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ALL ABOARD THE ISLAND OF
SODOR: A COMPLETE GUIDE TO
THE ORIGINAL THOMAS THE
TANK ENGINE CHARACTERS

For generations of children and
collectors alike, the Island of Sodor has
been a place of wonder, adventure, and
life lessons delivered through the
steaming pistons and smiling faces of its
hardworking inhabitants. The world of
Thomas & Friends began not as a
television phenomenon but as a series of
charming books penned by the Reverend
Wilbert Awdry in the 1940s. While the
cast has grown significantly over the
decades, the foundation of this beloved
universe rests firmly on the shoulders of
the original Thomas the Tank Engine
characters. Understanding these core
engines is essential to appreciating the
entire franchise. These are not just
machines; they are personalities with
distinct quirks, vulnerabilities, and
virtues that have taught millions about
friendship, responsibility, and resilience.

THE CORE SIX: THE FOUNDING
ENGINES OF THE RAILWAY
SERIES

The original canon of the Railway Series
introduced a tight-knit group of engines
who worked the main line and branch
lines of the North Western Railway.
While many engines would come and go,

the first six characters established the
archetypes that continue to define the
series. These original Thomas the Tank
Engine characters remain the most
recognizable and cherished figures in
children's entertainment.

Thomas the Tank
Engine: The
Number One
Blue Engine

Thomas is, without question, the face of
the franchise. First appearing in the
second book of the Railway Series in
1946, Thomas is a small six-wheeled
tank engine painted in the iconic bright
blue livery with his number "1"
prominently displayed on his side tanks.
Originally assigned to shunting duties in
the yard at Vicarstown, Thomas quickly
proved he was ambitious and eager for
more  responsibility.  His  defining
character trait is his desire to be a
"really useful engine," a phrase that has
become synonymous with the entire
series. However, his eagerness often
leads him into mischief and trouble. He
is cheeky, confident, and sometimes
arrogant, but his heart is always in the
right place. Thomas represents the
everyman engine—small but
determined, proving that size does not
determine importance. His original
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design, with a simple face and a short
wheelbase, makes him instantly
identifiable. The Fat Controller (Sir
Topham Hatt) eventually rewards
Thomas's dedication by giving him his
own branch line, a significant milestone
in the original stories.

Edward the Blue
Engine: The Wise
and Kind Veteran

Edward is perhaps the most
underappreciated of the original Thomas
the Tank Engine characters, yet he is
arguably the moral backbone of the
early stories. A medium-sized blue
tender engine with the number "2,"
Edward is painted in a softer, darker
shade of blue than Thomas. He is the
oldest engine in the original fleet and is
known for his patience, wisdom, and
gentle nature. While other engines might
rush or panic, Edward approaches every
situation with a calm demeanor. He is
frequently called upon to help younger
or more arrogant engines who find
themselves in trouble due to
stubbornness or overconfidence. Edward
teaches the crucial lesson that kindness
is a form of strength. His most famous
story involves him helping Gordon up a
steep hill, proving that even the largest
engines sometimes need a helping hand.
Edward's unwavering reliability makes
him a favorite among fans who
appreciate quieter, more thoughtful
characters.

Henry the Green
Engine: The
Engine Who
Learnt to Grow

Henry is a complex and fascinating
character among the original Thomas
the Tank Engine characters. A large
green tender engine with a domed boiler
and the number "3," Henry is initially
portrayed as sickly and prone to
stopping in tunnels. His early stories are
marked by his hypochondria and his
tendency to give up when faced with
difficulty. In one of the most memorable
early tales, Henry refuses to come out of
a tunnel because he is afraid of the rain,
leading to him being walled up as a
punishment. This harsh lesson forces
Henry to confront his own limitations.
Over time, Henry undergoes a significant
transformation. After a serious accident,
he is rebuilt at Crewe Works into a more
powerful and streamlined engine. This
physical change mirrors his emotional
growth. The post-rebuild Henry is proud,
strong, and often takes himself a bit too
seriously, but he has shed his earlier
cowardice. Henry's arc is one of
redemption and personal growth,
making him one of the most dynamic
original characters.

Gordon the Big
Engine: The
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Proud Express
Engine

Gordon is the largest, fastest, and most
boastful of the original Thomas the Tank
Engine characters. As a blue 4-6-2
tender engine with the number "4,"
Gordon is the flagship engine of the
North Western Railway, tasked with
pulling the prestigious express trains. He
is enormously proud of his status and is
quick to remind the smaller engines of
his importance. Gordon's arrogance is
his primary flaw. He frequently looks
down on shunting engines like Thomas
and Percy, believing that his work pulling
passengers is far more critical. However,
his pride often leads to spectacular
failures, such as getting stuck on hills or
breaking down at the most inopportune
moments. These humbling experiences
teach Gordon (and the audience) that no
one is above needing help. Beneath his
pompous exterior, Gordon has a good
heart and a strong sense of duty. He
represents the allure of ambition and the
importance of humility.

James the Red
Engine: The
Splendid and
Vain Performer

James is immediately recognizable as
the red engine with the number "5." He
is a medium-sized mixed-traffic engine
who is obsessed with his appearance.
Among the original Thomas the Tank
Engine characters, James stands out for

his vanity. He loves his shiny red paint,
his brass dome, and his polished boiler.
He frequently worries about getting dirty
and is often distracted by his own
reflection. James is a show-off who
craves admiration and praise. However,
his vanity frequently gets him into
trouble. He might take risks to look
impressive or refuse to do dirty jobs
because he fears damaging his
paintwork. Despite these flaws, James is
a capable engine when he applies
himself. His stories often revolve around
learning that hard work and substance
matter more than superficial
appearances. His bright red color makes
him a visual standout in any lineup, and
his flamboyant personality adds a layer
of comic relief to the series.

Percy the Small
Engine: The
Cheeky Little
Green Engine

Percy is the youngest and most impish of
the original Thomas the Tank Engine
characters. A small green saddle-tank
engine with the number "6," Percy was
originally introduced as a loan engine to
help Thomas with his shunting duties. He
quickly became a permanent fixture on
Sodor. Percy is cheerful, eager, and
often a little naive. He looks up to
Thomas and wants to be just like him.
Percy is known for his distinctive
whistling, which is high-pitched and
cheerful, and for his tendency to get into
all sorts of scrapes, often involving the
troublesome trucks. He is the comic
relief of the original group, but he also
displays moments of surprising courage



and loyalty. Percy is not afraid of hard
work, even if his small size sometimes
limits what he can do. He represents
youthful energy and the joy of being part
of a team. His friendship with Thomas is
one of the cornerstones of the early
stories.

KEY SUPPORTING CAST:
COACHES, TRUCKS, AND THE FAT
CONTROLLER

No discussion of the original Thomas the
Tank Engine characters would be
complete without acknowledging the
non-engine characters who populate the
world. These figures are integral to the
stories and provide the context for the
engines' adventures.

Annie and
Clarabel:
Thomas's
Beloved Coaches

Annie and Clarabel are Thomas's two
faithful coaches. Annie is a six-wheeled
coach, and Clarabel is a four-wheeled
brake coach, both painted in a
traditional brown and cream livery. They
are Thomas's constant companions on
his branch line. They are polite, gentle,
and often act as a voice of reason for the
sometimes impulsive Thomas. In the
original stories, they are treated with
great affection by Thomas, who is always
careful to ensure they are comfortable
and safe. They represent stability,
loyalty, and the importance of caring for
those who depend on you.

The Troublesome
Trucks: The
Mischievous
Freight Cars

The Troublesome Trucks are a collective
character that causes endless
headaches for the engines. These freight
cars are painted dark grey and are
known for their mischievous behavior.
They bump into each other, uncouple
themselves, and deliberately cause
accidents. They represent chaos and the
need for patience and firm management.
The trucks talk back to the engines and
delight in causing derailments. They are
a constant test of character for every
engine, especially Percy and Thomas.
Learning to manage the Troublesome
Trucks is a rite of passage for any new
engine on Sodor.

Sir Topham Hatt:
The Fat
Controller

Sir Topham Hatt, better known as the
Fat Controller, is the authority figure who
runs the North Western Railway. He is a
stern but fair manager who demands
that his engines be "really useful." He is
not a character who appears in every
scene, but his presence looms large over
every story. He dispenses justice,
rewards good behavior, and punishes
bad behavior. The Fat Controller
represents order, discipline, and the
value of doing a job well. His
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catchphrase, "You are a very useful
engine," is the highest praise any engine
can receive. He ensures that the Island
of Sodor runs smoothly, and his trust is
something every engine strives to earn.

THE ENDURING APPEAL OF THE
ORIGINAL CHARACTERS

The original Thomas the Tank Engine
characters have persisted for over seven
decades for a simple reason: they are
deeply relatable. Each engine embodies
a specific human trait, from Thomas's
ambition to Gordon's pride to Edward's
kindness. The stories are moral fables
set against the backdrop of a railway.
Children see themselves in Percy's
clumsiness, Henry's fear, or James's
vanity. The characters are not perfect
superheroes; they are flawed, learning
machines. They make mistakes, face
consequences, and try to do better. This
formula creates a rich, educational
experience that entertains while
imparting values.

The visual design of the original
characters is also timeless. The use of
bright, primary colors (blue, green, red)
against the green landscape of Sodor
makes each engine distinct. The face
designs are simple but expressive,
allowing for a wide range of emotions
with minimal animation. This simplicity is
a key factor in the characters'
accessibility. A child does not need
complex storytelling to understand that
Gordon is grumpy or that Percy is happy.
The expressions and body language are
universal.

FROM THE RAILWAY SERIES TO
GLOBAL PHENOMENON

The journey of these original Thomas the
Tank Engine characters from the pages
of a children's book to a global media

franchise is remarkable. Reverend Awdry
wrote the stories to entertain his son,
Christopher, during a bout of measles.
He never anticipated the cultural impact
they would have. When television
producer Britt Allcroft adapted the
stories into the "Thomas the Tank Engine
& Friends" series in 1984, the original
characters were brought to life with
model trains and a narration by Ringo
Starr. The show's success catapulted
these characters into international
stardom.

The transition to television stayed
remarkably faithful to the original
characterizations. Thomas remained
cheeky; Gordon remained pompous;
Edward remained kind. The television
series expanded the world and
introduced new characters like Bertie the
Bus and Harold the Helicopter, but the
core six engines remained the heart of
the show. This consistency is why the
original Thomas the Tank Engine
characters continue to resonate with
new generations, even as the franchise
has evolved with CGI animation and new
storylines.

CONCLUSION

The world of Sodor is built upon the
enduring foundation of the original
Thomas the Tank Engine characters.
Thomas, Edward, Henry, Gordon, James,
and Percy are more than just painted
locomotives; they are timeless
archetypes that teach children about
character, consequence, and
community. Their original stories,
penned by a country clergyman, have
become a universal language of
childhood. Whether it is Thomas learning
to be patient, Edward teaching kindness,
or Gordon learning humility, each
character offers a lesson that remains



relevant today. For anyone seeking to the only proper departure point. They
understand the magic of Thomas & are the steam that powers the entire
Friends, starting with these original six is adventure.
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