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Boston & Maine
Junc 9, 1937
Somcrville, Mass.

Side collision

Switch engine 647 : Cut of cars
647

14 cars : About 40 cars
6 m.n.h. ¢ Unknown

142 30' right curve; 0.492% descending
grade castward.

Clear
9:25 p.m.
1 killed, 1 injured.

Failure to an»nly sufficient hand brakes
on cars on n gravity yard track.
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July 12, 1937.

To the Commission:

On June 9, 1937, there was a side collision between
a cut of cars, and a yard engine shoving another cut of cars,
on the Boston & Maine Railroad at Somerville, Mass., which re-
sulted in the death of one employee and the injury of one em-
ployee. This accident was investigated in conjunction with the
Devartment of Public Utilities of the State of Massachusetts.

Location and methad of operation

The accident occurred in Yard 9 of the Terminal Di-
vigion within which movements are governcd by yard rules and
timetable instructions; this is a gravity yard extending gen-
erally east and west and consisting of 12 tracks, of from 21 to
47 cars capacity, which are numbcrcd coasccutively commencing
with track 1 on the south. The point of collision was at the
fouling point betwcen the east ends of tracks 6 and 7. Be-
ginning at the crest of the hump, which is 2,807 fcet west of
the east switch of track 7 a lead track extends eastwerd for
a distance of approximately 535 fect, to the west switch of
track 7; within the next 1,417 fect on track 7 there are five
short tangents alternating with five short curves to the left
varying from 3° 40' to 100, followed by a short 9° 40' curve to
the right, a short tangent, and then a 14° 30' curve to the
right 475 fezt in length, on which the accident occurrcd at
2 point approximately 50 fcet from the castern end. Fron
the crest of the hump the gradient varies from a maximum of
3.9 percent to a minimum of 0.25 percent descending, and is
0.492 percent descending for approximately 400 fcet preceding
the point of accident,

Three mechanical car retarders, operated from the
crcst of the hump, control the specd of detached cuts of cars
moving down the lead toward thc east cnd of the yard. A yard
brakeman accompanics each cut of cars to the stopning point,
and fiecldmen, called "skotemen", are located in the lower end
of the yard to place skates on tracks and apply hand brakes as
required by the rules of the company. Flood lights illuminate
the vieinity of the point of accident.

Immediately prior to the accident there was a cut of
cars standing on track 7 near the east switch.

, The weather was clear at the time of the accident,
which occurred at about 9:25 p.m.
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Degscription

Switch cngine 647, headed east, in charge of Yard
Foreman O'Riordan and Engineman Fletcher, moving at a spced
of about € miles pcr hour, was engaged in shoving 14 cars
into the east end of track 6 when it was struck on the left
side by e cut of cars which had boen standing at the east end
of track 7, but which were moved bcyend the clearance point
by the impact of ancther cut of cars striking against them
from the west.

Two pairs of driving whecls of the locomotive were
derailed, and the rirst car on track 7 was raised off the
rails, and slightly damaged. The left side of the tender was
1lightly scored and the left side of the ecngiie cab was torn
off.

The employec killcld was the fireman of cengine 647,
and the employee injurzd was the engineman.

Summary of evidence

Yard Foreman Sonicr, of hump enginc 649,stated that
ne made several couplings on track 7 shortly after 9:00 p.m.,
with the assistance of Skatemen Jay and Hurd, after which the
cars werc moved 3 or 4 car lengths west and spotted at the
air line on that track, and a sufficient number of cars wcre
removed to leave room for 20 cars at the upper end. He vas
not close to the lower end during this operation, and, there-
fore, did not know 1f any hand brakes werc set on the cars at
the extreme east end, but the laboring of the englne in pulling
the cars back 3 or 4 car lengths indicated that some brakes
~were set., A cut of 21 cars was then humped, and 14 of these
in one cut headed for treck 7, and accompanied by Skateman
Fuller, passed through the three retardecrs abocut 9:25 p.m.,
at a speed of rot quite cne mile pner hour. He learned later
that this cut hed caused gn accident at the east end of the
vard, He g2id 1t wns safe operation and common practice to
drop cuts of chrrs lror the hump whch accomepanled by a yard
employee, and also ccmmon practice for engines to werk at each
end of the yard at the scme time. He was of the opinion that
9 or 6 hand brakez set on cars at the east end of a track
would prevent the gars from moving vhen others were dropped
against them.

Yard Helper Xamholz, of hump engine 649, vho cut
cars at the hunp, corroborated the statements of Yard Foreman
Sonier in regard t» the speed of the cars, the rumber of brakes
sufficient to honld cars at the east end of the yard, and the
method of humping cors.



Skateman Fuller, who was not yet on duty, volunteered
to accompany the cut of 14 cars Coun track 7, but by the time
the cut had noved about two car lengths he was relievel Dby
Skateman Jay; at that tine the cars were moving at a speed of
about 1 mile per hour.

Skateman Jay, of Yard 9, ctated that the last time
he reaembered cars being shoved down to the eastern clearance
point on track 7 was before dark; there werc about 20 cars in
the cut, ant the east end was stopned close tn the skatce
vnich was located Z or 3 car lengths west nf ithe clearance
point. He set the hand brekes on four of these cars, suffic-
icnt, in his opinion, but aftcr setting the brakes he il not
renove the skate, as suggested bty the rules, explalning that
he left it for double safety. Latcr, while welking towards
the hunp, he relieved Skateman Fuller on a cut of 14 cars
wilch were moving on tohrack 7 at o speed of about 1 mile
per hour and immelintely bezan to sct a handbrake on the
lendinz car. He rode the cut a distance of 9 or 10 car
lengths, and just before the impact with the standing cars,
he braced himself on the running board to guard aminst being
knocked off the car. The spced at that tine was less than 1
nile ner hour and the cars aprneared to nmove eastward a short
distancc as s result of the irmpact. He aid not seot adlitional
brakes on the noving cars because it was not necess=ory in order
to control thie speed and because he thnught there werc cnough
brakes set on the standing cars to hold all of then. He stated
that it was the skatenan's duty to keep brakes sct on a suffic-
ient number of cars at the east end of the hump tracks to pre-
vent fouling of the lend and other tracks duc tn being struck
by cuts running down froix the hunn. He was unable to rcnember
how many brakecs he ha? sct on other tracks but distiactly
rericpberced having sct four brakes on track 7.

Retarder Operat-r Rennic said that the cut of cars
he~del for track 7 was moving at a speeld of about 1 mile per
hour through the retariing anchines, and the opcration in this
instance was in accordance with thc usual proccdurc which
he congjsiderced gafe. Considering the rate of speed of this
cut of cars and the distaonce tobe travelcd, he was of the
opinion that if neccessary morc than one hand brake could .
have becn set beforc the impact with the standing cars
occurred.

Concuctor Donovan, wh» was in charge of hump cngine
649 after 9:30 p.r., stated that almnst irmediately after
coning on Auty e was instructed to have his enginc pull the
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cars on track 7 back out of the side of engine 647, and in
carrying out these ingtructions he ordered Skateman McGrath

to set brakes on more cars at the lower end of that trmnck. He
then went with his engine to couple up the cars on this track
but fcound only one coupling, near the hump end of the track,
necessary, and when this had been made the entire cut of cars
was moved without the necessity of taking the slack,although
Skateman McGrath was engsged in setting brakes when the pull
was made.,

Skateman McGrath stated that in carrying out the

orders of Conductor Dcnovan, he set brokes on 7 or 3 consecu-
tive cars on track 7, beginning on a car which he thought was
about sixth from the east end and working west from that point.
He did not try the brakes on the cars east of the one on which
he set the first brake, but did find a brake set on one car of
the group which he coverced, and thought it was the first brake
he tried.

Yard Forcman O'Riordan, of switch engine 647,
stated that while switching on the east end lead in yard 9
some Time before thc accidcnt, four cars were kicked into
the cast end of track 7; these Tailed by about 2 feet to
couple to the other cars in the track and left about 70 fcet
clear on the cast cnd of the track. Yard Helper Gayne set
brakes on thc two cars farthest west, after which Forcman
O'Riordan removed the skate. He obscrved the hump crew spot
the cars on track 7 to the air line, and judged by the sound
made by the wheels ~nd the exhaust of the cngine, that several
good brakes were set on the east end. Later on hils engine
kicked another car into track 7, which recduced the distance to
the clearance point to about 30 fect; no brake was set on this
car., A few minutes thercafter his cengine began to shove 14
cars 1nto track 6 and while doing so he heard a sound that
gave him the impression that the cut had struck other cars on
track 6 or that tne cnginc had becone der~iled.

Yard Helpers Gayne and Sullivan, of switch cngine
647, made statements similar to thoisec of ¥Yard Forcmon
O'Riordan with regard to the work performed on track 7,

Asg stant Yagrd Master Silver, in charge of the lower
end of Yard 9, judged by the squealing he heard that some hand
brokes were set on cars on the lower cnd of track 7 when cars
on that track wer:c being spotted to the air line, but could
not say that any brakes had bcen sct on the cars placed on
that track by cngine 647. He s-~id the last car placcd on



track 7 by switch cnoine 647 left a space of 12 to 15 fect
betwecn the clearance point and the east end of that car.

Engineman Fletchecr, of switch engine 647, stated '

that the cars on track 7 were into clear the last time he

observed them. When backing intc track 6, just prior to the
accident, the fircman was on hils secat-box on thc left side

of thc engine, apparcntly alert. Both hecadlights werc burn-

ing, and there was no stcam egcaping to obscurc the vision

cf the engineman or fireman. His first intimatinn of denger

was when he heard a crpsh orn the left side of the cngine at

-~

which time they werc moving about 6 miles per hour,

Discussion

The i1nvestigatinn developed thnt some time prior
to the accident the hump crcw had spotted 24 cars to the air
linec on track 7, lcaving a space of about 70 fcet between
the clearance point and the east end of the first car; four
of thesc cars had bcen nlaced on the east end of track 7 by
engine 647, and hand brakes were sct on two of them. Later,
another car was placed on the east cnd of track 7, thereby
reducing the clearance snace to not mcre than 30 feet, and
the brake was nct set on this car. According to Skateman
Jay'e statement, he had set the brakes on 4 of the 20 cars
winich were on track 7 before any werc placed there by engine
647, A cut of 14 cars, aggregating 551 tons, wags dropved
from the hump at a speed of not morc than 1 mile per hour;
thils cut was accomnanied by onc skateman who set only one
brake because that was sufficicnt to control the spced of
the cut to less than 1 mile pner hour. The impact with the
stancing cars was not great, but they werc mdoved eastwerd a
distancc estimated at between 25 and 40 fcet, and sicde-
swiped engine 647 which was engaged in shoving a cut of
cars intn track 6, In preparing to move the cars away Irom
the side ~f engine 647, brakes werc set on an additional 7 or
8 cars., At that time there were about 40 cars welghing ap-
proximately 1,100 tcng in track 7, and in pulling these cars
away from engine 847 taecy were moved without difficulty arcund
a 14° 30! curve on an ascending grade of about 0.5 pecreent.
In view of this fact it i1s scarccly credible that hand brakes
were effccetively aprlicd on 12 or 13 of these cars, as indi- ’
cated by statcments of cemployces.

Spcecilal timetable instructisns provide that it shall
be the duty of field men to sec that siates are in place on
the lower cnds of 21l classific-tion tracks in Yard 9, but that
after a track has been shoved down, and a sufficient number of
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brakes applied the skate should be removed. These instructions
further provide that crews setting and leaving cars on a class-
1ficction track at the lower end of Yard 9, shall remove
skatcs, couple the cars to the cars clready on the track and
leave them vroperly secured. .These rules were nct compliecd
with,.

Conclusion
This accldent was caused by the failure to apnly a
sufficlent number »f hand brakecs nn cars at the lower end
cf a gravity yard.
Respcetfully submitted,

W. J. PATTERSON,

Director.



