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INTERSTATE COMMERCE OOI MISSION 

REPORT OF THE DIRECTOR OF THE BUREAU OF SAFETY IN HE 
IFVFSTIGATION OF AN ACCIDENT WHICH OCCURRED 0!T THE 
ATLANTIC COAST LINE RAILROAD AT BUFFALO BLUFF, FLA., 

OF OCTOB^ 11, 1931. 

December 3, 1931. 

To the Commission: 

On October 11, 1931, there was a derailment of a 
freight train on the Atlantic Coast Line Railroad at 
Buffalo Bluff, Fla., which resulted in the death of one 
employee. 

Location and method of operation 

This accident occurred on the Jacksonville District 
of the Third Division, extending between Sanford and 
Jacksonville, Fla., a distance of 124.3 miles; this is a 
single-track line over w m c h trains are operated by tire-
table, train orders, and an automatic block-signal system. 
The accident occurred at the south end of the draw span 
of Buffalo Bluff drawbridge over St. Johns River, 
approaching thiB point from the south the track is tangent 
for a distance of about 5 miles. The grade is generally 
descending for northbound trains, varying from 0.65 to 
1.26 per cent between Satsuma and Buffalo Bluff for a 
distance of about l-g- miles, then it is slightly undulat
ing for a distance of about 1$ miles to the drawbridge, 
being 0.06 per cent ascending for the last 1,850 feet 
to the draw span. 

The drawbridge is a bent frame structure, with a 
ballast deck and a steel draw span of the pivot type; 
the total length of the trestle and span is 1,036 feet, 
the span being 328 fe^t in length and the southern trestle 
approach thereto being 598 feet m length. The river 
flows under the bridge from west to east and the channel 
is about 40 feet in depth, the draw span being about 15 
feet above the water. The bridge operator's tower is 
located on the east side of the draw span, at the center 
of the span. There is a marine lamp on the draw span 
that displays a red indication to an approaching train 
when the draw ie open. 
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A smasn board signal, mechanically operated bv the 
bridge tender, is located 538 feet south of the end of the 
trestle off which the tram plunged, a disk of red reflex 
bvttons is attached to the arm of the smash board, these 
buttons casting a red reflection when che rays from the 
headlight of an approaonmg er.fine emne upon them. 

The interlocking and automatic signals involved are 
of the color-lignt type, approach-lighted. The home 
signal governing northbound movements oi'er the bridge 
is located 10 feet south of the smash board signal, or 
60G feet south of the end o" the trestle off whien the 
t r a m plunged, it nas two panels, the top panel disr)laving 
three indications, whale a fixed red light is displayed 
by the bottom panel. A clear indication, green, ic 
displayed on the top pan^l when the draw is closed and 
the track in advance is unoccupied, the draw span cen 
not be opened unless a stop indication is displaced by 
the home signal and the smash board extended horizontally 
m position to be struck by the engmeman's cab 11 m e 
event the t r a m runs r it Automatic block sipnaJ 7048 
is located 5,081 fe^t soutn of the home signal and 
displays three indications, while signal 7058 is located 
5,922 feet south of cimal 704C. 

The interlocking at Buffalo Bluff drawbridge le 
of the electro-mechanical type. In order to open the 
draw, with no t r a m approaching, the bridge operator must 
first set tne home signal at stop and plgce the gnash 
board m extended posi uion, aft-^r wnich he lay release 
the rail locks and wedgcswnicn ar^ used to sec w^e the 
draw m closed nopition Tuc circuits are P O arranged1 

that the lever f control 1mg the rail locks and Fi! 0ec can 
not be operated to pern it the opening of the draw aft-r 
a t r a m has •passed automatic block signal 7058 :hout 
operating a time-relea.se, wnich requires about two 
minutes to function. 

The spe^d of trains handling perislables, such as 
was involved m this instance, is limited to 45 "iiles 
per hour between JeckscvilLe and Sanford, whil~ w c r 
drawbridges the speed of alt t r a m s is 1 unite 1 to 30 
mi]es per hour. 

The weather was cZear at the time of the accident, 
which occurred abo^t 2.57 a.m. 

http://time-relea.se
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Descriptioii 

Northbound freight t r a m extra 1657 consisted of 
25 loaded cais, 6 cgpty ca-'s, and a caboose,hauled by 
engine 1657, and was m charge of Conductor Torrible 
and Engineman Torrer.cc. This t r a m passed De-Land, the 
last open office, approximately 46.7 niles south of 
Buffalo Bluff drax^bridge, at 1.54 a.m., according to the 
t r a m sheet, passed signal 7050, which was displaying 
a clear indication, passed signal 704G, which was dis
playing an approach indication, passed the home signal, 
which was displaying a stop indication, struck ana1 broke 
the smash board signal, and then plunged off the bridge 
at the open draw while traveling at a speed which, it 
was estimated, had been reduced froni about 40 or 45 
miles per nour to from 15 to 35 miles per hour. 

Engine 1657, its tender, and the first four care 
went off the bridge and were submerged, while the rest 
of the cars m the t r a m stopped on the track. The 
employee killed was bhe engmeman. 

Summary of evidence 

Fireman Williams stated that tne t r a m was travelmg 
at a speed of about 35 or 40 miles per hour on pas°mg 
over the top of SatBuma hill and that the engmeman eased 
off and worked a light throttle all the way down the 
grade. Signal 7058 was displaying a green indication; 
after passing that signal he heard Brakeman Thomas call 
"yellow" for the indication of signal 7048, at which time 
the speed of the t r a m was 35 or 40 miles per hour, "che 
fireman went over behind the engmeman, looked ahead 
out of the front window, and then also called "yellow 
board", saying that tne engmeman made no reply, but orly 
looked across tne cab toward the brakeman. Just as 
they passed signal 7048 the engmeman made a lignt break-
pipe reduction, how much air being dra^n off the fireman 
could not say, but judging from the oxa.aust it was not 
much. Owing to the speed and the fact that the t r a m 
was going down hill the brakes did not seem to hold very 
well, although the fireman felt that the t r a m would get 
stopped for the home signal, which was displaying a stop 
indication. Fireman Williams said that both ho and tho 
brakeman called "red board" for the indication of the 
home signal and that the engmeman looked ahead, having 
hold of the sander wheel with one hand and the brake 
valve with the other. About half way between signal 
7048 and the home signal the engmeman made another breke-
pipe reduction, and while the fireman could not say how 
much air was drawn off on this occasion, ho did say that 
it was more than was drawn off for the first redaction, 
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as he could tell "by the exhaust, cs a result of this letter 
reduction the brakes took hold gradually and held pretty 
well. On nearing the home signal the fireman was standing 
on the steps on the left side of the engine, the brakeran 
already having jumped, and the fireman S c i d that the 
engmeman, who was still sitting on the seat box, looked 
across and said "you had better look out". The fireman 
then jumped off, about opnosite the smash board, at which 
time he estimated the speed to have been between 15 anc 
20 miles per hour. Fireman Williams did not see the 
engineman make any attempt to get off, nor did he know 
whether the engineman continued to work steam while apply
ing the air brakes, but he said that at no time did the 
engmeman apply the air brakes in emergency, the engine 
W S E not reversed, and he did not know for sure whether 
the engineman opened th« senders, but he thought that they 
were opened. Fireman Williams further stated that he did 
not think the air brakes were handled as they should have 
been, saying that Engmeman Torrence approached about 
four or five telegraph-pole lengths nearer the drawbridge 
than other enginemsn do before applying the air brakes, 
and he also said that every signal en route ras called 
until signal 7048 was reached, this being the first 
signal, to his memory, that the engmeman did not call 
back. The engmeman was awake, and, in the opinion of the 
fireman, in normal condition throurhout the entire trip. 

Head Brakenen Thomas gave testimony similar to that of 
Fireman Williams, except that he thought the speed was 
about 45 miles per hour when passing sifnal 7048. He did 
not know ho" much the speed of the train ^as reduced by 
the second reduction, e&ying that he stood on the entire 
steps at the tine and Ba^ fire flying from the "heels, 
and that he jumped on reaching a point about t^o or three 
telegraph-pole lengths south of the home signal. Brake-
man Thomas did not know whether the engmeman opened the 
senders just prior to the accident, saying that the last 
time he looked, the engineman was sitting on the seat 
box, with his hand on the brake valve. The engmeman 
^as awake, apparently normal and on the r.lert at the time 
both reductions ^ere made, and the reason the brakeman 
was afraid vfa&n jpassmg signal 7040 fas because the engine-
man did not befits braking- soon enough, saying that other 
engmemen UBU&lly start braking before the signal is 
reached, after steadying their train by means of the air 
brajees Then they come O V T Satsuma hill, pnd then drifting 
d o m toward the signal. Brakeman Thomas inspected the 
titain following the accident, about daylight or a little 

« 
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afterrards, and at th&t time th" brake? ^ r e still applied. 

Conductor T o m b l e etatpd that the air brakes in 
lis train uoie tested by two car inspectors before depart
ing from the yard at Sanford, also that ne conversed n t h 
Engineman Torrence at Sanford and that the engi leman 
appeared to b e perfectly normal. At Orange City Junction, 
located 51.8 milee south of Buffalo Bluff drawbridge, 
18 empty cdi's next to the enrine were sat out, the 
conductor then looked over about 15 car? in tne t r a m on 
his way back toward th» caboose, and noticed tnat the 
pistons were out on these care, and. he had reac^d a p o m t 
about three car-length? fror iha caboose when the entire 
recoupled to tho tram, whereupon he heard tne brakes 
releaae, K e then ^ot on the caboose an^ noticed tiat the 
air gauge registered a brake-pipe pr ° sFure of between 
50 and'60 pounds. After leaving Orange City Junction tne 

air brakes wer^ applied %t D^La^d, 5.1 miles norti., m 
order to pick up a t r a m order, and tne ga.uge registered 
about 60 pounds pressure before this application was 
niade, the brakes took proper effect and the spe-^d was 
r e d u c e d from about 40 miles p°r hour to between 30 
and 30 miles ocr hour. Conduc or Terrible s^id tnere waF 
only a liutle variation in the epe^d after leaving DeLand, 
and at no ti J3 d i d he coieider it execsnye; it w^s the 
hig-.rst going down tln= hills at Pmrson, locate ̂  13.1 
miles north of DeLand, and again at Satsuma, and he 
estimated, n to have be^n bat^-p n 35 and 45 mil^s orr hour 
between Satsuma, and signal 7048. The first reaction the 
conductor noticed was after or while the caboose ^ a s pass
ing signal 7048, at which tine thm3 caboose gauge slowed 
that bet^en 15 and 20 po1 nds wrt drawn off, and ho could 
feol the bralces holding; lie d i d not observe what p-esrure 
was registered on T U gauge prior to this redaction, but 
said it had not exceede^ 62 pounds at any ti ie ajt^r 
passing DeLfnd. Ccnouctor Terrible d id not notice a. 
second redaction, nor any <",w urgency application, s^mng 
that the caboose dad not c o m to a pudden stoo ana m a t he 
was unaware of anyt"-mr* "lc^g urttl ha eta,rted ahoa " ard 
learned about tho accident from, Bra l reman Thomas. Coiductor 
Terrible said that oi a ho ie si£ "~1 then ^aa disiala n r r a 
stop indication, both top " i 1 bottom panels "msDl^vr. n rod 
lights, and that the s1 esn bo~rd signal was broken, but 
that he had not observed signal indications ah-vd of his 
t r a m prior to the accident. Conductor ToriiDlo furtner 
stated that although pressures of 70 and 90 pounds are 
usually carried on the tram, ho could not aceomt ^or 
the caJbooBe g-^ge only registering oO pounds pressure. 
TTiien the air orakes war? applied, m the vicmitv of sifnal 
7048, however, they worked off actively, seeming to nold 
about as Tfoll as usual. Conductor Terrible inspected the 
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train about 30 ramutee after the occurrence of the acci
dent and the pistons were th^n out on all of the aaXs, 
no excessive piston tra,vel being observed. 

Flagman Stephenson estimated the speed to have been 
about 40 or 45 miles per hour when north of Satsuma and 
located the caboose as being from 10 to 15 car-lengths 
north of signal 7048 when the air brakes were apolied, say
ing that he d.id not feel a second reduction. H e did 
not observe the gauge in the caboose but said that the 
air brakes had been tested ?nd appeared to work properly 
en route. 

Bridge Tender Sweat, at Buffalo Bluff drawbridge, 
stated that when a tram is coming, or is due within 
five minutes, attne tine a boat whistles for the draw, 
it is his practice to give the train preference, but he 
said that under government navigation rules the boat 
must not be delayed over 10 minutes. In this instance, 
the boat whistled for the draw about 2.38 a.a., where
upon he opened it, and the boat passed through at 3.55 
a.m. Bridge Tender Sweat first noticed the approach of 
extra 1657 when it was about 3 miles away, but lie did 
not definitely realize that an accident was imminent urtij 
the t r a m passed the home signal, Baying that the nead-
light blinded h m , he then stopped the operation of the 
draw, which was about t wo-thirds closed when the engine 
end cars plunged off the bridge at the open draw at a 
speed of about 35 miles per hour. Bridge Tender Sweat 
seid that all the marine lamps on the open draw were 
burning, and that the lamp on top of the draw, located 
about 35 to 40 feot above the track, was burning and dis
playing a red indication to the approaching tram. 

Oar Inspectors Williams and Raburn stated that the -
air brakes on extra 1657 nere tested before the t r a m de
parted from Sanford and operated properly 

Roundhouse Foreman Benson arrived at the scene of 
the accident b" automobile about 7.45 a.m., October 11, 
in company ^ith Trainmaster Jones and Roadmaster Turner. 
While walking alongside the train Mr. Benson paid particu
lar attention to whether or not sand had been used in 
stopping extra 1657, but saw no such indication. About 
10.15 a.m. the remaining cars wore pulled back to Satsuma, 
where in engine was placed on the rear end and the air 



- 7 -

brakes then applied, making a 15-pound, reduction, and m 
company "ith Road Foreman of Engines Shelly and White, 
Conductor Tornblo and Wreckmaster Tew, the air brakes 
were inspected and found to be operating properly. This 
engine nae then uncoupled end another engine ^as placec? 
on the ncad end of the t r a m and a test made of 
the sir brakes, using the same train line pressure, 70 
pounds, which test again disclosed that the brakes 
were operating properly Lat^r on, the cars were handled 
from Satsuma to Buffalo Bluff drawbridge and another 
test was made of the air brakes; a speed of about 30 
miles per hour was attained and about a 13-pound applica
tion was made right at signal 7048, th^ brakes working 
properly and bringing the spomd of the t r a m down to 
about 7 miles per hour, whereupon they wore released, 
when it w a s obvious that the t r a m could have been 
brought to a stop at least 450 feet south of the home 
signal. Road Foreman of Engines Shelly stated that under 
the rules, Engineman Torrence should have arraroached the 
home signal prepared to stop, and that in order to have 
done so the engmeman should have begun to brake as soon 
as signal 7048 was observed to be displaying an approach 
indication, so he could have had the tram under con
trol on passing signal 7048 and tlmn have kept it under 
control prepared to stop before the home signal was reach
ed. 

T3sts of the signal apparatus involved made after 
the accident by Signal Engineer Adams and Signal Maintain-
er Rollison, disclosed it to be functioning properly. 

The body of Engmeman Torrence w 5 8 found on the 
evening of October 12 and after the performance of an 
autopsy an inquest was held and a verdict returned to the 
effect that Engineman Torrence died from heart failure 
before his t r a m ran into the river; it is understood 
also that there war no water found in the lungs. 

Conclusions 

This accident was caused by failure to obey signal 
indications. 

The evidence is clear that the automatic and inter
locking signals wore displaying the proper indications 
when extra 1657 approached the open drawbridge, and the 
statements of tho fireman and the head brakeman were to 
the effect that the indications were clearly visible and 
that Engineman Torrence was conscious and had apoeared 
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up to that tine to he in normal condition, in fact, the 
fireman said that the enginaman spoke to him PJI& told hira 
to got off, this conversation having taken place when 
the engine was nearmg the home signp.l. It is also 
to be noted that up to this time the only unusual conditior 
noticed by eixher the fireman or the head brakoman TOE 
the fact that Engmeman Toruence did not begin bralcmg 
at the custo.iary point. The subscau^nt examination of 
the body of Engmeman Torrence, hovrevcr, indicated that 
ho TOR dead ""hen hie engine went into the welter, due to 
heart failure, and under these circumstances it is a 
oucfition whether he not so afflicted at the time 
hie t r a m was closely approaching the drawbridge as to 
account for his failure to take the necessary steps 
to bring it to a stop. It is entirely a matter of con
jecture ar to exactly when Engmeman Torrence first 
began to lose control of his faculties due to tho trouble 
which subsequently resulted m his death. 

Engmeman Torrence was born on July 7, 1966, he 
entered the service of this railroad as engmeman on 
December 24, 1913. At the time of tho accident the 
entire crew had bacn on duty about 2-| hours, nrior to 
which they had been off duty for 22 hours and 40 minutes 
or more. 

Respectfully submitted, 

W. P. BORLAND, 
Director. 


