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INTERSTATE COIihFRCE COi r IIS3I0N 

RIPOPT 0^ THE D IREC^OR OF THE 3UREAU 0^ SAFETY IN RE 
INVESTIGATION OF AN ACCIDENT T^ICH OCCURRED ON THE 
PENNSYLVANIA RAILROAD A" AVOmORE, PA , ON NOVEMBER 

December 23, 1931. 

To the Commission* 

On November 23, 193], then e was a rear-end collision 
between two fieight trains on the Pennsylvania Railroad, near 
Avonmore, Pa., vii icb resilted m the death of three em
ployees. The investigation ot this accident was made m 
conjunction with a representative of the Pennsyl vani i public 
Service Commission. 

Location and method of operation 

This accident occurred on than: oart oi the Conenaugh 
Division extending between Federal Street, Pittsburgh, and 
Conpitt Junction, Pa., a distance of 79.2 miles, ir hue 
vicinity oi the point oi accident this is a doable-track 
line over a m e n damns are operated by t me-"1" able, trenn 
orders, and a mjnual olock-signal system The accident 
occurrea at a p o m t 10.9 miles oa^t of VN 31cck Station at 
Avonmore, approaching tnis point from the west, tnere is a 
long curve to the left, followed by 335 ieet of tangent 
tiack and tnen a 4 ° curve to tne right 1,632 feet 11 length, 
the eastern end of which is 68 feet within the went portal 
of Bow Tunnel, at which point begins 7,500 feet of tangent 
track. The tunnel is 760 ieet m length, and 76 feet east 
of its east portal is tne beginning of a five-span stone-
arch bridge across tne Conemaugh Raver, this bridge is 530 
feet in length and approximately 55 feet above the stream. 

The point of collision was 120 feet east of the east 
portal of the tunnel and 44 feet from the western en I of the 
bridge. Tne grade for eastoound trains is level on the las"t-
nentioned curve to the point in +he tunnel where fie tangent 
track begins, the grade is then 0 31 per cent ascendim to 
and bsvond ti.e point of accident. Tne first view tnat can 
be had of the west postal of the tunno? by +he en\inem,.m of 
an eas +bound train is just bcio^e he enters upon the 4° 
curve, an approximate distance of 1,708 feet, in firm' view 
throagh tne tunnel is at a point 173 feet west of it, while 
at a point 110 feet west of the "^st portal a. clear view can 
be had through tne tannel to and beyond tne east portal. 
Tne block seetjoi ->n w m c o the -accident occurred extends 
eastward from VN Block Sm, tion, located .04 of a mile east 
of Avonmore Station, zo 31 31ock Station, a distance of 15.3 
miles. 

It was dark arc cloudv ot the tine of the accident, 
which occurred about 5'^1 a.m. 
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Description 

Eastbound freight tram extra 723S consisted of 42 
loaded cars of coal and a caboose, 3,682 tons, hauled by 
engine 7236, and was m charge of Conductor Ilclntire and 
Engmeman Long. This tram departed frorr YN Block Station 
at 4155 a.m., accord.ni; to the tram sheet, under a clear 
block-signal indication, and had just passed through 3ow 
Tunnel, traveling at a speed estimated to have been about 
10 miles per hour, when its rear end was struck by extra 
6866. 

Easmound freight t r a m extra 6868, Symbol F " 8, con
sisted of 52 loaded cars, 28 of which were live stock and a 
caboose, 2710 tons, hauled by engine 6868, and was m cnarge 
of Conductor .lebon and Engmeman St. Clair. Tnis tram 
passed VN 3lock Station at 5:19 a m , according to the 
t r a m sneet, wnere it was given a permissive block signal 
indication, which, under rule 230 of the book of rules, 
required it to "Proceed with caution prepared to stoo short 
of t r a m or obstruction." The t r a m proceeded throu_.ii the 
block at an average speed of nearly 30 miles per hour, and 
che engine had just emerged from Dow Tunnel wnen it col
lided with the rear end of extra 7336 while traveling at 
a speed estimated to have oeen between 15 and 20 miles 
per hour. 

The caboose of extra 7236 was telescoped under the 
rear end of the oar ahead of it and was demolished. The 
three rear cars partially telescoped and were badly damaged, 
but remained upright m line with the track. Engine G868 
was not derailed or damaged to any great extent, and came 
to a stop 263 feet east of the point oi collision. Follow
ing the collision the debris of the caboose caught fire 
and the remains of the wooden superstructure were entirely 
consumed. The employees killed were the conductor, brake-
man and flagman of extra 7236, all of whom were n d m g m 
the caboose. 

Summary of evidence 

Entmeman Long, oi extra 7236, stated that he stopped 
at Avonmore for coal and water and departed from there at 
about 4.50 a.m. Between tnat point and tne west end of Bow 
Tunnel his t r a m traveled at the rate of about 15 miles per 
hour, and from that point until che accident occurred he 
judged the speed had decreased to about 10 miles per nour, 
on account of the ascending grade, but at no time froi the 
time he departed from TO Block Station did he think that 
the speed was low enough for tne flagman to get off, place 
torpedoes on the rail, and then regain his tram. Tne 
first intimation he had tnat something was wrong was >wien 
ne felt the shock caused oy the rear end being driven for
ward and also noticed +kcl the fireman had been thrown tack 
against the coal gates. After the snook nis engine moved 
anead four or five car-lengths. He did not look at his 
watch at the time of tne accident, but understood the lire-
man to say that it was 5:30 a.m. Engmeman Long further 
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stated that this f a m generally consumed about one hour 
on the run between VN and 31. The tram m this particular 
case appeared to be rati er heavy and ha^d to haul, but ne 
did not experience m y difficulty m operating it. The 
iveother was misty but ne co fid see through the tunnel and 
hib visibility in the t r u r m was interfered with only when 
the smoKe and stein, which appeared to roll back along the 
tram, >_,ot in and around the cab of the engine, cut it 
was not of Bnch volume as to make it necessary for ni'a to 
close ti.e windows He did not think tnere was any smoke 
or steam nan^mr in the tunnel or around the east oortjj 
of it ae a result of a westoound light engine having gassed 
Tarcugh a sho^t time prior to his arrival. 

Ei^e* an Lydic, of erJ ra 7235, stated tnat after leaving 
VN Block Station the average speed of the t r a m was about 
15 miles per hour until the grade m the vicinity of 3ow 
Tunnel was reacned, where it began to decrease until ir was 
approximately 10 miles per hour, just prior to, and at the 
time of the accident, which he said occurred at 5T,40 a.m. 
tfhile he tnougnt the/ were making a normal run tnat night, 
the speed might have been a little lower than usual as 
the txa.ni was heavy, 40 ca^s being the average t^am as 
against 42 at tic time of tne accident. Tne weather was 
misty and occasionally there weald be some fog but tn^se 
conditions were not bad enough to interfere with his view 
of the trioJt ahead and he was able to see through the tun
nel, there being no e^oke or mist in it that he noticed, 
and if thert had been any lights at tne east end of the 
tunnel he could have seen then, as tho smoke fron the 
engine rolled b?c1r along the train and did not interfere 
with his view. He further stated that he looked back on 
the carve west of Tunnel ton, a station located about a mile 
and a half west oi tne point of accident, and noticed the 
light burning m the caboone marker lamp on his o m side 
of th<= tram, and at a point between Tunnel ton and the 
s cation west of it, he looked back on the engineman 1 s side 
and noticed the marker li.n + was also burning on that 
side of the caboose. 

En'meman St. Clair of extra SS38, stated that ap
proaching VII Block Station ho was traveling at a speed of 
about 25 or 30 miles oei hour and adt^r receiving a ; 3 T -
lhssive block-signal indication at that point ns maintained 
about the same rise of ^peed, except on several curves 
where he reduced the speed, until near the west entrance 
of Eow Tunnel, at which point ne eased off on the +hrottle 
and on entering the tunnel closed it entirely. He could 
see all the way through the tunnel until withm about two 
car-lengths oi the east portal, where he noticed a wall of 
smoke and steam, but he said it ^as not unusnal to find that 
condition at one end or tni other of the tunnel,under 
similar weather cniditiurs, m d so ne did not further re-
dace the speed of ti>r train. After entering the wall of 
smoke no found it imich heavier than ne thought it was when 
he first sighted i.t, out before ne could ta^e any action 
to check the npeed of the t r a m it collided with the rear 
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end of extra 7236. The shook of uhe collision displaced 
m m from his seat, causing a slight delay before he co^ld 
reach the brake-valve nandlc and apply the air brakes, 
during this interim the momentum of tne t r a m forced it 
ahead about six or sever, car-lengths before it came to a 
slop. He estimated tne speed of his train to have been 
30 or 25 miles per hour ween he eased off west of the tun
nel, and 15 miles per hour when the accident occurred. He 
stated that he had plenty of rest prior to leaving the 
terminal and was fully alert at the time of the accident, 
that the headlignt was burning brightly, and that the 
visibility was good considering the weather, wnich he said 
was hazy. Engineman St. Claif stated that ne felt that 
he iras operating; at a safe rate of so°ed, as he could see 
the track ahead for a distance of approximately 80 car-
lengths when on tangmt track, and while he thougnt that 
rjossibly the tram ahead of him was the coal tram, as there 
usually was one m that vicmity after midnight, he did 
not see anything of it between Avonmore and the point of 
accident. He did not look at his watch at the time of the 
accident, but Conductor kabon told him that they passed 
vTT Elock Station at 5:19 a.m. , and that the accident 
happened at 5*. 41 a.m. 

Fireman Reillv, of extra G868, stated that he had been 
keeping a sharp lookout around curves on his side of the 
t r a m after leaving Avonmore and at no time saw anything 
of the frpm ahead gne visibility was such that the 
tunnel could be cien a considerable distance m advance, 
and he was of the o amnion that the t r a m ahead of them nad 
probably passed. 31mrsville, a station located 1.6 miles 
west of 31 Block S Lation. He estimated the speed at which 
his tram was traveling oetween VII 31ock Station and tne 
west appioach of 3ow Tunnel to have been between 30 arid 25 
miles per hour, at the latter point tne engmeman shut off 
steam and drifted through the tunnel, and wnen the colli
sion occurred he nudged the speed to be about 15 miles per 
hour. Just before the engine entered the tunnel he had 
been back on the coal oile and as they entered it he oame 
into the cab and turned on tne blower m order to heap tne 
smoke and steam from en/elopm, tne cao, and as ne turned 
to get UP on nis see,t box he looked ahead and saw a lot of 
smoke at the east end of the tunnel, but as he had seen 
this same condition frequently on previous trips, with no 
t r a m close, he did not connect it with the extra ahead. 
At the time of the collision ne was standing by the seat 
box looking anead over the snouldeT of tne brakeman and 
they were still m the cloud of smoke, he was not aware 
that they had struck a rear end but from the way the engine 
lurched he thought that it was derailed. He further stated 
that he was a oualified engmeman and he considered 15 miles 
per hour a„s a safe ^ate of speed for a train to travel 
through a block under a permissive block-signal indication. 
He also stated that a toxinage coal train, m his opinion, 
could not travel faster than 10 or Id miles per hour m 
the vicinity of the accident, and that it was not customary 
for a stock tram to be behind a heavy coal tram. 



Head Brakeman Shank stated, that he was riding on the 
seat box on the left side oi the engine between VN 31ock 
Station and 3ow Tunnel and the weather did not obscure his 

* 

view of tne track ahead between those points. As they 
neared the west entriuce to the uunnel he observed a thin 
naze of smoke a short distance inside of it tind after their 
own engine entered, the smoke from it filled the tunnel to 
such an extent tnat by the time they reached a o o m t about 
half way through it he was unable to see anything clearly 
ahead of the engine, Ke JWIS uatchmg ahead all the way 
through, the tuniel, and if it had been possible to see 
the rear end oi a t r a m ne would have seen it. Head 
3rakeman Shank was unable to say if the engmeman was work
ing steam wnen tn- collision occurred, out was of the 
opinion that he had snut off a snort time oreviously and 
then opened up again shortly before tney struck tho rear 
end, and he estimated bhe seeed at the time of the accident 
to have been between lb and 20 miles oer hour. He did rot 
look at his watch until four or five minutes after the col
lision and it *\as then 5*45 a.m. Head Brakeman Shark also 
had the idea that it was the coal tram ahead, as that 
tram passed toiough. tnere about that time every day, and 
he further stated that he saw a large red light fly through 
the air at the time of the accident and thought that possi
bly it was one of the ma^rker lamps off of the wrecked 
caooooe. 

Conductor nab^n, of exfc^a 6868, stated his t r a m 
passed VT Block 3 Tart ion at 5*19 a m. and the accident oc
curred at 5:41 a.m. Tie weather was heavy and damp but he 
could see anead a reasonable distance. The train brakes 
were not applied between VJM Block Station and 3ow Tunnel 
und the maximum speed attained betjeen these points was 
about 13 miles per hour, this speed being reduced by the 
engineman on the carves. He estimated the speed at which 
the tram was Traveling at the time the collision occurred 
as about 15 miles per nour. He also stated that he under
stood the rule requiring a train to stop short of a tram 
or obstruction when operating through a block under a 
permissive block-signal indication, and felt that his 
train was so operated on the morning of the accident. 

Fltgman Jones, of extra 6669, estimated the speed of 
the t r a m bctyrcen V" Slock Station and Bow Tunnel to have 
been between 20 and. 25 miles per hour, and between 15 and 
20 wiles per hour Trhen +he accident occurred. 

Operator Shusxer, on dutv at TOI Block Station, stated 
that extra 7236 arrived at 4*. 33 a.m., took coal and water, 
and departed at 4:55 a m., at which time he noticed that 
the marker lights on tne caboose were burning and properly 
displayed. Extra 3P68 passed his station at 5:19 a.nw. , 
traveling at a speed that he estimated to have been between' 
20 and 25 miles oer hour. Oocrator Shuster also stated 
that the average running time of the coal t r a m between 
his station and 31 Block Station was about one hour. 
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Conclusions 

Tins accident was caused by the failure of Engineman 
Sc. Clair, of extra 38G8, properly to control the spaed 
of his tram while moving "through an occupied block under 
a permissive block-signal indication. 

Under the rules, when an engmeman is given a per
missive block-signal indication, he is required to proceed 
with caution, prepared to stop short of a t r a m or obstruc
tion. The speed at w M c h extra 6868 was traveling at the 
time of the accident was variously estimated to nave 
been between 15 and 20 miles per hour, and an examination 
of the derailed equipment and tne distance tie tram 
traveled after the collision, indicated that the tram 
probably was not traveling at a less rate of speed than the 
highest estimate given. This is supported to some extent 
by the fact that extra 6863 traveled irom TO 31ock Station 
to the point of accident, a distance of 10.9 miles, m 
approximately £2 minutes, or at an average of nearly 30 
miles per hour, during w m c h time the engineman reduced 
speed on curves, not, however, using the tram brakes for 
this purpose. Such a rate of speed may not have constituted 
a violation of tne rule while en route, but m view of tne 
fact that the evidence is clear that the east end of the 
tunnel was seen to be filled with smoke and steam, it 
then became necessary for Engmeman St Clair imne diately 
to reduce speed, if ne was to comply witn tbe rule, and t m s 
is particularly true since lie had reason to believe that 
the t r a m ahead was a coal train, as it was, he made no 
attempt to apply the brakes until the collision occurred. 

Statements were made at the investigation to the 
effect tnat a fusee dropped off west of Sow Tunnel, by the 
train crew of ei.ro 7236, might have prevented the accident. 
Inasmuch as this entire crew was killed in the accident, 
just what action was i.aken, if any, must remain unanswered, 
however, an examination of the records for a period of two 
weeks prior to the. accident, cove-ring the speed made by 
the coal tram between VN 31ock Station and 31 31ock Station, 
disclosed the fact tnat tne average run consumed in excess 
of one hour for the distance of 15.3 mile3. The average 
speed on the date of the accident had been 14 miles per 
hour, and it was estimated to nave been under tnis average 
at the time of the accident, due to the ascending grade 
east of tne tunnel. There is nothing to indicate, however, 
that the tram was not making practically a normal run. 

Opinions expressed during the investigation by the 
members of the crew of extra 68C8, to the effect tnat they 
were traveling at a safe rate of speed, under the conditions 
that existed at the time of the accident, leads to the con
clusion tnat tne responsible operating officials of this 
railroad should at once institute a vigorous campaign 
among its employees to secure a more literal observance of 
the rule, if a tram is to run prepared to stop short of 
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a tram or obstruction, it obvious that so eed nust be 
reduced lateriallv wh^n the view is cut off by smoke and 
steam or for any other lesson. 

All of the e^iloyees involved were experienced men, 
and at the time of tne accident none of them had been on 
duty m violation of any of tap provisions of the hours 
of service law. 

Respect Fully submitted, 

rf. P BORLAND 

Director. 


