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Josie Barton - 

http://jaffareadstoo.blogspot.co.uk 

‘The Railwayman’s Wife’ is an 

emotional and at times quite 

melancholy story which explores 

the effects of grief and the 

consequences of living life in the 

aftermath of devastating loss.  

The coastal town of Thirroul is redolent 

with the smell of the ocean and the sound 

of its rail road, but beneath the 

shimmering surface of beach front and 

train track, three very different people 

clarify the meaning of loss. For Anikka 

Lachlan, the eponymous railwayman’s 

wife, the devastating loss of her husband 

means that life will never be the same 

again and yet life goes on for her and 

her daughter Isabel. War poet, Roy 

McKinnon has returned from fighting in the war in Europe but in his sadness he 

is now a poet without words and cannot find the inspiration he searches for so 

desperately. Doctor Frank Draper is haunted by what he saw when he helped to 

liberate the concentration camps and now his cold detachment disconnects him 

from those who seek to love him. 

Beautifully descriptive, the gentleness of the narrative is quite mesmerising and 

the tender exploration of lives deeply affected by unhappiness is done in a 

compassionate and sensitive way. There are some lovely lyrical moments which 

encompass the beauty of literature and poetry and the quiet homage to the 

writing of D. H. Lawrence, who visited this part of Australia in 1932, is done as 

a charming and unpretentious tribute. 



I was quite enchanted by ‘The Railwayman’s Wife’; Anikka’s quiet dignity 

encapsulates the true strength of the novel and the fragility of her heartache 

combined with the stoicism of the ‘carry on regardless’ generation allows a 

thought provoking glimpse into the restrictions of grief and the vulnerability of 

the human spirit. 

 

Sarah Hamid  

This is a beautifully written novel of memories and relationships, set 

against the backdrop of the natural beauty of the Australian coast, 

and the legacy of war.  

I found this review very difficult to write, not because I disliked the book, but 

because my response to it was hard to pin down and put into words. There is 

something about Hay's writing that brings a lump to my throat. I think it is the 

tender portrayal of the main characters and the delicate descriptions of nature. 

Also, there are many small, seemingly insignificant events, that are loaded with 

meaning. In fact, this is a novel where not much happens in the main, which 

makes the incidents more devastating and shocking. I found the periphery 

characters somewhat enigmatic, which made the glimpses into their 

personalities and pasts intriguing, like Hanna in ‘The Reader’. I love pondering 

over what makes a character tick - what makes them respond in the way they 

do. 

I enjoyed the attention to detail in the short descriptions - the dolphins, the 

phosphorescence, the clam shell, the sand city, and the relationship between Ani 

and Mac. The references to poetry and literature added depth to the novel, and 

fitted well with the the setting of the library. I thought the Yeats poem was a 

good choice to weave into the story - the last two lines are amongst my 

favourite lines of poetry. I also now feel curious to read D.H. Lawrence's 

‘Kangaroo’. The style of writing and the Australian setting of this novel reminds 

me of R.L. Stedman's ‘The Light Between  Oceans’. 

The only criticism I have of this novel is that the ending is too brisk and harsh to 

make it a satisfying conclusion. I would have preferred no conclusion but just a 

drifting end so I could mull over for myself what peace the characters might 

find. 

 

 

 



Jane Pepler  

On the south coast of New South Wales, three people chase their 

dreams through the books in the railway's library.  

Set in 1948 in a small coastal village near Sydney, Australia, ‘The Railway 

Man's Wife’ is the story of Annika Lachlan, Roy Mckinnon and Frank Draper, 

three people who appear to be at a changing point in their life story. 

Ani at the beginning of the story has to deal with the tragic death of her 

husband Mac and carry on caring for their ten year old daughter Isabel.  Mac, 

the railway man in the story, appears throughout the book in a series of 

memories, as Ani tries to come to terms with his death.  

At her new job at the Railway Institute Library Ani comes into contact with 

Roy, a struggling poet, and Frank, a doctor, who are both struggling to move 

on with their lives after the war, which appears to have changed their lives 

forever.  

Roy has returned after serving in the war and some unsatisfactory years as a 

teacher to live with his sister Iris. Frank doesn't come home until three years 

after the war, having witnessed at first hand the horror of having to deal with 

the liberation of the concentration camps in Europe. 

The book is full of wonderfully descriptive prose. I found it very 

calming to read and the writing is gentle and serene. It deals with the 

themes of love, marriage, death and grief. 

 

Nikki Whitmore - http://whitterswitters.wordpress.com 

A book for people who love books and believe in the healing ability of 

poetry and stories.  

Set on the Australian coast in 1948, The Railwayman's Wife is the story of 

Anikka Lachlan who, despite surviving the war with her family intact, now 

finds herself a widowed single mother. As part of the railway company's 

attempt to support her following the death of her husband, Anikka is given a job 

in the railway library. It is there that she meets Roy McKinnon, a war poet who 

has found he is now unable to put pen to paper and his friend, Frank Draper, a 

doctor who is struggling to make sense of the things he saw in Germany. 

‘The Railwayman's Wife’ is a very evocative novel. You really get a sense of 

Thirroul as a place where people are still coming to terms with what happened 

to them during the war and of a community slowly coming back to life. The 



prose is very lucid and almost rhythmic which makes sense for a novel based 

around the ocean, poetry and a love of books. A big part of why I enjoyed this 

book was the descriptions of libraries and books and how they make readers 

feel. Although the main body of the story is based around Anikka, I think the 

character I felt most for was Frank Draper. His brief descriptions of what he 

saw during the war, going into the concentration camps and the guilt he felt as 

a result really touched me. I actually reread some of his parts more than once 

before turning the page and I was very pleased with his story arc. 

 

Margaret Madden - http://bleachhouselibrary.blogspot.ie 

Twitter: @margaretbmadden 

The story of a widow coming to terms with her loss with the help of a 

new job in a railway library.  Here she finds comfort and friendship 

among the shelves.  A lyrical novel, warm and endearing.  

Anikka Lachlan is devasted when she loses her husband in a tragic railway 

accident and herself and her daughter, Isobel are left to discover life in their 

rural, remote Australian town.  It's 1948 and the country is settling down after 

the war.  Men return from the battlefields with inner-demons and worn out 

bodies.   

Ani is blessed with her new role as librarian, and she loses herself in the world 

of books.  The descriptive passages in this novel are stunning and the sights, 

sounds and smells almost hop off the page.  We are introduced to two 

characters returning from war and see how grief and loneliness can unite 

people without them even being aware of it. 

This is the first title I have read by this author and was immediately struck by 

her poetic prose.  It is like velvet and while the pace is slow, each line can be 

savored.  A warm and endearing novel with atmospheric imagery.  

Highly recommended. 

 

Catherine Hogwood  

A story of loss and recovery.  

This book follows two main characters - Anikka and Roy. Without spoiling the 

story these characters each have a history of there own and live in the same 

town. Anikka suffers a loss, leaving her to adapt her life in order to care for her 

daughter.  



Roy is best known for a poem he wrote whilst in the war but some scars run 

deep and he struggles to write once leaving the war.  

This story shows how loss can bring people together but that doesn't always 

lead to happy endings.  

Overall I didn't feel any real connection with the characters and found it slow in 

some places. 

 

Jane Birchall  

A beautifully written book - slow paces, thoughtful and moving 

without being sentimental.  

Anikka Lachlan loses her railwayman husband in an accident so Ani and her 

daughter Isabel must face life alone. Roy McKinnon, a local pet, returned from 

war has been at a loss for inspiration but that changes when he bumps into Ani 

at the library where she now works. 

The novel tenderly explores death and loss, life and how to live when your world 

is suddenly torn apart.  Its dreamlike narrative mirrored Ani's mental frailty 

following Mac's death. 

I found the novel touching and thought provoking. beautifully written and 

without being overly sentimental. I would recommend it. 

 

Vanessa Wild  

Twitter: @Butterflybiblio 

A beautifully written book and a lyrical and evocative read - a story 

which had me thinking for a while after I'd finished it.  

This is a beautifully written book.  There are some wonderful descriptions and 

imagery - it's very visual.  It deals with the trauma of the loss of a loved one and 

the grief that follows extremely well.  It's a tale which most people can relate to. 

However, it did take some time for the story to grab me as it's mostly a sad and 

gloomy one; it doesn't have a particularly happy or hopeful ending.  It's not a 

fast paced book, in fact it's quite a meandering and contemplative plot.  On the 

other hand it's thought provoking and compelling. It's set just after WWII in a 

small seaside town in New South Wales.  It's an interesting setting for such a 

story and I liked it.  The characters are realistic and believable - I felt their pain. 

Overall a lyrical and evocative read - a story which had me thinking for a while 



after I'd finished it. 

Many thanks to Lovereading for giving me the opportunity to read and review 

this book, 

 

Linda Hill  

Accomplished and enthralling writing that transports the reader 

into the minds of the characters.  

Set in Australia shortly after the end of the Second World War, 'The 

Railwayman's Wife' spans just over a year in the life of Ani Lachlan, the wife of 

the title. It is a tremendous read for all, but especially those who love poetry as 

well as fiction. Not only are there pertinent quotations spread seemlessly 

throughout the text, but the prose itself is poetic in style and Ashley Hay uses 

phrases that encapsulate what the reader thinks and feels in a way they would 

themselves if only they had her skill.  

Whilst there are two or three major events around which the plot is based, the 

description of small everyday elements like the finding of a particular sea shell 

or the turning of a cartwheel transport the reader right into the setting.  

The characters of Ani, Mac, Isabel and Roy in particular are exquisitely drawn 

so that the reader feels as if they know their innermost feelings, but even the 

more minor characters resonate with believability.  

I found there was an intensity to the writing that meant I couldn't read large 

amounts at once as it felt too emotional, but having finished the novel I want to 

reread it immediately as I'm sure I've missed many nuances and beautiful 

phrases that deserve revisiting. 

 

Celia Cohen  

Well written but not riveting.  

I'm afraid this wasn't one of my favourite books. It was beautifully written but 

for me it was too "wordy" and not enough story. It all took place just after the 

war which wasn't my era but I couldn't help wondering if they really were so 

formal in those days. Perhaps they were, in Australia, which, once again is not a 

place I have visited. It was a readable book but not one I found I couldn't put 

down. 

 



Jane Carter  

Twitter: @fleurinherworld 

‘The Railwayman’s Wife’ is set on the coast of New South Wales, not long after 

Word War Two , It tells of one year in the life of three characters, all of them 

damaged in some way: Annika Lachlan, the railwayman's wife who gives the 

story its title, is a new widow who must raise her 10-year-old daughter alone; 

Roy McKinnon, is a poet who is shell-shocked by the war and no longer able lose 

himself in his writing; Frank Draper, a doctor, who was present at the 

liberation of a Nazi concentration camp and is plagued by guilt because there 

was so little he could do. All three have to find ways to cope with their 

situations, have to find new paths on life.  

Ashley Hay captures people, their emotions, their lives, and their places in the 

world quite perfectly. And she makes you care about them, makes you want to 

know what will happen in their lives. This isn’t a story driven by plot, it’s a story 

driven by people. It’s wonderfully involving, it’s utterly readable, and 

I’d say that, if you’re looking for a summer read with substance, this 

could well be the book for you. 

 

Emma Barton  

This is a slow paced story about loss and the after effects of the 

Second World War on a small Australian community.  

The book moves back and forwards through time to tell the story of Mac and 

Ani's marriage and the aftermath of his sudden death. It also includes a 

secondary theme about two returning veterans and how they are coping with 

normal life after the war. It is beautifully written and has confirmed my need to 

visit Australia to see the beauty of the country for myself. However, had I not 

committed to writing a review, I may have stopped reading after the first 50 

pages as it seemed that very little was happening. The author has succeeded in 

illustrating the trauma of death and loss but at the expense of the story moving 

at a pace to hold the reader's attention. 

 

Jan Kirkcaldy  

Set in 1948, the story of Scotsman Mac Lachlan, his Nordic wife Ani and their 10 

year old daughter Isabel seems quite mundane at first,with no hint of what’s to 

come.  They live in Thirroul in a quiet part of Australia where things seem quite 

idyllic in a small town, old fashioned sort of way , with the railway, where Mac 



works, being their only real link to the outside world.  Everyone knows 

everyone else, it’s a friendly place where there appear to be few secrets.   

Something obviously has to happen to lift this beautifully descriptive book and it 

soon does with a vengeance. At this point the story  continues in a series of 

flashbacks covering the previous 10 years up to the moment that changes Ani’s 

life for ever.  We learn how Ani and Mac first met – he newly arrived from 

Scotland – and she many years before with her Nordic parents. They marry 

and move to this close community in the middle of nowhere where Mac enjoys 

his new job on the railways. This work is deemed essential so while others leave 

to fight in World War Two he remains at home.  

Life changes and women are expected to work for the first time, while waiting 

hopefully for their men to return. Not all  come back  of course and the story 

focuses on two returning men in particular – a doctor and a poet who had been 

friends for many years but come home badly scarred by events they had seen 

and in which they had been involved.  At the heart of everything the Railway’s 

Library offers a lifeline to many such people and their families and friends, as 

Ani discovers when she starts working there. As a result she becomes close to 

many and tries to help them through their difficult times and of course her own.   

It’s a story of life and friendship where you can never be sure what 

will happen next except that it will take you by surprise.  Sad in a 

number of ways, the story concentrate’s on Ani’s feelings throughout where, 

despite everything that’s happened during one fateful year, she manages to 

remain caring and optimistic about her and her daughter’s future.  A lovely 

book. 

 

Tracey Poulter  

A beautifully written book showing how three characters come to 

terms with loss and how it changes them forever. It is a gentle and 

haunting, almost poetic, exploration of emotions and relationships.  

This is a beautifully written book which you can lose yourself in. The three main 

characters have all suffered loss: both Roy and Dr Draper have lost hundreds of 

people, both comrades and strangers, in the war whereas Annikka (Ani) has lost 

just one person- her husband, the railwayman. The book explores how they 

come to terms - or not – with their loss and how it changes them forever. 

If you are looking for a fast-paced book with lots of action then this one is not 

for you. It is gentle and haunting, almost poetic, exploring emotions and 



relationships. Ani’s reaction to the news of her husband’s death was so 

poignantly written that it made me cry, a reaction I don’t often have to the 

written word. This is a book containing lots of wonderful passages which you 

will want to read again. Highly recommended. 

 

Jillian McFrederick - @jmcfrederick 

Set in post war rural Australia, there is a really poetic feel to this novel. The 

tragedy at the start clouds most of the book with a sense of sadness and loss but 

the overall feel is one of hope and a future at least for some of the characters. 

The authors use of words, her descriptions, the allusions to Lawrence, Yeats as 

well as her obvious love of books adds the extra dimension to this novel that 

stops it form being a sentimentally lightweight offering. Her understanding of 

the human condition, of how hard it is to cope with life after tragedy whether by 

accident or war makes this a story that can touch many hearts.  

This is a novel that shows how words can bring comfort either in the 

escape they offer or through the wisdom they impart.  

 

 


