 2 - Railbikes on the „Naturparkdraisine“ in Dargun 

 

Figure 3 – Big Hand-lever Draisine (for up to 10 people) while level crossings. In the background an 
former attendant housing.  

Different Draisine models have been put to different uses: Railbikes are primarily used by operators 
with reduced services. Tourists may rent railbikes and drive unaided with limited instruction. They 
have the choice of turning the Draisine at their leisure, and it is possible for them to designate speed, 
distance travelled and stopping time individually. The concept of unaided and unsupervised use is 
similar to other common-tourist services, such as boat rentals. This model is suitable for small 
groups seeking uncomplicated holiday trips to the country side, for instance, groups of older people 
as well as families.  

Hand lever Draisines are up to 800 kg heavier than railbikes, necessitating the need for defined 
turning point and supervised travel timetables to prevent head-on collisions on single track lines. The 
traction system operated by hand lever is novel for most people, therefore companies operating hand 
lever Draisines need to employ more staff. In general these operators offer more comprehensive 
services, such as entertainment program, catering or accommodation in old railway wagons. The 
concept is often to provide for work outings, stag or birthday parties and similar events. 

The map below outlines the distribution of Draisine tracks in Germany. It details only those tourist 
providers with specially constructed Draisines, track lengths of at least 5km, those with fixed 
operating seasons (normally between April and September sometimes also in December) and those 
with their own website. It is apparent that within the regions of Baden-Wurttemberg, Bavaria and 
Saxony, there is no Draisine company in operation. In Thuringia, Saxony-Anhalt and in the Saarland 
only private societies offer Draisine rentals. In Northern Germany, particularly around the big cities 
Hamburg and Berlin, there are many commercial enterprises. In Western Germany some local 
governments in rural areas see the benefits of Draisines as a tourist attraction and have established 
their own enterprises with the support of the European Council (LEADER-program).8 

According to the map most Draisine lines in Germany were built under Prussian law. About 17 per 
cent have the same characteristics as historic main line tracks, while remainder were formerly used 
as branch lines (41 per cent) or light / industrial railways (41 per cent). The distribution of historic 
railway artefacts is normally allocated relative to the position of other abandoned tracks in rural  
                                                            
8 www.leaderplus.de, 2012-06 -29 
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areas. 
 
 

 
 

Figure 4 - Map of tourist Draisine operators in Germany 
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4. Exploring Railway Heritage with Draisines 
 

With new routes being added each year, Draisines are becoming a successful tourist attraction in 
Germany. The competition is growing, necessitating the need for services to become more 
professional and diverse. A recent study highlighted that most operators in the tourist season of 2008 
were not making light of the history of the railway infrastructure and buildings, focussing instead on 
the present experience of driving the vehicles.9  

At present the majority of Draisines companies focus little or nothing on the history, concentrating 
rather on leisure or rental agreements. Online advertisements appear unprofessional, with many 
drawing little attention to noteworthy details, on their websites. It is interesting to note that only two 
Draisine lines in Germany run through a railway tunnel, with many choosing to overlook this option. 
On the one hand tunnels are expensive to maintain, but on the other hand travelling through on 
presents an exciting and unique experience for many people.10 For that reason it is not 
understandable why one company did not point to this special attraction and special part of cultural 
landscape. 

Yet another example of poor advertising in the case of one company whose online text praises the 
scenery as “a beautiful west coast landscape with wind turbines and marshland pasturages”11; the 
pictures however, showed only a flat uninspiring landscape with single-crop farming, high voltage 
power lines and large rain clouds in the background. 

These examples can be taken to illustrate that the many unexploited potentials for better linkages 
between Draisine operation and the cultural landscape / railway heritage. A recent survey was 
conducted (by the author) at two Draisines lines, in order to assess visitors needs and wishes. One of 
the participating companies was the “Erlebnisbahn Ratzeburg” which is the market leader, catering 
for approximately 50,000 customers per year and an annual turnover of roughly 1,000,000 Euros. 
The “Erlebnisbahn” operates self-constructed hand lever Draisines. The other company was the 
“Naturparkdraisine Dargun” which catered for approximately 5,000 visitors for its railbikes services 
in 2008. 

                                                            
9 Brauckmann (2010) 
10 Wolff (2003) 
11 www.marschenbahn-draisine.de, 2008-08-08.  



 

9 
 

Chart 1 - Elements of railway heritage along the three Draisines routes
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The survey highlighted the expected results that the majority of tourists are less interested in old 
buildings (18.2 per cent) or railway history (17.2 per cent), but instead value appreciate leisure and 
action (95.4 per cent), as well as experiencing nature (80.3 per cent) as the most important or very 
important factors for Draisine excursion. But it transpired that those who could remember the 
sighting of historic railway artefacts were more satisfied with the excursion than those who could not 
remember elements of the historic use. Satisfied visitors show interest in repeating a Draisine 
excursion in the future, and the same people are likely to revisit the same company, and introduce 
friends or colleagues who are new to the experience. High standards of preservation and presentation 
of historical railway artefacts can have an impact on increasing visitor satisfaction and loyalty, as 
well as simultaneously railway heritage.  

Using simple and unobtrusive methods companies could be more effective increasing the focus on 
the history without being overly-intrusive particularly by adding more information about railway 
history and buildings on the websites or in leaflets. 

Further simple yet effective possibilities to enhance historical linkages to the visitors needs of leisure 
and fun could include: 

• Restoring and addition historical railway signals and signage 
Level crossings are a serious safety hazard, since many car drivers do not pay attention to the fact 
that the old railway tracks could be current in operation. Draisines, as rail vehicles, have the right of 
way, however, it is safer to instead give right of way to car traffic.12 Stopping does not inhibit their 
experience as slowing down, stopping just on point, manoeuvring level crossings and increasing the 
speed afterwards has been shown to be a main attraction for most users. However, some customers 
have found fault with the poor signage to warn of level crossings as well as the lack of information 
about the sights along the tracks. To address this problem original railway signs could be restored, 
such as the stop-sign, the train-whistle-sign and the danger-spot-sign. These three signals could 
amplify the enjoyment of interested visitors, by adding detail to the experience. Tourist which are not 
interested in historical features will not be affected as genuine danger spots are regulated by barriers 
across the track. 

 

Figure 5 - Different types of signals and signage. Left: Distant signal and speed limit signage for 30 km/h. Top-
right the train-whistle-sign. Down-right the stop-sign and signage to control the level crossing. 

                                                            
12 Schweinsberg (2000). 
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• Integration of historical Milestones 
Another visitor requirement identified was the desire to quantify speeds. The integration of a 
speedometer however would not only increase the average speed, but also the recklessness of users, 
which is unlikely to be in the interest of the operators. One possibility could however be to increase 
the visibility of the original milestones and to educate users on how to measure speed by calculating 
distance and the time in relation to the proximity of milestones. This would also encourage tourists to 
watch the track while speeding. Milestones could also be used to calculate end distances or to 
orientate users towards scenic points. This could be especially useful for families with young 
children and the less able.  

 

Figure 6 - Different types of milestones 

These two examples for a “living” museum illustrate the ease in which the visibility of historical 
remnants can be increased, yet there are further possibilities which can be established on Draisine 
tracks, such sleeping in a railway wagon, having a dinner in a station building or visiting and testing 
a signal box. Land-Art could also promote the linkage between Draisine excursions the historical 
landscape and the imagination.  

5. Conclusion 
 

Converting Draisine tracks for tourist uses provide a good opportunity to conserve abandoned 
railway tracks and prevent demolition. The maintenance is often far cheaper than running a heritage 
railway, especially if volunteers are lacking. Theoretically Draisines allow tourists to experience 
railway tracks from the perspective of historical railway employees and to learn about the history. 
Through such services the general public can be brought into contact with railway history and 
landscape, which may otherwise have lacked interest. These visitors generally seek a fun and active 
experience or a relaxed excursion into the country side. It is nevertheless possible to inform users 
about the railway history using simple methods, to enhance their travel experience. I therefore 
conclude that, these proposals could enhance the emphasis to conserve historic railway infrastructure 
and buildings.  
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