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Houston Belt & Terminal

August 3, 1937

Houston, TexX.

Collision

Passenger + HB&T switching transfer
B-RI No. 17 :

501 [

5 cars 4 cars

15-35 mep.he. Standing

60 left curve southward 734 feet in
length, then 20 feet tangent to point
of accident

Clear

2:25 to 2:30 p.m.

3 injured

Switch engine occupying main track within
yard limits on time of first-class train
without authority or protection.
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September 22, 1937.

To the Commission:

On August 3, 1937, there was a collislon between a
Burlington~Rock Island Railroad passenger train and a Houston
Belt & Terminal Rallway switch engine, backing up and hauling
a cut of freight cars, on the track of the latter railway at
Houston, Tex., which resulted in the injury of three passcngers.

Location and method of operation

This accident occurred on the North Belt District, which
extends between Gulf Coast and Houston Union Station, a dis-
tance of 6.43 miles; in the immediate vicinity of the point of
accident this is a Jjointly UnOO single-track line over which
trains are operated by timetable 2nd train orders, no block—
signel system being in use. Hereinafter the Burlin@ton—Qook‘
Island Railrcad is referred to as the B-RI, and the Houston
Belt & Tcrmiisl Railway, as tane HB&T. The accident occurred
within yerd limits and on the main track, about 1 mile north
of Houston Jnicn Station, at a point 259 feet south of a
facing-point s. .tcn for southward movements, which leads to
the gScuth Texac Storne Comnany's spur track. Approachirg the
point of accident from tie north there are several tangents
and short curves, then 152 feet of tangent, followed by a 6°
curve to the left 734 feet in length snd 20 feet of tangent
to the point of accident, this tangent extending 1,086 feet
beyond. The grade in this locality is undulating, being 1
percent ascending scuthward for a distance of 214 feet to the
point of accident, and for 400 feet beyond; it 1s then practi-~
cally level for about 1,300 feet.

The eouth switch of Loraine Street Siding is located 6,132
feet north of the South Texas Stone Company spur—-track switch;
the switch leading to the Sampson Machine & Supply Company spur
is located 1,496 feet south of the stone company switch, and
tower 1 1s located about 2,000 feet farther south.

A locomotive standing at the point of accident could be
seen across the inside of the curve irom the fireman's side of
the cab of a gouth-bound engine, for a distance of 848 feet,
the view being restricted by houses; however, until within 546
feet, it could not be definitely deuermlned that the locomotive
was standing on the main track.

An ordinance provides a speed restriction of 18 miles per
hour within the city limits of Houston. Rule 8 of the HB&T
timetable specifies that trains or engines operating over tracks
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of the HB&T will be governed by standard train rules; Rule 87
of the book of rules specifies that an inferior train falling
to clear the maln track as required by rule must be protected
as provided by Rule 99. Rule 12 of thls timetable requires
gsecond and inferior class trains, yard engines and light
engines to clear the time of first-class trains five minutes.
Train No. 17 was due at Belt Junction, located 2.71 miles north
of Loraine Street Siding, at 1:44 p.m. and at Loraine Street
Siding at H:48 p.m.

The weather was clear at the time of the accident, which
occurred between 2:25 and 2:30 p.m.

Description

HB&T switch engine 7, backing up and hauling four freight
cars without the air brakes beine coupled or in operation on
the cars, was in charge of Engine Foreman J. E. Tarpey and
Engineman Soeten. This switch engine departed from the Sampson
Machine & Supply Company switch gbout 2:18 p.m., and backed
northward, it being intended to clear for south-bound B-RI
Passenger Train lNo. 17, on the South Texas Stone (Company spurs
On nearing the stone company switch the opposing train was ob-
served approaching; the switch engine was stopped at a point
259 feet south of the switch, following which the reverse lever
was placed in forward motion in an endeavor to move away from
the passenger train, but the rear end of the tender was struck
by that train immediately afterwards.

B-RI Train No. 17, a south-bound passenger train, con-
sisted of one baggage and maill car, two Pullman tourist cars,
_one coach and one Pullman sleeping car, in the order named,

“of all-steel construction, hauled by engine 501, and was in
charge of Conductor Hufstedler and Engineman Latham. This
train passed Belt Junction at 2:18 p.m., according to the train
sheet, and on reaching a point approximately 1.21 miles south
of the south switch of Loraine Street Siding, collided with
switch engine 7 while traveling at a speed variously estimated
to have been between 15 and 35 miles per hour.

None of the equipment in Train No. 17 was derailed, but
the forward end of engine 501 Was badly damaged and stopped
about 90 feet south of the point of collision, with the rear
end of the tank of switch engine 7 resting on its front end.
The air-brake equipment pipes on switch engine 7 were broken
off at the distributing valve, rendering the engine and tender
brakes inoperative. The throttle of engine 7 was open and the
engine, together with the four cars moved southward on the main
track unattended, the crew having jumped off. The train attained
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a speed O0f about 25 mlleg per hour, crossed 10 gtreet crossings

and the engine stopped upricht with all driving wheels derailed,
4,027 feet south of the point of collision, while the Tour ¢
frelght cars remained on the track and stopped more than a city
block beyond.

Summary of evidcnce

Engine Foreman J. E. Tarpey, of switch engine 7, stated
that the towerman at tower 1 gave him verbal information that
Train No. 17 would arrive at Relt Junction at 2320 p.m. and
would reach the depot at 2:35 p.m. Engine 7 with Tive cars
left the tower about 2 p.m. and backed northward to the Sanmpson
Machine & Supply Company spur, where a cer was set out. The
engine and 4 ¢ars then continued northward, 1t being intended
to elear st the South Texas Stone Company track for No. 17,
the englne foreman saying that this should take about 7 minutes.
Engineman Soeten and Fireman Elliott were on the cengine, h
Switchman Ward was on the first car, Engine Foreman Tarpey Was
on the second car and Switchmen Gibbs and Ward were on the rear
car. After moving about 900 feet, the engineman sounded one
short blast of the whistle, which he repeated and brought the
engine to a stop, the accidcnt occurring shortly thereafter.
Engine Foreman Tarpey thoaght that the throttle of switch
engine 7 was knocked open as a result of the impact and said that
there was no chance for him to board and stop the engine after
the acclident. He did not look at his watch to ascertain the
time the accident occurred. The schedule running time of Train
No. 17 between Belt Junction and Loraine Street Siding is 4
minutes; consequently, undcr the verbal information he received
from the towerman, tnat No. 17 would reach Belt Junction at
2¢20 p.m., the traln should have reached Loraine Street Siding,
the last station where time was shown, at £:24 p.m., and he
flgured that this would gilve his engine ample time to clear
at the South Texas Stone Company spur. He fully understood
the requir-mentg of the yard-1limit rule; also that an inferior
train mu¢t oop out of the way of opposing superior trains and
falling tJ rnliear the maln track by the require? 5 minutes must
be protectod by flag. Engine Foreman Tarpey soid t.at had the
pasdgenzor train been on the time given him, hisz enr.ne would
have been in the clear. The alr was not coupled between the
switch engine and cars as the cars were to be switchad out en .
routec. Verbal information concerning the time vas:cager trains
would arrive had been given in the same manner for the past
22 years. Engine Forcman Terpey further stated that he realized
his en%ine should have been clear at 2:15 p.m,, or 5 minutes
prior to the time given in the verbal information.
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Engineman Soeten and Switchman Paddock, of switch engine
7, noted that it was 2:18 p.m. Wwhen their engine was at Sampson
Machine & Supply Company spur, and knew that Train No. 17 was
expected to reach Belt Junction at 2:20 p.m. according to the
verbal information given them. Engineman Soeten wanted to
remain at Ssmpson's for No. 17, but was told by the switchman
that they had 12 minutes to reach the stone company spur and
clear for the passenger train; the engineman, therefore,
assumed that more time on No. 17 had been obtained by telephone
while at Sampson's and that the engine foreman had sent the
switchman to him with the information that they had 12 minutes;
when the engine foreman gave him a signal to back out he did so
and started northward. When the engineman first saw the passen-
ger train approaching he thought i1t was another switch engine
and when he definitely realized that it was No. 17, he appliled
the independent engine brake, sounded the whistle, closed the
throttle and stopped; he then placed the reverse lever in for-
ward motion in an endeavor tc move away from the approaching
train and both he and the fireman jumped from the engine. As the
swltch englne started to run away after the collislon Engineman
Soeten was unable to get aboard. He estimated the speed of Train
No. 17 to have been about 25 or 35 miles per hour when he first
saWw 1t approaching about 30 car lengths away. He said that he
had no reason to believe thet the passenger train would pass
Belt Junction before £:20 p.m. Engineman Soeten reallzed that
under the rules his engine should have been clear of the main
track 5 minmutes before the time given in the verbal information,
which would have been not later than 2:15 p.m. He said that had
the information imparted to him been given by train order, he
would not have left the end of double-~track territory ahead of
No. 17 after 2:15 p.m. Fireman Elliott estimatecd the specd of
the passenger train to have been about 18 or 20 miles per hour
when he saw 1t rounding the curve a short distance away.

Switchman Paddock said that from the verbal information
they had receilved regarding the arrival time of Train No. 17
at Belt Junction, together with the train's scheduled running
time between that point and the depot, he had estimated their
time at the South Texas Company switch and concluded there was
still 12 minutes left in which to clear. He said that under
the rules his engine should have been clear at 2:15 p.m.; also,
that the enzine foreman sa2id to clear at the stone works for
No. 17. Statements of Switchmen Ward and Gibbs brought out
nothing additional ol importance.

Members of the crew of Train No. 17 were not aware of
anything wrong until just prior to the accident. Fireman Mainard
first saw the switch engine across the inside of the curve waen
about 450 to 600 feet away; the engine appeared to be moving
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northward and he thought it was on a spur track. After travel- .
ing from 3 to 5 car lengths farther he realized that 1t was on
the main track and shouted a warning to his englineman who
immediately applied the air brakes in emergency and closed the
throttle. Engineman Lathom sald that the switch engine was
from 2% to 4 car lengths away when he applied the air brakes

in emergency. They both estimated the speed of their traln to
have been between 15 and 18 miles per hour when the brakes Were
applied, and placed the time of the accident between 2:27 and
2:29 p.m. The air brakes were tested, and worked properly en
route. Statements of other members of the crew developed
nothling of additional importance.

Towermsn J. M. Tarpey, at Tower 1, stated that he tele-
phoned the operator st Belt Junction and received information
that Train No. 17 would arrive at Belt Junction at 2:20 p.me
end the depot at 2:35 p.m. Engine 7 stopped opposite his tower
about 2:10 pe.m., the crew ssking for time on No. 17, and he
called to them the information he had obtained, whereupon the
engine backed northward. He was later notified of the accldent
by telephone, and when his annunciator sounded, due to the
runaway engine and cars mcving southward, he arranged to have
them derailed at another tower,

Operator-Towerman Robinson, at Belt Junction, stated that
ghortly after 11 a.m. he received verbal information regarding
Train No. 17 from the dispatclhier at Teague, and relayed the
Information to tower 1 between 1:30 and 2 p.m., that Train No.
17 would reach Belt Junction at 2:20 p.m. and the depot at
2:35 peme Train No. 17 actually passed Belt Junction at 2:18
p.n. and he cntered the time on his record.

Towerman Traylor, at tower 26, located 4,350 feet north
of the South Texas Stone Company switch stated that his record
showed Trein No. 17 passed his tower at 2:23 p.m.

Rules Examiner Luther stated that he had never lnstructed
employees that it was permissible to act upon information re-
garding trains other than in accordance with the book of rules.

He did not know of anything in this instance which would have
prevented No. 17 from passing Belt Junction before 2:20 p.m.; .
however, he said that upon the verbal information received by

the crew of the switch engine, it should have been clear of the
mailn track not later than 2:15 p.m. ani that he had instructed

all HB&T men that first-class trains must be cleared not less

than five minutes., '



Discussion

According to the evidence it had been the practice Tor a
period or years to furnish switch crews working in Houston Yar
with verbel informaticn on passenzgcer traing, as was done in this
instance. Shortly after 11 a.m., the operator at Belt Junction
received informestion from the trein dispatcher that Train No. 17
would arrive at Belt Junction at 2:20 p.m. and the depot at 2:35
p.m. As usual, Wnen the towernan at tower 1 asked for a line-up
shortly after 1:30 p.m., the operator at Belt Junction gave him
this inforration, and the towermsn in turn shouted it to the crew
of switch engine 7 wken they inguired of him at about 2 p.m.
Engine 7 then backed northward tc the Sampson Machine & Supply
Company <track where one car VWns set out. The engine foreman =aad
other melibers of the switch crew were fully aware of the reoguire-
ments of the yard-limit rule; also of the fact tnat their engine
was required to be clear 5 minutes ahead of the time of Train No.
17 at Belt Junction vnieh would have been at 2:15 p.m., and if
not clecar, to be protected by flag. AT 2:15 pem., the switch
engine was in the clear on the Sampson Machine & Supply Company
track. The engine foreman Ticured that since the timetable
allowed Train No. 17 4 minutes between 3elt Junctlion and Loraine
Street 3iding, this 4 minutes, in view of the vervbal information
recelved Ixom the towerman, 2:20 p.m. at Belt Junction, would
make the passenger train due at Loraine Street Siding at 2:24
p.Mm., Which would afford ample time for them to clear on the
South Texes Stene Company track. However, there was nothing to
prevent Train No. 17 from passing 3elt Junction and Loraine
Street Siding on time as the verbal information in no manner
restricted that trair, and it actually passed Belt Junction at
2:18 pem.s or 2 minutes ahead of the verbsl information received
which was about the same time that switch engine 7 startcd the
movem=nt nrorthward from the Sampsoii Machine & Supply Company
track. The engineman said that he wantcd to rem=in at the
Sampson Machine & Supply Company spur for the passenger train,
but that the switchman vold him they had 12 minutes to back
to the stone company track and clear; consequently, he assumed
that more time had teen cobtained on the passcnger train while
switching at Sampson's, and when the @ngine Toreman gave him
a signal %o back out he started the northward novement. The
gwitchman sald that he bassd the 1Z2-minute cstimate on the
time he thought it should take Train No. 17 tc run from Relt
Junction to the South Texas Stone Company switch. The engine-
man indicated that if o train order had beun received relative
to Train No. 17, instead of werbal information, the accidenc
probably would have been averted, The engine foreman saild that
verbal information regarding superior trains hed been furnished
Yard crews in the ssme manner for the past 22 years. The rmles
examiner indicated on the one hand that the switch crew should
have clcarcd the schedule time of Train No. 17 by five minutes
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and on the other hand he indicated that i1t would have been
permissible for thils crew to have acted upon the verbal Infor- .
maticn time the same as the schedule time.

The occurrence of thig accident demonstrates the dangerous
practice of acting upon verbal information in the operation of
trains and the proper officials should take immediate steps to

remedy this practice.
Conclusions

This accident was caused by a switch engine occupying the
main track within yard limits on the time of a first-class
train without authority or protection.

Respcetfully submitted,

V. J. PATTERSON

Director.



