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REPORT OF TH! Dl^CTOR OF THE BUREAU OF SAFETY IN RE 
INVESTIGATION OF AN ACCIDENT WHICH OCCURRED ON THE 
NORFOLK & WESTERN RAILWAY NEAR ASHLAND, W.VA , ON 
APRIL 33, 1924. 

May 24, 192 4. 

7o the Commission: 

On A p r i l 32, 1S34, there was a derailment of a 
f r e i g h t t r a m on the Nor fo lk & Western Railway near 
Ashlana, , , T V a . , which r e s u l t e d in the death o f two 
employees and one t r espasse r , and the in ju ry o f one 
employee. 

Locat ion and me'Haod o f opera t ion . 

This acc ident occurred on the North Fork Branch, 
which extends between North Fork and Crampler, w . V a . , 
a distance of 7 1 m i l e s . This i s a s i n g l e - t r a c k l i n e 
over which t r a m s are operated by t ime- tab le au tho r i t y , 
w h i l e at North Fork, the junct ion wi th the main l i n e , 
there i s a r e g i s t e r at which a l l t r a i n s to and from 
the North Fork branch are required to r e g i s t e r , as pe r 
paragraph 2 of tne s p e c i a l t ime- tab le in s t ruc t ions . 
The point o f accident ms a short d is tance west of 
Ashland, approaching that point from the west the 
track i s a succession o f short curves and tangents , 
whale the a lmeirent immediately preceding the p o i n t 
of accident cons i s t s of a curve of 10° t o the r i g h t 
34i f e e t m length , 551 f e e t o f tangent and a curve 
o f 16°to the r igh t 219 f e e t in length , the accident 
occurr ing near the middle of the l a s t mentioned curve . 
The grade i s descending, be ing 1.5 pe r cent , then 3.15 
per cent for some dis tance , and then 3.8 per cent at the 
point o f acc iden t . The weather was c l e a r a t the time 
of the acc iden t , which occurred a t about 3,40 p.m. 

Desc r ip t i on . 

Eastbound f r e i g h t t r a i n extra 70 cons is ted o f 17 
loaded coal : a r s , hauled by engines 70 and 66, which 
were being operated backing up, and juas m charge of 
Conductor K i t t s and E.igmemen P o r t e r f l a i d and Douthat. 
Extra 70 l e f t the c o a l mine a t the end of the branclr 
just .3st o f Crump l e i , c?ot beyond c o n t r o l very s h o r t l y 
af terwards , ran a m y and was d e r a i l e d on the 16° curve 
about lit mi les from the s t a r t i n g poin t wh i l e t r a v e l i n g 
at a 3peed v a r i o u s l y es t imated to have been froir 40 to 
60 mi les an hour. 

INTERSTATE rOM^ERCE COMMISSION 



- 3 -

Both engines were d e r a i l e d and came to r e s t p r a c t i ­
c a l l y bottom up, engine 70 going to the r i g h t s ide o f the 
t rack and engine 36 to the l e f t ' s i d e , the l a t t e r engine 
a l s o being turned comple te ly around. Fourteen cars were 
d e r a i l e d and p i l e d up wi thin a dis tance of about 3ix car 
lengths , be ing p r a c t i c a l l y demolished. The employees 
k i l l e d itrere the fireman o f the f i r s t engine and the con­
ductor. 

Summary of ev idence . 

Engines 70 and 66 had moved a t r a i n of 10 empty 
cars up the grade to the mine, engine 70 being on ths 
head end and engine 56 a c t i n g as a pusher. On a r r i v a l 
o f the t r a m engine 70 was cut o f f and headed onto 5 
empty cars standing on one of the tracks below the c o a l 
t i p p l e , whi le engine S3 p l aced the 10 cars above the coal 
t i p p l e . A f t e r p lac ing the 10 empty cars above the t i pp l e 
engine 66 was backed down and headed onto 9 loaded cars 
standing on one of the load tracks below the mine. Engine 
70 then p laced she 5 a d d i t i o n a l empty cars abo^e the t i p p l e , 
and whi l e i t was sc engaged engine 65 charged the brake 
P ipe on the cut o f 9 loaded cars to which i t had coupled. 
A f t e r p lac ing the 5 a d d i t i o n a l empty cars above the tipple 
engine 70 backed down and neaded on to the rear of engine 
66, and these t^o engines p u l l e d tha 9 cars out of the track 
on which they were standing far enough to c l e a r a switch 
and permit 6 loaded cars on another t rack to be dropped 
down the grade and coupled to them. 

Middle Brakeman Hatcher s a i d he coupled engine 66 to 
the cut of nine cars and then inspected them and coupled a l l 
o f the a i r hose, a f t e r which he opened an angle cock a t the 
rear of the ninth car , r e c e i v i n g what he sa id was a strong 
exhaust. A f t e r the a r r i v a l of engine 70 i t was coupled to 
engine 66 and a f t e r wa i t i ng from three t o f i v e minutes these 
two engines p u l l e d the nine cars ahead so that the other 
cars "could be dropped down the grade . The hand brakes had 
been aet on the nine cars m order to ho ld them whi le they 
were standing on the s ide track and Brakeman Hatcher sa id 
these hand brakes jrere not r e l ea sed a t any time. 

Engineman Douthat, o f engine 66 sa id that a f t e r 
coupling to the nine cars h i s engine charged the t r a i n l i n e 
whi le wa i t ing f o r engine 70, the gauge showing 100 pounds 
ma in - re se rvo i r pressure and 75 pounds brake-pipe pressure. 
^ i t h i n a few minutes engine 70 a r r i v e d and Engineman Douthat 
s a id he then cut out the brake v a l v e on h i s engine and that 
he d id not aga in cut i t m . He sa id the cars \were then 
p u l l e d ahead, i t being necessary to use steam f o r tha t pur­
pose, and they were brought to a s top by means of the a i r 
brakes to wa i t f o r the remaining p o r t i o n of the t r a in , 
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Engmeman P o r t e r f i e l d , i n charge of engine 70, s a i d that 
when h i s engine was coupUed xo engine 68 the gauge shewed 
70 o r 75 pounds orake-pipe pressure and that the two 
engines and nine cars moved ahead a dis tance o f about nine 
car lengths at a speed o f 2 c i 3 mi l e s an nour and that he 
used two 5-pound brake-pipe reductions m making the s top, 
a f t e r which he p laced the brake v a l v e in running p o s i t i o n 
w h i l e wa i t i ng f o r the balance of the t r a in . 

In the meantime Middle Brakeman Hatcher had gone to 
the cut o f e igh t cars and, toge ther with Flagman Beavers , 
arranged t o drop these cars doTL n the grade . Brakeman 
Hatcher sa id they coupled the a i r hose on those cars and 
that the hand brakes were re leased on a l l ^ c e p t the las t 
car , that he rode the rear end of the head car o f th i s 
cut , with the flagman cn the rear car , and that Conductor 
K i t t s made the coupling between the t^o cuts , a f t e r which 
"Middle Brakeman Hatcher se t one more hand brake on the 
second cut of ca rs . 

The statements o f the var ious employees were to the 
e f f e c t tha t a f t e r the t^o cuts of cars were coupled together 
the on ly a i r -b rake t e s t made cons i s ted of the opening of an 
angle cock on tne rear of the l 7 t h car by flagman Bsavers, 
who sa id the exhaust ind ica ted that the a i r was coupled 
throughout the t r a i n and who a l so s a id he noted that the 
p i s tons were out on the two rear cars , Engineman P o r t e r -
f i e l d sa id he could not t e l l when the a i r was coupled through 
the e igh t r ea r c? rs unless looking d i r e c t l y at the gauge a t 
the t ime, but expressed the opinion that the a i r was proper­
l y coupled. A f t e r standing t*o or three minutes, during 
which time he noted that he had f u l l brake-pipe pressure , 
the t r a m proceeded s l o w l y and he then made a b rake-p ipe 
reduction so as to g i v e the flagman an oppor tuni ty of c l o s ­
ing the switches and boarding the rear of the t r a m . When 
a proceed s igna l was r e c e i v e d he r e l ea sed the brakes and 
a f t e r proceeding 13 o r 15 ca r - l eng ths made a 10-pound r e ­
duct ion, the exhaust was good but the brakes d i d not seem 
to take hold and Engineman P o r t e r f i e l d s a i d he then r e l e a s e d 
the brakes and made an emergency a p p l i c a t i o n from a brake-
p ipe pressure of 65 pounds. No r e su l t s were obta ined from 
t h i s second a p p l i c a t i o n , and he then sounded a w h i s t l e s i g n a l 
f o r hand brakes , at which t ime the speed was about}25 mi les 
an hour, and the t r a m was m the v i c i n i t y of a roabV c ross ­
ing which i s about h a l f a m i l e from the point where i t 
s t a r t ed . Engineman P o r t e r f i e l d sa id tha t m a l l he made about 
three emergency a p p l i c a t i o n s , going to r e l ease between these 
a p p l i c a t i o n s , Engineman P o r t e r f i e l d a l so sa id Engineman 
Eouthat cut m h i s b iakes be fo re s t a r t i n g f o r the purpose 
of a s s i s t i n g m b u i l d i n g up brake-pipe pressure a f t e r the 
e i g h t cars had been coupled to the t r a in , but he d i d not 



think the brake valve on the second engine was cut in at 
the time he made the second appl icat ion a f t e r start ing down 
the grade. Engineman Douthat sa id he had not rea l i sed .that 
the t r a m was running away at the time Engineman Porterfie3d 
whistled for hand brakes> but said the speed immediately 
afterwards increased considerably and that there was then 
nothing he could do toward bringing the t r a m to a stop 
except to make sure that the brake valve on his engine was 
cut out, so he climbed outside and held on to the top of 
the engine b o i l e r in the v ic in i ty of the b e l l . 

The statements of the three brakemen were to the 
effect that the hand brakes were set on 11 cars at the time 
the t r a m departed from the mine and that the retainers 
were turned up on the f i r s t 5 and the las t 2 cars, and i t 
also appeared that a f ter Engmeman P o r t e r f i e l d whistled 
f o r hand brakes the brakemen tightened the hand brakes 
on only 3 or 3 of the cars on which they had already been 
set before the speed increased to such an extend that they 
were unable to do any more. As previously stated, no test 
of the a i r brakes was made before starting down the grade 
and about the only information obtainable as to the con­
dition of the a i r Drakes on any of the cars was the state­
ment of the flagman that he saw the pistons out on the two 
rear cars, while another brakeman noticed some of the 
pistons out on cars near the head end of the train, Even 
this information was not suf f i c i ent ly definite to show 
whether or not the brakes on those cars were in an ef fec­
t ive operating condition. 

^Careful examination of the damaged equipment f a i l e d 
to disclose any signs of overheating on any of the wheels 
which could be inspected at the time, either driving 
wheels or wheels which had been under the cars, neither 
was anything found to indicate that the retainers had been 
turned up on any of the cars . The last a ir -brake inspection 
given these cars *as at Bluef ie ld on A p r i l 19, the cars 
being moved out of B lue f i e ld on that day and del ivered at 
Eckman, from which point they were moved to the Sorth Pork 
Branch on Ppril 21. The coal m tne cars had been washed 
and water was running from the cars at the time the move­
ment down the grade began, but a statement m th i s con­
nection made by General Superintendent w e l l e r was to the 
effect that co&l had been washed on this r a i l r o a d for 14 
years, that this question had been gone into, and that 
the difference in weight due to the water was not suff ic ient 
to be taken into account when considering tonnage. 

Hules 1, 2, 18, 50 and 55, of the general instructions 
relat ing to the handling of a i r brakes, read as follows^ 
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1. "Conductors w i l l be held responsible 
for knowing that the brakes on their 
trains are m good working order be­
fore leaving the terminal. *** 

2. flAt points where there are no inspec­
tors , trainmen must test the brakes. 
At a l l points where the hose has been 
parted, whether in switching, at road 
crossings, to take water or. coal , or 
by reason of the tram breaking in two, 
the brakes must be tested a f t e r coup­
l ing up before the train is moved. 

18. n w hen picking up cars , the brakes 
must be coupled up and tested before 
cars are moved from the side track, 
brakes must a l so be tested a f t er 
coupling to tra in on main l ine . 

50. ! • * * * * * • when the engine is 
coupled to the tra in , inspection must 
be made to see that there are no 
defects in the a i r brake equipment 
that w i l l interfere with the prompt 
and safe movement of the t r a m to the 
next terminal. Inspector w i l l then 
request the engineman to apply the 
brakes, and when the brakes apply on 
the rear end, the inspector, orcfcher 
authorized person, stationed tnere 
w i l l s ignal to release the brakes. 
Inspectors or trainmen w i l l watch 
carefu l ly t r a m s pul l ing by them for 
any brakes that might be sticking. 
Such brakes must be released. 

55. "At points other than those covered 
m Rule 53 (which relates to points 
where yard plants are prov ided) , brakes 
w i l l be tested a f t er the engine is 
coupled to the tra in , and inspection 
made as per Rule 50, and repairs made." 

Superintendent Franklin stated that crews serving 
coal operations, delivering empty cars and picking up 
loaded cars , do not make regular a i r -brake inspections, 
only satisfying themselves that the a i r is working through 
the train and that the pistons respond when the t r a m line 
is opened at the rear end. 
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Engmes 70 and 65 were of the 2-6-0 type, with a 
tota l weight, engine and tender ready for service, of 
about 3 70,000 pounds. 

Conclusions. 

This accident was caused by f a i l u r e to know that 
the a i r brakes were m proper working order before de­
scending a heavy grade. 

According to the statements of the .employees, as 
we l l as of the superintendent* i t has not been customary 
when serving this coal mining operation to make an 
adequate test of the a i r brakes, tne only thing required 
being for the crew to assure themselves by opening an 
angle cock on the rear of the t r a m that the t r a m line 
is coupled and the a i r working through to the rear car. 
It is obvious however, that this gives the tram crew no 
information as to the eff ic iency of the brakes on the 
various cars . The rules are amply suff ic ient to have 
provided f o r the movement of this train in safety, and 
had the operating of f icers of this railway required that 
these rules be obeyed, it is very probable that this 
accident could have been prevented. 

Careful consideration of the facts brought out 
in the testimony of the witnesses and by our inspection 
of the wreck indicates that the speed at the time of 
the wreck was approximately 50 miles per hour. 

Examination of the wrecked locomotives disclosed 
that they had done l i t t l e or no braking, and the t e s t i ­
mony sho-ws that the car brakes were not f u l l y charged, so 
that acceleration continued from the start of the train 
u n t i l it was wrecked. Also Engineman P o r t e r f i e l d handled 
hie brake valve m a manner calculated to render in­
effect ive what braking force was ava i lab le for use in 
checking the speed of the t r a m . 

The employees involved were experienced men, and 
at the time of the accident they had been on duty about 
8 hours, a f ter periods off duty ranging from 13 hours to 
several days. 

Respectfully submitted, 

W. P. BORLAND 

Director. 


