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THE MYSTERY OF THE LITTLE
BLUE ENGINE'S IDENTITY

For  generations  of  children and adults
alike,  the  question  "What  number  is
Thomas the Tank Engine?" might seem
almost too simple to ask. After all, the
cheerful little blue engine with his round
face and ever-present smile is one of the
most  recognizable  characters  in

children's  entertainment.  Yet,  the
answer to this seemingly straightforward
question opens a fascinating door  into
the intricate world of the Island of Sodor,
the  legacy  of  the  Reverend  Wilbert
Awdry, and the meticulous care taken to
build  a  believable  universe  of  talking
trains.
The  direct  answer,  of  course,  is  that
Thomas is  Number 1.  This  number is
proudly  displayed  on  the  sides  of  his
blue  tank,  a  permanent  part  of  his
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identity. However, the story behind that
single digit is far more interesting than it
first  appears.  Why  is  Thomas,  a
seemingly  insignificant  shunting  engine,
number one? Why isn't it Gordon, the big
and  powerful  express  engine?  The
answer lies in the history of the books
and  a  clever  bit  of  storytelling.  To
understand "What number is Thomas the
Tank Engine?" is to understand the very
heart of his character and his important
role on Sodor.

THE SIMPLE ANSWER: THOMAS IS
NUMBER 1

Before  we  delve  into  the  history  and
lore, it is crucial to state the simple fact
for  anyone  seeking  an  immediate
answer to the question "What number is
Thomas  the  Tank  Engine?".  The

character  is  unequivocally  Number 1.
This  number  is  not  just  a  random
assignment. It is a core part of his visual
design.  In  the  classic  books  by  the
Reverend W. Awdry, the television series
Thomas & Friends,  and all  subsequent
media,  Thomas  carries  the  "1"  on  his
side tanks. This makes him immediately
identifiable  among  the  other  engines,
who all carry their own distinct numbers,
such as Gordon (4), Henry (3), and James
(5).
The  number  is  always  painted  in  a
bright, contrasting color, typically yellow
or white, depending on the adaptation. It
is  not  a  subtle  detail;  it  is  a  proud
emblem of his identity. For the original
gauge 1 model  built  for  the Reverend
Awdry  by  his  friend,  the  number  was
painted in  a  clear,  readable  font.  This
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cons is tency  across  decades  o f
storytelling is a testament to the careful
world-building  that  has  made  the
franchise so enduring. When a child or a
collector asks, "What number is Thomas
the Tank Engine?",  the immediate and
correct answer is a simple "1".

THE DEEPER MEANING: WHY IS
THOMAS NUMBER 1?

The Storytelling
Significance
While  the  simple  answer  to  "What
number is Thomas the Tank Engine?" is
"1",  the  deeper  "why"  is  a  beautiful
piece of narrative logic. In the first book
of The Railway Series, The Three Railway

Engines  (1945),  Thomas  was  not  the
main  character.  The  book  focused  on
Gordon, Henry, and James. Thomas was
a tank engine who worked as the station
pilot  at  Vicarstown  and  later,  the  Big
Station  (Tidmouth).  He  was  cheeky,
ambitious, and dreamed of pulling trains
l ike  the  big  engines,  but  he  was
definitely  lower  in  the  hierarchy.
However,  when  the  Reverend  Awdry
decided  to  write  a  second  book,  he
chose to focus on this popular little blue
engine. That book was Thomas the Tank
Engine  (1946).  It  was  in  this  second
volume  that  Thomas  was  given  the
number 1. The reason for this, according
to  the  author,  was  a  clever  piece  of
storytelling.  The  Fat  Controller  (Sir
Topham Hatt) realized that Thomas was
not just a cheeky shunter but a reliable
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and  hardworking  engine  with  a  huge
potential. By giving him the number 1,
the Fat Controller was not ranking him
above  Gordon  in  terms  of  power  or
speed.  Instead,  he  was  giving  him  a
position of  honor.  Thomas became the
" N u m b e r  1 "  e n g i n e  o f  t h e  F a t
Controller's  fleet,  the  engine  who  could
always  be  relied  upon  to  get  the  job
done, no matter how small or large the
task.
This narrative decision perfectly answers
the  deeper  question  behind  "What
number is Thomas the Tank Engine?". He
is number 1 because he represents the
heart and soul of the railway. He is the
every-engine, the one who proves that
size  and  power  are  not  everything.
Courage,  determination,  and  a  good
heart  are  what  truly  make  an  engine

number one. This is a powerful lesson for
children and a satisfying explanation for
adults.

The Naming and
Numbering Logic
on Sodor
The question "What number is Thomas
the  Tank  Engine?"  also  leads  us  to
understand  the  broader  logic  of  how
engines  are  named  and  numbered  on
the Island of Sodor. The Reverend Awdry
was  a  meticulous  world-builder.  The
numbers were not random. They often
reflected  the  order  in  which  engines
arrived  on  the  railway  or  their  specific
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function.

Thomas (No. 1): As mentioned,
he was given this number as a
mark of honor and his central role
in the stories.
Edward (No. 2): A wise and
gentle engine who was one of the
first on the North Western Railway.
Henry (No. 3): A green engine
who was prone to illness and
required special coal.
Gordon (No. 4): The big, proud
blue express engine, the flagship
of the fleet.
James (No. 5): A vain and flashy
red mixed-traffic engine.
Percy (No. 6): A small, green
saddle-tank engine and Thomas's
best friend.

Toby (No. 7): A wise and old-
fashioned tram engine who was
rescued from a scrapyard.

Th i s  number ing  sys tem  i s  why
enthusiasts and fans ask, "What number
is  Thomas  the  Tank  Engine?"  as  a
starting point for a larger conversation. It
is  the entry  point  into  a  complex and
charming  system  where  each  number
tells a story. Thomas is number 1, not
because  he  is  the  oldest  or  the  most
powerful, but because he is the literary
heart of the series. The answer to the
question  is  a  code  that  unlocks  the
entire  history  of  the  North  Western
Railway.

THE NUMBER IN DIFFERENT
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MEDIA AND MERCHANDISE

When  answering  the  question  "What
number is Thomas the Tank Engine?" it
is  important  to  note  the  consistency
across different forms of media. Whether
you are watching the classic "Thomas &
Friends"  television  series  (using  live-
action  model  trains),  the  modern  CGI
animated series, or reading the original
books, Thomas always bears the number
1. This is a critical point of branding. The
number is as integral to his design as his
blue color or his number 1.
However, there are subtle variations that
a  keen  observer  might  notice.  In  the
early Railway Series books, the number
"1"  was  often  painted  in  a  slightly
different  font  or  style  than  in  later
editions or in the television show. In the

television series, the number is usually a
bright white or yellow, neatly painted on
his side tanks. This consistency helps to
answer  the  question  "What  number  is
Thomas  the  Tank  Engine?"  definitively
for any fan, regardless of their preferred
medium. The answer remains a constant
"1".
Merchandise  also  reflects  this.  Any
official  Thomas  the  Tank  Engine  toy,
from the iconic wooden railway sets to
the  die-cast  metal  models  and  plastic
train  sets,  will  prominently  display the
number 1 on his sides. This is not just a
detail  for  collectors;  it  is  a  primary
identifier.  If  you  pick  up  a  blue  engine
toy and it does not have the number 1, it
is not Thomas. This makes the answer to
"What  number  is  Thomas  the  Tank
Engine?" a crucial piece of knowledge for
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children playing with their toys. It is how
they know they have the right engine for
the job.

COMMON MISCONCEPTIONS

Is Thomas Really
the First Engine?
A  very  common  misconcept ion
stemming  from  the  answer  "What
number is Thomas the Tank Engine?" is
that being number 1 means he was the
first  engine  on  the  Fat  Controller's
railway.  This  is  not  true.  As  we  have
seen, Gordon, Henry, and James were all
working on the line before the events of
the first  book.  Edward is  also  implied to
have  been  around  for  a  long  time.

Thomas  was  a  latecomer  in  terms  of
seniority, initially functioning as a lowly
station pilot.
The number 1 was an earned honor, not
a  chronological  ranking.  This  is  a
fantastic narrative twist. It tells children
that being the "best" or "number one" is
not  about  being the first  or  the  biggest.
It  is  about  attitude,  reliability,  and  a
willingness  to  learn.  The  answer  to
"What  number  is  Thomas  the  Tank
Engine?" (1) is therefore a story about
potential and earned respect, not about
a  starting  position.  It  is  a  classic
underdog story where the small engine
becomes the most important of them all.
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What About the
Other Thomas?
Another  layer  to  the  question  "What
number  is  Thomas  the  Tank  Engine?"
arises when we consider the real-world
inspiration. The Reverend Awdry based
his stories on real British railways. There
are  historical  tank  engines  that  are
named "Thomas". For example, there is
a real "Thomas" tank engine that runs on
heritage railways today, often painted in
the same bright blue. However, the real
engines do not carry the number 1 in the
same  narrative  sense.  They  are  often
given their original historical numbers or
the number of their class.
The fictional Thomas the Tank Engine of

Sodor is definitively number 1. The real-
world tourist engines are tributes to the
character.  This  distinction  is  important
for  railway  enthusiasts  who might  ask
"What  number  is  Thomas  the  Tank
Engine?"  in  a  historical  context.  The
answer  is  that  the  fictional  character  is
number  1,  while  the  real-life  heritage
engines  have  their  own  dist inct
identities.  The  question  therefore
specifically refers to the beloved literary
and television character.

THE ENDURING LEGACY OF THE
NUMBER 1

The question "What number is Thomas
the  Tank  Engine?"  will  continue  to  be
asked by new generations of fans. It is
one  of  the  first  things  a  child  learns
about the character. The number 1 is a
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symbol of his journey. It represents his
transition  from  a  cheeky,  unimportant
engine to the trusted "Number 1" of the
North Western Railway. It is a badge of
honor that he wears with pride, and it is
a lesson for everyone that true worth is
measured not by starting position but by
effort and heart.
The number also serves as a powerful
branding  tool.  In  a  world  of  many
e n g i n e s ,  T h o m a s  i s  i n s t a n t l y
recognizable. The blue color, the smiling
face,  and  the  number  1.  These  three
elements are inseparable. The number is
not  just  an  identifier;  it  is  a  visual
anchor. When you see that number 1 on
a blue engine, you know you are in the
world  of  Sodor,  a  place  of  friendship,
adventure, and gentle life lessons.
For  collectors,  enthusiasts,  and  casual

fans,  the  answer  to  "What  number  is
Thomas the Tank Engine?" is a simple
and satisfying piece of knowledge. It is a
detail  that  connects  the  books  of  the
1940s to the CGI animation of today. It is
a  thread  that  runs  through  the  entire
franchise,  a  constant  in  a  changing
world. The little engine who asked "Why
can't  I  be  a  big  engine?"  became the
engine with the most important number
of all.

CONCLUSION

So,  what  number  is  Thomas the  Tank
Engine?  The  answer  is  a  s imple,
resounding 1. But as we have seen, this
number  is  far  from  simple.  It  is  a
testament to his character development,
a  clever  piece  of  storytelling  by  the
Reverend W. Awdry, and a symbol of the
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values of the Island of Sodor. Thomas is
number  1  not  because  he  was  first,  but
because he is the best at being Thomas:
brave,  cheeky,  hardworking,  and  kind.
The number is a promise of adventure, a
badge  of  rel iabi l i ty,  and  a  warm
reminder that even the smallest engine
can become the most important of all.

When you next see that little blue engine
wi th  the  number  1  on  h i s  s ide ,
remember that  you are looking at  the
heart  of  a  timeless story,  an enduring
symbol that proves that being number
one is  not  about where you start,  but
about who you choose to be.


