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REPORT OF THE DIRECTOR OF THE BUREAU OF S A F E T Y CONCERNING AN 
A C C I D E N T ON THE V I R G I N I A N RAILWAY AT C I R T S V I L L E , W. V A . , 

ON MAY 2 2 , 1934. 

J u l y 1 6 , 1934 . 

To t h e C o m m i s s i o n : 

On May 2 2 , 1934 , t h e r e was a h e a d - e n d c o l l i s i o n "between two 
f r e i g h t t r a i n s on t h e V i r g i n i a n R a i l w a y a t C i r t s v i l l e , W. V a . , 
w h i c h r e s u l t e d i n t h e d e a t h o f 2 e m p l o y e e s a n d t h e i n j u r y of 1 
e m p l o y e e . 

L o c a t i o n and m e t h o d of o p e r a t i o n 

T h i s a c c i d e n t o c c u r r e d on t h a t p a r t o f t h e F o u r t h S u b ­
d i v i s i o n o f t h e New R i v e r D i v i s i o n w h i c h e x t e n d s b e t w e e n E l m o r e 
a n d D . B . Tower ( D e e p w a t e r ) , W. V a . , a d i s t a n c e of 6 0 . 3 m i l e s . 
I n t h e v i c i n i t y o f t h e p o i n t o f a c c i d e n t t h i s i s a s i n g l e - t r a c k 
l i n e o v e r w h i c h t r a i n s a r e o p e r a t e d by t i m e t a b l e a n d t r a i n 
o r d e r s , no f o r m o f b l o c k - s i g n a l s y s t e m b e i n g i n u s e . The p a s s i n g 
t r a c k a t C i r t s v i l l e i s 3 , 7 2 2 f e e t i n l e n g t h , p a r a l l e l i n g t h o main 
t r a c k on t h e n o r t h , a n d t h e a c c i d e n t o c c u r r e d a t a p o i n t 
a p p r o x i m a t e l y 1 , 4 4 6 f e e t e a s t o f t h e e a s t s w i t c h o f t h i s p a s s i n g 
t r a c k . A p p r o a c h i n g t h e p o i n t o f a c c i d e n t f r o m t h e w e s t , t h e r e 
i s a s e r i e s o f s h o r t c u r v e s a n d t a n g e n t s , f o l l o w e d by a 7 ° c u r v e 
t o t h e r i g h t 992 f e e t i n l e n g t h , t a n g e n t t r a c k f o r a d i s t a n c e 
of 577 f e e t , a n d a compound c u r v e t o t h e l e f t 1 , 8 4 5 f e e t i n 
l e n g t h , t h e c u r v a t u r e v a r y i n g f r o m 2 ° 5 6 ' t o 4 ° 4 8 ' , t h e a c ­
c i d e n t o c c u r r i n g on t h i s compound c u r v e a t a p o i n t a b o u t 641 
f e e t f r o m i t s w e s t e r n end where t h e c u r v a t u r e i s 3 ° 2 5 ' . A p ­
p r o a c h i n g f r o m t h e e a s t , t h e t r a c k i s t a n g e n t f o r 582 f e e t 
f o l l o w e d by t h e compound c u r v e on w h i c h t h e a c c i d e n t o c c u r r e d . 
The g r a d e f o r e a s t b o u n d t r a i n s i s a s c e n d i n g , i t b e i n g 1 . 4 9 p e r c e n t 
a t t h e p o i n t o f a c c i d e n t . 

I n t h e v i c i n i t y o f t h e p o i n t of a c c i d e n t t h e t r a c k i s l a i d 
on a l ow f i l l 600 f e e t i n l e n g t h a n d t h e a c c i d e n t o c c u r r e d a t a 
p o i n t 130 f e e t f r o m i t s e a s t e r n end; i m m e d i a t e l y w e s t o f t h e f i l l , 
t h e t r a c k r u n s t h r o u g h a c u t 250 f e e t i n l e n g t h , t h e b a n k s o f 
w h i c h r i s e t o a maximum h e i g h t of a b o u t 20 f e e t a b o v e t h e t r a c k , 
r e s t r i c t i n g t h e v i e w h a d by t h e eng ineman o f a n e a s t b o u n d t r a i n 
a p p r o a c h i n g t h e p o i n t of a c c i d e n t t o l e s s t h a n 300 f e e t . E a s t o f 
t h e f i l l t h e r e i s a c u t 350 f e e t i n l e n g t h , a n d due t o t h e 
c u r v a t u r e a n d t h e b a n k s o f t h i s c u t t h e e n g i n e m a n o f a w e s t b o u n d 
t r a i n c o u l d no t s e e t h e p o i n t o f a c c i d e n t a t a d i s t a n c e of more 
t h a n 600 f e e t . 
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West passing track switch 

'» D.B.Tower, W.Va. 8.2 mi. 
Page 17« 7 oi • * Pax 3.0 mi. Cirtsville Jfi Point of accident 

5 .5 mi. '» Harper 

24.1 mi. 
f Gulf Junction 1.8 ni. Elmore, W.Va. 

East passing track switch 

Point of accident 

3,722 ft. 
7°3S' CC 738 ft. 

303 ft. 

1,446 ft. 

2°56;' to 4°4S' 1,845 ft. 
Inv. No. 1914 Virginian Railway Cirtsville, W.Va, M-gr 22, 1934. 
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Engines 732 and 718 were badly damaged but remained upright; 
engine 722 was partially derailed. Fourteen cars in Extra 718 
were derailed and badly damaged, these cars being the first to 
third, inclusive, the eleventh to fifteenth, inclusive, and the 
forty-sixth to fiftieth cars, inclusive. The first four cars 
in Extra 732 were derailed and damaged. The engineman and head 
brakeman of Extra 718 were killed and the fireman of Extra 718 
was injured, 

Summary of evidence 

Fireman Steele, of Extra 718, stated that he understood the 
order received at Oak Hill Junction directing them to meet Extra 
718 at Harper. On arrival at Pax, Conductor Gott left the engine, 
went to the telegraph office, and returned with an order folded 
as the operator would have delivered it. The conductor handed the 
order to him from the ground without saying anything, and al­
though Fireman Steele read the order yet it was firmly fixed in 
his mind that they were to meet Extra 722 at Harper and he thought 
that this was a middle order; a clearance card accompanied the 
order but he did not remember the order number indicated thereon. 
He then handed the order to the engineman but did not remember 
whether or not he said anything about the order and did not see 
the engineman read it. In a later statement, however, he said 
that possibly he remarked to the engineman that it was a middle 
order and that the engineman proceeded without reading it. It 
is customary for the last member of the crew who reads the order 
to put it m his pocket and when the brakeman boarded the engine 
and asked for the order the fireman referred him to the engineman; 
the brakeman then walked over to the engineman and was still 
standing there when the accident occurred, although Fireman Steele 
did not know whether the brakeman saw the order. Before leaving 
Pax there had been some conversation relative to the meet with 
Extra 722 in connection with picking up cars at Harper, the brake-
man remarking that the cars could not be picked up at that point 
until Extra 722 arrived. Fireman Steele stated that both the 
engineman and the brakeman had the same understanding of the order 
that he had, and no mention was made of the meet at Cirtsville 
instead of at Harper. Fireman Steele first saw the approaching 
train when it was about 8 car lengths distant and he estimated 
the speed of his train at that time to have been between 15 and 20 
miles per hour; he shouted a warning to the engineman and jumped 
off. 

Conductor Gott, of Extra 718, stated that on reading the 
order received at Pax, he remarked to the operator "Meet at Cirts­
ville instead of Harper." He then delivered the order to the 
fireman on engine 718, which was standing near the station, but 
did not have any conversation either with the fireman or with the 
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e n g i n e m a n r e l a t i v e t o t h e o r d e r . O a r s were p i c k e d up a n d a s t h e 
t r a m p u l l e d by he l o o k e d i t o v e r and b o a r d e d t h e c a b o o s e , a f t e r 
w h i c h he r e a d and c h e c k e d h i s c o p y of o r d e r 48 w i t h Brakeman 
J o h n s o n . When t h e c a b o o s e was w i t h i n 30 t o 40 c a r l e n g t h s o f 
t h e wes t s w i t c h a t C i r t s v i l l e t h e t r a i n was t r a v e l i n g a t a s p e e d 
o f a b o u t 10 m i l e s p e r h o u r . The s p e e d t h e n i n c r e a s e d and he 
r e m a r k e d t o t h e brakeman t h a t E x t r a 723 must be i n t o c l e a r a n d 
t h e y b o t h went out t o t h e r e a r p l a t f o r m o f t h e c a b o o s e , b u t a s 
t h e y a p p r o a c h e d t h e wes t s w i t c h n o t h i n g c o u l d be s e e n o f a t r a i n 
on t h e s i d i n g . A f t e r p r o c e e d i n g about 20 c a r l e n g t h s f a r t h e r 
C o n d u c t o r G o t t r e m a r k e d t o t h e brakeman t h a t p r o b a b l y E x t r a 732 
was a l i g h t e n g i n e a n d h a d r e m a i n e d a t t h e e a s t end of t h e s i d i n g ; 
but a b o u t t h a t t i m e t h e b r a k e s were a p p l i e d i n e m e r g e n c y , t h e 
s p e e d of t h e i r t r a i n t h e n b e i n g a b o u t 15 m i l e s p e r h o u r . C o n ­
d u c t o r G o t t s t a t e d t h a t t h e e n g i n e m e n o f t h e h e l p e r e n g i n e s were 
a l e r t , a n d t h a t he saw t h e e n g i n e m a n o f t h e s e c o n d h e l p e r e n g i n e 
s i g n a l t o t h e eng ineman a h e a d t o h a v e t h e f i r e m a n l o o k f o r a t r a i n 
on t h e p a s s i n g t r a c k . C o n d u c t o r G o t t f u r t h e r s t a t e d t h a t on 
l e a v i n g P a g e t h e a i r b r a k e s were w o r k i n g on a l l o f t h e c a r s 
w i t h t h e e x c e p t i o n of one h o p p e r c a r , t h a t t h e b r a k e s were t e s t e d 
en r o u t e a t p o i n t s where c a r s were p i c k e d u p , a n d t h a t on l e a v i n g 
P a g e t h e g a u g e i n t h e c a b o o s e showed a p r e s s u r e b e t w e e n 70 a n d 75 
pounds a n d t h e same p r e s s u r e was shown on l e a v i n g P a x . The s t a t e ­
ments o f F l a g m a n J o h n s o n p r a c t i c a l l y c o r r o b o r a t e d t h o s e o f t h e 
c o n d u c t o r ; he f u r t h e r s t a t e d t h a t due t o t h e c u r v e he was u n a b l e 
t o s e e a l o n g t h e p a s s i n g t r a c k f o r a d i s t a n c e of more t h a n 10 c a r 
l e n g t h s . 

E n g i n e m a n H a r t , o f t h e l e a d h e l p e r e n g i n e , s t a t e d t h a t he 
r e c e i v e d c o p i e s o f t h e o r d e r s a n d u n d e r s t o o d t h a t t h e meet w i t h 
E x t r a 722 h a d b e e n c h a n g e d f r o m H a r p e r t o C i r t s v i l l e . As t h e y 
a p p r o a c h e d t h e m e e t i n g p o i n t he e a s e d o f f on t h e t h r o t t l e a n d went 
o v e r t o t h e f i r e m a n ' s s i d e o f t h e c a b t o r e g i s t e r w i t h t h e e x t r a 
t r a i n b u t d i d no t s e e i t . He r e t u r n e d t o h i s s e a t box and h a d 
j u s t c l o s e d t h e t h r o t t l e when t h e a i r b r a k e s were a p p l i e d i n 
e m e r g e n c y . The s p e e d of t h e t r a i n was b e t w e e n 12 a n d 15 m i l e s 
p e r h o u r a t t h e t i m e o f t h e a c c i d e n t a n d he t h o u g h t t h e t r a i n 
t r a v e l e d a d i s t a n c e o f a b o u t 10 c a r l e n g t h s a f t e r t h e b r a k e s were 
a p p l i e d . The r e a r end of t h e t r a i n s t o p p e d i n t h e v i c i n i t y o f a 
r o a d c r o s s i n g w h i c h i s l o c a t e d a b o u t 1 ,447 f e e t e a s t o f t h e west 
s w i t c h . 

F i r e m a n Bohon , o f t h e l e a d h e l p e r e n g i n e , s t a t e d t h a t a f t e r 
t h e a c c i d e n t when he went t o t h e h e a d end o f t h e t r a i n , E n g i n e m a n 
G i l k e r s o n , who was f a t a l l y i n j u r e d , a s k e d hirn t o l o o k f o r t h e 
o r d e r t h e eng ineman r e c e i v e d a t P a x . F i r e m a n Bohon f o u n d a c o p y 
o f t r a i n o r d e r 48 i n t h e e n g i n e m a n ' s p o c k e t , showed i t t o h i m , 
and t h e n r e p l a c e d i t i n h i s p o c k e t , b u t n e i t h e r of them made any 
comment a b o u t t h e o r d e r . 
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E n g i n e m a n F r a z i e r , o f t h e s e c o n d h e l p e r e n g i n e , s t a t e d t h a t 
a s t h e s p e e d i n c r e a s e d on t h e l e v e l t r a c k n e a r t h e s i d i n g he 
e a s e d o f f on t h e t h r o t t l e a n d he t o l d h i s f i r e m a n t o l o o k f o r t h e 
o p p o s i n g t r a i n , and he a l s o s o u n d e d a w h i s t l e s i g n a l t o t h e 
e n g i n e m a n o f t h e l e a d h e l p e r e n g i n e . F i r e m a n W h i t e s t a t e d t h a t 
when he f a i l e d t o s e e t h e e x p e c t e d t r a i n E n g i n e m a n F r a z i e r 
s u g g e s t e d t h a t p o s s i b l y E x t r a 722 h a s s t o p p e d e a s t of t h e r o a d 
c r o s s i n g , but j u s t a s t h e l e a d h e l p e r e n g i n e r e a c h e d t h e r o a d 
c r o s s i n g t h e a i r b r a k e s were a p p l i e d i n e m e r g e n c y . 

E n g i n e m a n L a w s o n , o f E x t r a 722 , s t a t e d t h a t a p p r o a c h i n g 
O i r t s v i l l e he was r e d u c i n g t h e s p e e d o f h i s t r a i n f o r t h e p u r p o s e 
of e n t e r i n g t h e p a s s i n g t r a c k . Due t o t h e b a n k s o f t h e c u t he 
was u n a b l e t o s e e a h e a d t o a n y e x t e n t b u t he d i d s e e smoke a n d a t 
t h a t t i m e t h o u g h t t h e e a s t b o u n d t r a i n was a t t h e p a s s i n g t r a c k 
s w i t c h . He f i r s t saw i t when i t was a b o u t 5 or 6 c a r l e n g t h s 
d i s t a n t , s o u n d e d t h e w h i s t l e , moved t h e b r a k e - v a l v e h a n d l e t o t h e 
e m e r g e n c y p o s i t i o n , and j u m p e d o f f ; t h e s p e e d of h i s t r a i n a t t h e 
t i m e o f t h e a c c i d e n t was a b o u t S or 8 m i l e s p e r h o u r . 

F i r e m a n G e n t r y a n d H e a d Brakeman M c K i n n e y , o f E x t r a 722 , 
s t a t e d t h a t when t h e eng ineman a p p l i e d t h e b r a k e s i n e m e r g e n c y a n d 
s o u n d e d t h e w h i s t l e t h e y went o v e r t o t h e r i g h t s i d e o f t h e c a b 
and saw t h e a p p r o a c h i n g t r a i n , f r o m one c a r l e n g t h t o a n e n g i n e 
l e n g t h d i s t a n t ; due t o t h e c u r v e t h e y h a d b e e n u n a b l e t o s e e t h e 
a p p r o a c h i n g t r a i n f r o m t h e l e f t s i d e of t h e e n g i n e . 

A g e n t - O p e r a t o r Thompson, on d u t y a t P a x , s t a t e d t h a t when he 
g a v e C o n d u c t o r G o t t t h e w a y b i l l s he a l s o g a v e him a c o p y o f t r a i n 
o r d e r 48 f o r d e l i v e r y t o t h e h e a d end o f t h e t r a i n , b u t he d i d 
not remember w h e t h e r or n o t he c a l l e d t h e c o n d u c t o r ' s a t t e n t i o n 
t o t h e o r d e r , a l t h o u g h i t i s h i s c u s t o m t o do s o . C o p i e s of t h i s 
o r d e r were d e l i v e r e d t o t h e h e l p e r e n g i n e s a n d t h e c a b o o s e , by 
h o o p , a s t h e t r a i n p a s s e d t h e s t a t i o n . T h i s was t h e o n l y o r d e r 
d e l i v e r e d t o t h i s t r a i n a t P a x . 

D i v i s i o n C l a i m A g e n t G o o d w i n s t a t e d t h a t on t h e m o r n i n g 
f o l l o w i n g t h e a c c i d e n t he went t o t h e h o s p i t a l a t B e c k l e y , W. V a . , 
t o s e e E n g i n e m a n G i l k e r s o n , o f 3 x t r a 718 . H i s t r a i n o r d e r s , 
w h i c h h a d been g i v e n t o t h e d o c t o r f o r s a f e - k e e p i n g , were b r o u g h t 
out a n d t h e eng ineman p i c k e d o u t t h e o r d e r he r e c e i v e d a t P a x , 
r e a d i t , a n d h a n d e d i t t o t h e a g e n t , s a y i n g "We a l l r e a d i t f o r a 
m i d d l e o r d e r ; d o n ' t g u e s s t h e y w i l l l e t me work f o r them a n y m o r e . 11 

A g e n t Goodwin made a copy o f a l l t h e o r d e r s , w h i c h i n c l u d e d o r d e r 
4 8 , d i r e c t i n g E x t r a 718 e a s t t o meet E x t r a 722 wes t a t O i r t s v i l l e 
i n s t e a d o f H a r p e r , t o g e t h e r w i t h t h e c l e a r a n c e c a r d i s s u e d by 
O p e r a t o r Thompson a t P a x t o E x t r a 718, r e f e r r i n g t o o r d e r 48 on 
f o r m 1 9 . 



- 7 -

C o n e l u s i o n s 

T h i s a c c i d e n t was c a u s e d by f a i l u r e t o obey a meet o r d e r . 

Under t h e p r o v i s i o n s o f t r a i n o r d e r 4 8 , E x t r a 718 was r e ­
q u i r e d t o s t o p c l e a r of t h e e a s t s w i t c h o f t h e p a s s i n g t r a c k a t 
C i r t s v i l l e and a w a i t t h e a r r i v a l o f E x t r a 7 3 2 . The m e e t i n g 
p o i n t w i t h E x t r a 722 f i r s t h a d b e e n f i x e d a t H a r p e r by t r a i n 
o r d e r 4 5 , but a t P a x , t r a i n o r d e r 48 was r e c e i v e d c h a n g i n g t h e meet 
t o C i r t s v i l l e . The c o n d u c t o r d e l i v e r e d t h e o r d e r t o t h e f i r e m a n 
but h a d no u n d e r s t a n d i n g e i t h e r w i t h him or w i t h t h e eng ineman 
a s t o t h e c o n t e n t s o f t h i s o r d e r , w h i c h r e s t r i c t e d t h e r i g h t s o f 
t h e i r t r a i n . The f i r e m a n r e a d i t and t h e n h a n d e d i t t o t h e 
e n g i n e m a n , and i t i s a p p a r e n t t h a t b o t h t h e e n g i n e m a n and f i r e m a n 
m i s r e a d t h e o r d e r a n d e r r o n e o u s l y assumed t h a t i t was a m i d d l e 
o r d e r and t h a t t h e m e e t i n g p o i n t a t H a r p e r was u n c h a n g e d . I t i s 
t h e p r a c t i c e on t h i s r a i l w a y t o a l l o w t h e u s e o f o r d e r s on form 19 
when r e s t r i c t i n g t h e r i g h t s o f a s u p e r i o r t r a i n ; when s u c h a 
p r a c t i c e i s i n e f f e c t , h o w e v e r , c a r e must be t a k e n t o g u a r d a g a i n s t 
m i s t a k e s w h i c h e x p e r i e n c e h a s shown may a r i s e u n d e r t h e t r a i n -
o r d e r method o f o p e r a t i o n . I n t h i s p a r t i c u l a r c a s e t h e o r d e r 
c h a n g e d t h e m e e t i n g p o i n t and was t h e most i m p o r t a n t o r d e r t h e 
crew h a d r e c e i v e d , y e t t h e c o n d u c t o r f i r s t a n d t h e n t h e f i r e m a n 
and e n g i n e m a n p a s s e d i t a r o u n d w i t h o u t m a k i n g s u r e t h a t i t was 
c o r r e c t l y r e a d a n d u n d e r s t o o d . 

D u r i n g t h e 3 0 - d a y p e r i o d p r i o r t o t h e a c c i d e n t t h e r e was a n 
a v e r a g e d a i l y t r a i n movement on t h i s s u b - d i v i s i o n o f 13 t r a m s , 
b o t h d i r e c t i o n s i n c l u d e d , and i t i s a l s o t o be n o t e d t h a t t h e 
B u r e a u o f S a f e t y i n v e s t i g a t e d a h e a d - e n d c o l l i s i o n on a n o t h e r 
p o r t i o n o f t h i s d i v i s i o n a t R o c k , W. V a . , on O c t o b e r 8 , 1925 , 
w h i c h a c c i d e n t was c a u s e d by a work e x t r a m o v i n g a g a i n s t a n o p p o s ­
i n g t r a i n on t h e m a i n t r a c k w i t h o u t f l a g p r o t e c t i o n ; a head—end 
c o l l i s i o n a t R o c k on O c t o b e r 6 , 1926 , due t o a d i s p a t c h e r 
a u t h o r i z i n g a l i n e r e p a i r m o t o r c a r t o p r o c e e d , h a v i n g f o r g o t t e n 
a n o p p o s i n g t r a i n , and a h e a d - e n d c o l l i s i o n n e a r I n g l e s i d e , W. V a . , 
on May 2 4 , 1927 , c a u s e d by f a i l u r e t o obey a meet o r d e r ; t h o s e 
t h r e e a c c i d e n t s , a d d e d t o t h e one here i n q u e s t i o n , c a u s e d t h e 
d e a t h of 9 e m p l o y e e s , and t h e i n j u r y o f 36 e m p l o y e e s , p a s s e n g e r s 
and o t h e r s . T h i s l i n e h a s many c u r v e s a n d c u t s , where t h e v i e w 
i s v e r y l i m i t e d , w i t h g r a d e s r e q u i r i n g h e l p e r e n g i n e s e r v i c e , a n d 
o p e r a t e s t r a i n s of u n u s u a l l y h e a v y t o n n a g e ; t h e c a r r i e r s h o u l d 
g i v e c o n s i d e r a t i o n t o t h e q u e s t i o n of p r o v i d i n g t h e g r e a t e r s a f e t y 
i n t r a m o p e r a t i o n w h i c h w o u l d be a f f o r d e d by some f o r m of b l o c k -
s i g n a l s y s t e m . 

R e s p e c t f u l l y s u b m i t t e d , 

W. J . PATTERSON, 

D i r e c t o r . 


