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INTERSTATE COMMERCE COLIIISSION

REPORT OF THE DIRECTOR OF THE BUREAU OF SAFETY CONCERNING AN
ACCIDENT O THE SOUTHERN RAILWAY NEAR EDWARDSVILLE,
ALABAMA, ON JANUARY 5, 1935,

February 16, 1945.

To the Comuigssion:

On January 5, 1935, there was a dercilment of a freight
train on the Southern Reilway near Edwardsville, Ala., which
resulted 1n the degtn of 2 emplovees.

Location and method of operation

This accident occurred on that part of the Birmingham
Division extending between Birmin jham, Ala., and Austell, near
Atlanta, Ga., a distance of 148.4 miles; 1n the vicinity of
the point of accident this 1s = single-track 1line over which
trains are operated by tiame table, trsin orders, and an auto-
matic block-signal system, supjlemented by an automatic train-
stop device of the intermittent—-inductive type. The point of
derailment wns approximately 3,914 feet east of the east possing-
track switch at Edwardsville; eagproaching this point from the
west, there is tangent track for 1,628 feet, folliowed by a com-
pound curve to the left consisting of 340 feet of spiral, a
curve of 23959 for & distance of 260 feet, 3°56' for €50 feet,
#9041 for 596 feet, and spiral for 300 feet, the accident
occurring on the 30561 curve 239.9 feet from its leaving end.

The grade 1s generally ascending for east-bound trains, varying

from 0.16 to 1.67 percent, and 1s 1.405 percent at point of

accident, The track 1s laid with 100-pound rails, 39 feet in

lengtn, with an average of 24 ties to the rail length, tieplated,

and ballasted with slag to a depth of ~bout 8 feet; the track
. 1s well maintained,

Approaching the point of accident from the west, the track
is laid in o side-h1ll cut, with the bank to the north and 11l
to the couth; the wall of tie side cut varies in height up to
about 21 feet above the tops of the rails ond the fill varies
from grade to aopout 20 feet below the rai1ls. The face of the
slope 1s precipitous.
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Owing to the curve and also to the bank on the nortn or
inside of the curve, the view from the fireman's side of the
enzine was restricted to ohout 350 feet. The lect automntic
block sipnel passed by the train iavolved in this accident was
east-bound signal 709.4, locat~d 3,336 feet west of the voint
of accideut.

Tae weatner was cloudy at the time of the wccident, which
occurrcd % 12:10 c.wu.,

Description

Tr-ain Y¥n. 54, an east-oound freicnv train, consisted of 26
care and ¢ c-boose, nauled ny enzyire 4773, and vas in charge of
Conductor Herrin and Enpineman Strange, This train left Heflan,
Ala., at 11:52 a.m., acccrding to thc troin sheet, 1 hour and 32
minutes late, passea Bduardsville, and woe traveling at a speed
estimated to have leen chout ¥0 uiles » T hour when 1t vas de-~
ralled by rock and earth th-t had ! «lien ¢on the track.

Ingice 4773, 1ts tender, and the first six care 1.1 the train
were deralled; tne engine sto.ped 1n an upright position, leaning
against tie si1de wall of tae cut to the right, the tender reunin—
ed upri at and stopped diasonally wcrose the track; tne first
five cors were across the trwck between the vells of the cut and
the sixth car wee under trhe .1fth crr, the hody having been
destroved. The eaployees killed were the en, inenan and head
brakemszn.

Summary of evidence.

Fireman ilcihorter stated taat after leavin. Heflin he was
sitting on the brakeman's seat lookins shead while the btrokeman
was firing the en-ine. At Idwzrdsville, automatic bloclhi-cignal
709.4 was displaying i clear indication but akous z guarter of a
mile e .ot ol the east switch thers was o caubtion signal indicating
tnut men were working on the trock ahead; he called this signel
to Ensinewman Strance wio repeated 1t and then sounded a crossing
signal Tor the hishway crossing located near the west end of the
cut. As the engine was passing over the crocssing Firemen UdMorher
saw the slide of dirt across the treck ané called %o the engine—
man to stcp, whereupon the brakes were applied in emergency and
the throttle closed. It was the fireaan's opihion that in order
to be uncer control at the pecint where the section men were work-
ing, which w25 east of the point of accident, the cnpine would
have been shut off about where 1t stopped after derailment. He
sald the en-ine wa: in good condition, and the brakes hwed been
tested properly and worked well en route.
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Conductor Herrin and Flagman Finley were in the caboose and
estimated the speed of the train to hwive been about 30 miles par.
hour just before the brakes were applied 1n emergency.

Engineman Day, of Train No. &5, a west-bound passenger train,
stated that about 11:39 or 11:40 a.m., his train passed through
the cut where the accadent occurred and he noticed no unusual
condition; he could not recall any slides previously in this

vicinitye.

At 7:30 a.m, on the day of the accident, Section Foreman
Owens, who has charge of the section on which the slide occurred,
looked at the side walls of the cut «s he passed through on his
motor car. On this day he was surfucing the track + mile east
of the point of accident and had placed a caution signal about
50 feet west of the road crossing, 1ndicating that men were work-
ing on the track ahcad. The first indication of anything wrong
was when he heard escaping steam and on hurrying to the scene he
discovered that the derailment was caused by a slide of rcck and
earth from the north side of the cut ncar the west end. The last
regular inspection of the cut was on December 31, and at that
time he found no cracks or loose rocks.

Division Superintendent Payne stated that he passed through
this cut on January 3, accompanied by Roadmaster licore and
several supervigors of track and section foremen, and he was
certain there wags no indication of a slide at that time. He
arrived at the scene of accident about 3:15 p.m., and after
examination he estimated that between 60 and 80 cubic yards of
soil and rock had fallen on the track, covering the north rail
to a depth of 4 or 5 feet and the scuth rail 3 or 4 feet., He
was unable to determine the cause of the slide. Roadmaster loore
sal1d there was no indication that the slide had disturbed the
track, and Track Supervisor Lawler said that in 43 years of
cservice he did not recall a previous slide in this vicinity; he
had last inspected the cut on December 27.

S8ignal Supervigsor Brown stated that the rails in this track
clear the slag ballast 1 inch, the materisl which had fallen on
the track was loose and being of high resistance 1t did not shunt
the track ~ircuit, the signal remaining clear. .

In a letter to the assistant to the chief engineer of the
Southern Railwey dated January 23, the following stabements were
made by Mr. Stewart J. Lloyd, geclogisct for Geological Survey of
Alabama.:

"The rock underlying this area and showing along the
the cut 15 escsentially o "sericitic phyllite" of Talladega
age. BSericite 15 a form of mica, and the chief charactcr—
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1s51c of a payllite 1s its property of splitting into
thin cheete like a slate, but vithout tas eveaners and
Iflat surfaces of a slete. Tae Talloadega =seriea of rocks
1s one of our very old and gucn metarorpnoced formations.
Tne phyllite here hns tne szame composition(chesical) as

a saady shale, while more cevere metamorphiem wsould have
altered 1t 1nto a a1ca scaoist.

"This rock 1s not .anccive 1n tie sease thet oranite
15, but shows pronouwinced cleavage plaones, and 18 often
folicted like the lenves of & book. In the cut 1t 1s
dipvping to the soutaeast =t an zngle of 20-35°, in
conforaity with the regional structure.!
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"The rock displacement in the cut was not a slide
in the usual sense of the word., Tae rocx cid not slide
alon;, cleavage planes 1ato the cvt, 1n a southerst
direction, but broke off slmost at right engles to the
dip. A close examination of the surfeoce left by the
Lreak showed that the rock had brokxen off somewheot
uncvenly aleng . Joint plone running parallel to the
dip. Some 1ron sulride (pyrite) and 1ts decomposition
product iron sulfate were in evidence along the surface
of the breck, as well as aluminum sulfate. Evidently
the iron sulfice occurring close to or in the joint
plane nad weathered, producing acid material which 1in
passing down tine plane during wet weatner had eaten
away tne connecting links between the block which fell,
and the rest ol the clifi. That tnare had been consider—
able circulation along this plane 1s shown by the
coating of black manganese oxiae,

"Iron sulfice occurs here and there throughout
this general series of rocks, usually not much in one
place. It weathers very rapidly wihen exposed alterngtely
to air and to meisture.

"I do not think there 1s =ny reason to expect
normel slides i1n these cuts, but the possibility of
blocks breaking off sideways as this one did, and for
siuiler reasons, cannot be dismissed. Ccrtainly tae
north side of this cut, the western half cf it at leust,
snoulca be scaled back somewhat, and cimiler cuts in
similar country, between Tgllapoosa, Georgia, and a
point some five miles west of Feflin, siaould hove thelir
northern sides careiully examined in view of similar
posaibilities "
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The Commircsion's inspectors were advised ty .[r. Tobien,
assistant to the caief enminecr, under dale of Feobrucry 8, that
work had becun cn scaling the north side of the cut,

gonclusions

This accident was cwused by earth and rock wuich had fallcen
on the track irom the side of & rocky cut throu i which the
track pazsed.

The investigation developed that about 70 cubic yards of
earth and rock became dislcdg d and fell on the track, covering
the rails to a depth varying from 3 to O feet. Taig occurred
less thaen 30 minutes prior teo the accident, feor a west-bound
train passed through the cut about 11:40 a m., and ~t thot time
the members of the crew of thot train noticed nothiing -vrone.
the 1ndications were that the traci: circuit controlling the
avtomatic block signals was not disturbed sna therefore the
engine crew rcceived no waraing of danger when passing the 1nst

signgl, while the curve and 1de hill L1m1t d the view from the
Ilremanfs side or the cab to & very short distance; apparently
the members of the ensine crew were on the alert, the fireman
callins e warning as soon as the obstruction came within his
ronge of vision, but too late to avoid the accident.

The report of a geclogist stated that this was not a slide
1n the usual sense of the word; the rock did nct slide alonj
cleavase planec but breke cff almost at right anglec to the
dip of the formation, aleong a jJoint plane running parallel to
the dip. Apparently iron sulfide occurring olose te or in
the joint plane had weathered, producing acid materinl which
1n pas*ing down the plane aurlnx wet weather hsd edton JVay
the connecting links between the vleck which fell and the
rest of the cliff. The geologist pointed out th't there was
a possibility cf cther rocks breaking oif in o similar monier,
and for the came reasons, and stated that the north side cf the
cut should be scaled back, and the Commicsion'!s representatives
werc advised that the work of gcaling back the gide cf the
cut was alrcady under way.

Regspectfully submitted,
W. J. PATTERSCH

Directcr.

.\



