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December 28, 1939,

-

To the Commission:

On October 21, 1939, there was a head-end collision be-
tween a pascssenger train znd a freight train on the Atlantic
Coast Line Railroad at Wilmington, N. C., which resulted in the
injury of 41 passengers, 2 Pullman employees, 1 dining-car em-
ployce, 2 employees off duty, and 3 train-service employees,

ILocation and Method of Operation

This accident occurred on that part of the Wilmington
District which extends between Contentnea, N. C., and Pee Dee,
5. C., a distance of 201.6 miles. "In the vieinity of che point
of accident this 1s a single-traclkt line over which trains are
operzted by timetable and train orders, no block system veing
in use, except that the track from Navassa northward to Hilton,
4,8 miles and 1.7 mlles, respectively, couth of Wilmington, 1s
desicneted by special instructions in the timetable as an abso-
lute block; trains use this block on oral authority obtained by
a member of the crew from the dispatcher; north-bound trains may
surrender this block authority either at Hilton, 0il Mill, Smith
Creek Yard or Wilmington passenger station.

The main track entering Wilmington from the north extends
from northeast to southwest; the main track from the south ex-
tende from northwest to southeast and converges with the north
main track at Eighth Street, 2,800 feet north of the station.

A wye tracl, which extends generally north and south and is
5,535 feet in length, connects these main tracks at points on
the north and south tracks, respectively, 5,970 feet and 2,970
feet from the junction at Eighth Street. The accident occurred
on this wye track at a point 254.8 feet from 1ts south end.
Smith Creek Yard lies in the angle formed by the main track from
the north and the wye track. A ladder track leading to the yard
tracks branches off from the extreme north end of the wye track.
Yard limits extend from a point approximately 2 miles north to a
point 5 miles south of the point of accident.

Approaching the point of accident from the north, there
is a ftangent for a considerable distance, which ic followed in
succession by a 50 curve to the richt 223 feet long, a tangent
625 feet long, a 4° curve to the right 244 feet long, a tangent
555 feet long, and a 5° curve to the richt 1,599 feet long; the
accildent occurred at a point 135 feet from the south end of the
last-mentioned curve. Approaching from the couth there are, in
succession, a 3°30' curve to the left 1,150 feet long, a tangent
€90 feet long, and the 5° curve to the left on which the acci-
dent occurred. Approaching frgm the north the grade is 0,19 per-
cent ascending for more than 4,000 feet. Approaching vrom che
south the grade is 0.28 percent to 0.43 percent ascending [lor
more than 3,000 feet; the accident occurred at the apex of the
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hill, Thke view across the inside of the curve on which the ac-
cident occurred, from the cab of a south-bound engine, 1is re-
stricted to approximately 800 feet throughout the first half of
the curve and to about 450 feet throughout the remaining Cic-
tance to the point of accident. From the cab of a north-bound
engine approaching and entering this curve, the view is restrict-
ed to about 450 feet throughout a distance of about 800 feet.

South-bound passenger trains move forward over the vye
track and back over the south track into the passenger station;
north~bound freight trains move forward over the wye track and
back into Smith Creek Yard.

A telephone is located in a booth at Hilton, 2,775 feet
south of the south wye-track switch. Another telephone booth,
in vhich the dispatcher's telephone is svailable, is locoted at
0il Mill, 1,622 feet south of the wye-trock switch; this teie-
phone is used by members ol crews of north-bound freight trains
moving over the wre trock en route to Smith Creex Yard fto obtain
from the dispatcher a register chect or eny information neces-
sary under the rules for movencnt over this track.

A bulletin addreesed to conductors and sisned by the
superintendent under date of Septemter 30, 1935, reecds as fol-
lows:

We have had some delayvs in handling the Hilton-
Navassa block.

In future, when getting permission to use the
block or yiving up The block, the conductor will
give his name and train number, in order that we
may know who is asking for the block.

Rules 4(a), 87, 93, 106, 201, 725, and 740 of the book of
operating rules provide as follows:

4(a). Special instructions in a time-table supersede
any rule or regulation of the book of rules with
wnich they may conflict. Bulletin or other special
instructions supersede special instructions of the
time-table or any rule or regulation of the book of
rules with which they may conflict.

87, An inferior train must keep out of the way of
opposing superior trains and failing to clear the
main traclk by the time required by rule must be pro-
tected as prescribed by Rule 99.

Extra trains must clear the time of opposing
regular trsins not less than five minutes unless
otherwise prnvided, and will be governed by train
orders with recpect to o-posing extra trains,



93. Within yard limits the main track may be used,

clearing the time of first-class trains five minvtes.
Second, third and fourth class and extra trains ‘

must move within yard limits prepared to stop unlecs

the main track is seen or known to be clear,.

10&8. Both the conductor and the engineman are respon-—
sible for the safety of the train and the observance
of tne rules, and, under conditions not provided for
by the rules, must take every precaution for protection.

201l. For movements not provided for by time-table,
train orders will be issued by authority and over the
signature of the Superintendent Transportation, * *

725, * % % At designated points, other than initial
or terminal stations, Conductors must rezister the
time of the arrival of their ftrains, and the kind of
sigrals carried, and will personally check the train
rezister; if all trains of the same or superior class
have arrived or departed, and the train is permitted
to proeceed under the rules, the Conductor will per-
sonally notify the Engineman.

740, Messages or crders respecting the movement of
ftrains or the condition of track or bridges must be
inwriting.

A bulletin issued by the superintendent June 24, 1939,
reads in part as follows:

"Some of our freigzht crews are not complying
with special irstructions in the current time table
in connection with checking arrival of * * * SOuth*
bhound passenger trains before using wye, and * *
freight main line.

No freight train or yard engine should use these
tracks without conferring with the train dispatcher
and getting information as to whether all * * * south-
bound passenger trains have arrived.

Regardless of the hours these tracks are used,
this information must be gotten as there may be times
whnen t"he * % % southbound passenger trains are ruaning '
late.

The maximum authorized speed for first-class trains using
the wye track is 60 miles per hour.

The weather was clear at the time of the accident, which
occurred at 8:06 a., m.
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Description

No. 41, a south-bound passenger train, consisted of two
express cars, one combination mail-baggage car, two coaches, one
diner, and two Pullman sleeping cars, of all-steel construction,
in the order named, hauled by engine 1548, and was in charge of
Conductor West and Engineman Belknap. This trairn departed from
Castle Hayne, the last open office, approximately 7.7 miles north
of tiie point of accident, at 7:58 a. m., according to the train
sheet, 10 minutes late, and while moving at a speed estimated to
have been from 8 to 20 miles per hour collided with Extra 1034
North on the wye track at Wilmington.

Extra 1034 North consisted of a caboose hauled by engine

1034, and was in charge of Conductor Woodward and Engineman
Centry. The crew of this train received oral authority at Na-
vassa, approximately 3.4 miles south of the point of accident,

to use the block from Navassa to Hilton. This train departed
from Navassa at 7:57 a. m., according to the train sheet, depart-
ed from 0il Mill about 8:04 a., m., entered the wye track, aad
while movirng at a speed varilously estimated to have been from
almost a standstill to 20 miles per hour collided with No. 41.

Both engines remained upright and on the rails. The force
of the impact drove Extra 1034 backward a distance of about 30
feet. The engine truck, pilot and pilot casting of engine 1548,
and the pilot casting, sill and truck of engine 1034 were badly
damaged. The employees inJjured were the engineman and the con-
ductor of Extra 1034 and the fireman of No. 41.

Summary of Evidence

Engineman Belknap, of No. 41, stated that his train left
Castle Hayne at 7:57 a, m. and passed Smith Creek Yard cross-over
at 8:05 as m. When approaching the south wye-track switch at
Wilmington the speed of his train was about 20 miles per hour.
He saw Extra 1034 approaching about 600 feet dAistant and he
thought that it was moving on an adjacent yard track, but almost
immediately he saw that 1t was approaching on the wve track; he
shouted o warning to his fireman and made an emergency applica-
tion of the brakes. The collision occurred almost immediately
thereafter, The brakes functioned properly en route and an emer-
gency application was obtained at the time of the accident. He
estimated that the speed of his train at the time of the impact
was 8 or 10 miles per hour and the time of the accident was 8:06
or 8:07 a., m.

' Fireman Toney, of No. 41, corroborated the testimony of
his engineman. He stated that the weather was clear at the time
of accident.



Conductor West, of No. 41, stated that he was seated in
the rear car when the emergency application occurred, at wnhich
tire the speed was about 20 miles per hour, and he thought that
the speed at the time cf the coilisinn, which occurred at 8:06 .
. m., was abdut 15 miles per hour. The weather was clear ¢t
tre tire of accident.

Flagman Humphrey, of No, 41, corroborated the testimony
of his conductor,

Baggagemaster Mathis, of No. 41, stated that his train ap-
proached the south end of the wve track at a speed of about 20
miles per hour. He opened the baggage car door, preparatbtory to
getting off to throw the switch for the tack-un movement into the
station, and, looring shead, he saw Zxtra 1034 approaching about
five car lengths distant; there was an emergencv application of
the brakes and immediately thereafter the accident occurred. He
stated that it has been ftae practice Tor about 15 years tnat the
brakeman secures from the dispatcher over the telephonesat 0il
Mill, Hilton, or Navassa a register check of over-due trains.

Engineman Gentry, of Extra 1034, stated that he compared
time with liis conductor on the night before the accident occurred
and found that ais watch was 40 seconds slow. When his troin ar-
rived at Navassa the bra%eman obtained authority to use the block
and informed him that the dispatcher had said that No. 41 was on
time. At 0Oil Mill the brakeman currendered the bLlock authority
at 8:02 a. m., and reported to him tnat the dispatcher had caid
that No. 41 had left Castle Fayne at 7:58 a. m. and that they had
plenty of time to go Tto Smith Creek Yard. He stated that after
leaving 01l Mill he instructed his fireman to keep a lookout for
No, 41 and, while passing over the switch leading into the wye
track at a speed of about 10 miles per hour, the fireman called
& warning, whereupon he applied the brakes in emergency and
placed the reverse lever in back-up position. He thought that
his trein was stopped at the time of collision. He stated that
1t has been the practice for tne last 8 or 10 years that the
brzkeman obtains and surrenders block auvthority -nd obtains reg-
1ster checks from the dispatcher. At various times nperating
officials had been on hig train vhen the bralkeman obtained regis-
ter checks, or received or released hlock authority, but he had
never, heard this practice criticized by the officials. He
stated that freduently he hed thought that this method of ocpera-
tion might result in an accident. '

Fireman Flowers, of Extra 1034, stated that he heard the
brakeman tell hir engineman at Navassa that they had cbtained
permission to nccupy the block and that No. 41 was on Time.
After arriving at 0il Mill where the block authority was surren-
dered, he heard the brakeman state that the dispatcher had in-
Tormed him that No. 41 had left Castle Hayne at 7:58 a. m., and
that they had plenty of time to go to Smith Creek Yard for that
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train. Vhen leaving 0il Mill, his engineman instructed him %o
kecep 2 lookout across the inside of the curve on which the accl-
dent later occurred, and while rmovine at a speed he estimated %o
have been 10 or 12 miles per hnur, he saw Nn, 41 about 200 Teet
dictant and ne called a warning to his engineman who applied the
brakes in emergency and reversed the engine, He said that he
got off the encine before the collision occurred ard thought
that his train wae almost stopped at the time of the irpact. He
stated that during the 10 years he had worked on this distraict,
it had been the custom for the brakeman to obtain and surrender
oral authority to use the block and secure register checks on
over~dve first-class schedules in effect on the wye track. He
said that the weather was clear at the time of the accident.

Conductor Woodward, of Extra 1034, stated that for several
vears it had been the custom to permit the brakeran to obtain
block authority and to get register checks at Navassa, Hilton, or
0il Mill on over-due first-cleass trains. This information is ob-
tained orally from the dispatcher on telephones at those noints.
On the day of the accident, the brakeman performed this service
at Navassga and 0il Mill and surrendered the block authority at
Cil Mill botween 8:02 a. m. and 8:C3 a. m. He overheard the
brakxeman conversing on the telephone at 0il Mill and heard him
sey to the dispatcher that No. 41 had left Castle Hayne at 7:58
as m., which was 10 minutes late, and they uould have time %o
make Smith Creelr Yard for that train, after which the bralkeman
replied, "O. K.," turned from the telephone, and repeated this
information to his engineman and conductor. The conductor said
that under the rules they did not have sufficient time to go from
Oil !Nill to Smith Creek Yard, and to clear No. 41's schedule time
by 5 minutes, even though No. 41 was 10 minutes late, He said
that the movement between these two points was made because he
thought that the dispatcher had authorized the movement orally
and in accordance with the prectice which had prevailed for about
7 years, He stated that if he had been siven a train order au-
thorizing No. 41 %o run 10 minutes late, he would not have at-
tempted to go from 0il Mill to Smith Creek Yard against No, 41,
unl=ss ne had been advised by the dispatcher to do so. He stated
further that for years he had observed many instances, on trains
with cars, of which he was conductor, in which oraﬁemen wouvld
obtain block or register-check 1nformatlon at Navassa, Hilton, or
Oil Mill from the dispatcher a~d give the engineman a hani 81gnal
instead of repeating the 1nformatlon orally to him. He added
that he Aid not deem this a safe practice despite the fact that
it had existed for vears.

Brakeman Gaylor, of Extra 1034, stated that since the
operators were dispensed with at Hilton and Navassa several years
ago 1t has been the custom for the brakeman to obtain authority
from the dispatcher to enter the Navassa-Hilton block and secure
register checks at Navassa, Hilton, or 0il Mill on over-~due first-
class trains. He stated that on the day of the accident he ob-
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tained the authority at Nzvassa to use the block and that he re-
leased 1t on arrival at 011 Mill telephione booth, and.was told
by the Aigpatcher that No. 41 hed left Castle Hayne at 7:952

a., m., put that they could maxze Smith Creex Yard with ease. Hel
repeated this informatinn to the conductor who in turn rcpeated
it to the engineman. They departed immediately and the accident
ocecurred a moment later. He said that there had been a number
of previcus occasions when the dispvatcher had advanced inferior
trains around the wye track against over-due first-class troins
on telephone information which was not in the form of a tTrain
order.

Conductors Hatch and Russell, and Enginemen Murrasy and
Grimmer, each having more than 20 vesrs of service on the dis-
trict involved, stated that Tfor a period of from 5 t& 10 years,
it has been the zeneral practice fur brakemen of north~bound
freight traine to secure information at Navassa, Hilton, or Oil
i1l frorm the dispatcher over the telephone in rezard to the use
of the Navassa-Eilton block and the rwovement of first-class
south-pound trains. Concductor FHaftch and Engineman !urray stated
Tthat if thev were informed by the dispatcher on arrival at Oil
Mill that a first-cless south-tound train had left Cestle Hayne,
they would not leave Cil 1Mill even though the dispatcher author-
ized the moverent orally. Conductor Russell ctated that in such
a case, on arrival at 0il Mill, he weould confer persconally with
the dispatcner,

Digspatcher Hudson, who went on duty at Wilmington at 8
as. m., October 21, stated that he prave Zxtra 1034 at Navassa au-
thority to use the block to Hilton at 7:56 a. m., at vhich time
he was engaged in taking the transfer from the third-trick dis-
patcher. He informed them that No. 41 was on time. The block
was surrendered by Extra 1034 at 0il Mill at 8:04 a. m., at
which tine he informed the person calling that No. 41 had left
Castle hayne at 7:58 a. m,, and that Extra 1034 could not make
Smith Creek Yard., He stated that he received as a response the
words, "Ch yeah." The telephone transmiseion at that time was
very clear and distinct. He said he felt confident that he was
understood by the man calling from 0il Mill, because of the ex-
pression "Oh yeah" and the tone of his voice, and a few seconds
iater it occurred to him that Extra 1034 mizht attempt to o to
Sriith Creek Yard for No. 41 but he had no way to commun.cate
with the crew of Extra 1034. He understood the rules and spe—.
ciel instructions required that the conductor obtain and surren
der the Navassa-Hilton block authority and obtain a register
check on over-due trains but that it was not customary to estab-
lish the identity of those to whom such information was gaiven,
becausec the rules stated plainly that the conductor must obtain
and surrender the block. He saild that he did not advance inTe-
rior trains on the wye track on oral information, without first
issuing a restricting order to the superior train. He thought
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if such information were written and repeated, that a much
greater degree of safety would be afforded.

Dispatcher Keels stated that on account of there being
only one dispatcher on duty on the third trick, both the north
and south ends of the dispatchers' telephones were conanected as
Dispatcher Hudson and he checked their transfers preparatory to
taking over dispatching duties at 8 a. m. He heard Dispstcher
Hudson give Extra 1034 the block at Navassa at 7:56 ae. n. and
inform the person calling that No. 41 was on time. When the
block authority was surrendered at Oil Mill at 8:04 a, m., he
took the revort and Dispatcher Hudson at that time told the per-
son calling that No. 41 was out of Castle Hayne at 7:58 a., m.
and that Extra 1034 could not make Smith Creekx Yard for No. 41.
The person at the 01l Mill telephone replied, "Oh yeah," and
hung uo the receiver. He further stated that he had never told
any member of a crew to proceed against an opposing train unless
they possessed right to do so end he had never heard any other
dispatcher do so.

Dispatcher Vanlandinghem stated thet he had never advanced
an inferior train over the wve track against an over-due first-
class trein without first having issued a restricting order to
the superior train, end requiring the conductor on the inferior
train to repeat the order, except on one occasion, when the con-
ductor did not repeat the order in its entirety. He further
stated that on such occasions the order was pleced at the Wil-
mngton yard office for the benefit of vard engines.

Chief Dispatcher Farmer stated that to his knowledge none
of his dispatchers had ever advanced a north-bound freizht train
from 0il Mill to Smith Creek Yard without first having issued a
restricting order to the superior train. The practice of author-
izing such movements orally had been in effect about 10 years;
however, he thought that it would be a safer practice ir such in-
formation were copied by the person authorized to receive it, and
then repeated to the dispatcher.

Superintendent Crocker stated that the practice of dis-
patchers giving crews oral instead of written register checlks
against south-bound first-class schedules on the wye track had
been in effect since 1230 but he was not aware that brakemen in-
stead of conductors were securing this information. He thought
that if there was a proper compliance with the rules and special
instructions it was a safe method of operation.

Trainmaster Powell stated that when he became trainmaster
on the Wilmington District about 5 years ago, succeeding the
present superintendent, he found the practice of brakemen han-
dling the block authority and register checks at Navessa, Hilton,
and Oil Mill well established, and for that reason, and because



it expedited train movements and the majority of the brakemen
were -romoted conductors,he had not objected, although he recog-
nized this practice as disobedience of the rules and speclal 1ng
structions. .

Obrervations of the Commission's Inspectors

It wae obscrved by the Commission's inspcctors thot
chrouzhout a distance of about 400 feet in elther direction from
the point of accident the view across the inside of the curve on
which She accldent occurred was restricted to a distance of ap-

proximetely 450 feet,
Diescussinn

According to the evidence, wnen Extra 1034 Norih stupped
at Navogsa the brakeman called the dispatcher by telephcae and
requested permiscinn to use the hlock I'rom lavassa to Hilton,
The drspatcher rrankgd the block suthority orally and informed
the brakemen thot No. 41 was on time. About £:04 a, m. the
brakeman surrendered the block authorify at 01l !Mill -nd ZIxtra
1034 proceeded a distance of about 2,005 feet, at which point 1t
collided with No. 41 on the wye track. The schedule of Nn, 41
was in eflfect on this track,.

here wag considerable discrepancy in the testimony as to
the telephone conversation between the brakeman and the dis-
patcher, while Extra 1034 ves standing at 0il Mill. ‘he brake-
man steted that the dispatcher told him No., 41 had left Cactle
Hayne at 7:58 a. m. but they could make Smith Creek Yard with
ease. The brakeman caid he repeated this information to tne
conductor who in turn repcated i1t to tre enginemen. The con-
ductor said he heard the brakeman make a remark to the dispatcher
to the effect that No. 41 had left Castle Hayne at 7:58 a. m.
and that Extra 1034 would have time to ma%e Smith Creel Yard for
No. 41, after which the brareman renlied, "0. X.," then turned
from the telephone and repeated this to the engineman and the
conductor. The engineman and the fireman stated that the brake-
man informed them the dispatcher rad said No. 41 had left Castle
Hayne at 7:58 a, m. and Extra 1034 had emple time to {0 to Smith
CreeX Yard for No. 41. On the other hane, one of the first-trick
dispatchers sai1d he told the person calling from Oil LIi1ll that
No. 41 had left Castle Hayne at 7:58 a, m. and that Extra 1034
could not make Smith Creek Yard, and received the ,response, "Oh
yean." The other first-trick dispatcher, who while making o
transfer was cut in on the same line, heard this conversation and
corroborated thie statement of the first-mentioned dispatcher.

No. 41 was due to leave ®mith Creek Yard at 7:59 a. m. and
under the rules Extra 1034 was recquired to clear this cchedule at
Smith Creek Yard not later than 7:54 a. m., unless given a train

‘)
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order resgtricting the superiority of No. 41. The other nembers
07 che crew of Extra 1034 indicated that information raceived
from the bralreman gave them the impression that the dispatcher
decired them to go to Smith Creek Yard for No. 41 and that this
woy sufficient authority for them to do so. The conducto» naid
that this was according to the usual vractice in effect Culring
the past 7 years. However, the chief dispatcher ond threc trick
iopatehers ntated that an inferior troin was never authorized
to move agninst an over-cdue rirst-clasc train un1>cq a restrict-
in; order had been issued to the first-class train. They indi-
cated that these orders were not issued to inferior traine ia
the manner jrescribed by the rules but that onlv the svbostance
of an order wes ., iven to an inferior trein. Undoubtedls this
practice induced the membere of the crew of Extra 1034 T nelieve
thet the superiority of No. 41 had been restricted when tne trake-
mon told Tlier that No. 41 had left Castle Heyne at 7:30 a, m. and
they could mare Snith Creekx Yard vith esse. If the crews .n in-
feriosr trains entering Smith Crsek Yord had alwayvs rsceived a
copy of a Ttrezin nrder conferring right upon them egeinst sver-due
superior trains and i rejister-check orders, »r the equiva WGWt
thereolf in writing, had MLWEV been issued to inferior trains,

s

it is preboble that this accident would nnt have nccurred.

Under the system of operation which was xn effeoct where
this accident occurred, an accurate register checr iz ecs-ntial
to thae safety of train oporatlon it is common practice na many
railroads fo iscsue such rezister checks nn either train-or er
forms or special forms and under practices which are designed to
insure accuracy. In this investigation i1t 1s disclored uﬂat for
movements to Smith Creek Yard the re;ister chack was teing ls-
sued oreliy and in meny instances 1t was nnt repeated to the dis-
pateciner., This is a lax method, cubject to error, and ot *n con-
Tormity 7ixth existing rules, dlthough according to the evidence
thic practice has prevailed for several years.

Conclusinn

This accident was coused by the failure of an extre train
to clear the time of an opposing first-class train.

Renommendation

It iz recommended that operatinz officials »7 this rail-
road 2% cnce tale necessary measures to correct the lex practices
which were disclosed by this investication, and zive considera-
Tion to the nced for additional pPOt,Ctlﬂﬁ at this poin

Respectfully submitied,
S. N. MILLS

Tirector.



