
In re Investigation of en accident which 
occurred on the Norfolk & Western 
Hallway at Belapring, Ta#t July tl, 191o« 

On July Slat, 1916, there was a re&r-end oolllalon 
between two freight trains on the Norfolk ana Western Sail* 
way at Belspring. ?a.» whioh resulted is the death of two 
employees and injury to six employees* 

The Bedford Division of the Norfolk and Western B*S»&* 
way on whioh this accident occurred extends from Roanoke, 
Va«, to Bluefield, W. v"a*# a distance of about 100 miles, 
and is double tracked with the exoe tioa of three short 
sections of single track. aggregating 13 miles. 

On this division the movement of trains is controlled 
by time-tablet train orders and en automatic block signal 
system, except oh two of the single-track sections, aggre­
gating 11 miles in length. The accident occurred on one 
of these single track sections extending from Pepper to 
Bel spring, a distance of 3*3 ralies* Between these two 
points the movement of trains is controlled by a manual 
block system, being an absolute block for passenger trains 
and a permissive block for freight trains. Train criers 
and block information are transmitted by telephone* Ap­
proaching Pepper from the east the line is double track, 
converging Into single track at Pepper station, Prom 
Pepper westward, the line consists of a series of curves 
for about 1*4 miles to Low Grade IPunnel, which is 3,300 
feet in length* Emerging from the west end of the tunnel 



there la a curv* to the left about 1600 feet in lengths 
this is followed by a curve to the right 3,300 feet In 
length and baring a mejdUanm curvature of 3 degrees* Fol­
lowing is a dS-ainute curve to the left 1,000 feet in 
length around a bluff on the south side of the trackf the 
line Is then tangent a distance of 3,000 feet, practically 
to the beginning of double track at Belspriag station. Be­
ginning at the east end of the second curve mentioned, the 
roadbed follows the south bank of the Sew River westward 
to the east end of the tangent. At a point about 500 feet 
west of the east end of the tangent, is located the east 
switch of Bel spring passing siding* this elding is about 
2,600 feet long and parallele the main track on the south 
extending Into the eastbound track at the beginning of 
double track at Bel spring station, la this territory there 
is a grade of SI feet to the stile descending westward, and 
at the point of accident the track is on a fill about 13 
feet la height. 

Ixtra 14£3 consisting of a locomotive, £7 loaded, 8 
enpty cars, and a caboose, in charge of Englmmsn Fowler 
and Conductor Gardner, left Boanoke, Ta. at 10*00 p, bu, 
en route Bluefleld, W. Va. At Sai/f̂ , about 6 miles west 
of Hoanoke, the train picked up a camp outfit, consisting 
of seven living, tool, and supply cars, used by a fenee 
construction gang. Accompanying the outfit in the living 
and sleeping cars, wore 29 men, The train left Pepper 37 
miles west of Salem at £.06 A. and arrived at Belspring 
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at 2.26 A* $E#, where it was stopped by the automatic 
signal at the beginning of the double track, due to 
several trains ahead which were held on account of a 
derailment at Barton, a elation several miles west. When 
Sxtre 14£3 came to a stop the train stood on the single 
track main line, between the switches of the passing sid­
ing with the engine opposite the station near the beginning 
of the double track and the caboose stood at a point 1,0£3 
feet west of the east switch of the siding. At 2.36 a. m M 

easthound passenger train B©# 16 left Dry Branch, 2*9 miles 
west of Belspring. As Extra 14&3 was occupying the main 
track at Belspring, the train dispatcher instructed that 
No. 16 be run through the sussing siding* around Extra 14&8* 
Arrangements were made accordingly and Ho. id passed Bel-
spring at &,43 a* m*, having received a clearance card 
reading* "Block clear** 

Extra 1428 eonsistlng of a locomotive, 83 empty oars 
and caboose* in charge of Eagineman May© and Conductor 
German, left Roanoke at 10*15 P* M«, ©n route Bluefield 
and arrived at pepper at E,30 a« m*, where it stopped 
clear of the single track to anait the arrival of train Ho* 
16, which passed st £.88 A* M* At 3*08 A* H» y Operator 
Davis at Pepper issued a clearance card to Sxtra 1488, 
reading *Blook clear,* and the train departed at 3*15 A* M» 
Approaching Belspring the train was running at a speed of 
10 or 12 miles per hour when it collided at about 3.30 
A. M* with the rear of Bxtra 148$, standing on the maia 
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traok east of Belspring station. 
The caboose oar of Isrtra 14£3 and the next oar ahead, 

which ̂ aa a ear loaded with fence posts, were thrcm down 
the e^aataeat on the right aide of the track and were 
destroyed, fhe third ear from the rear was broken In two 
and the east end thrown to the left across tha passing 
siding, this car v*ae used as a sleeping car and was oeou-* 
pied by 10 laborers. Z of whom were killed* fhe n^xt car 
ahead, a tool car, was derailed and Its saat end forced up~ 
ward from its trucks, fhe headlight and pilot of engine 
14^5 were damaged and the pony truck was forced backward 
under the engine* One steel hopper car near the middle of 
Ixtra 1425 buckled and five other hopper cars were damaged* 

the operation of the telegraph block system between 
Pepper and Belspring Is governed by the general rule* for 
the operation of telegraph blocks supplemented by tlne-tehie 
rule M * 114, which is la part as follows* 

114* Trains will be operated between Pepper and 
Belspring as follows* 

All eastbound trains will uroeeed from Bel-
spring when block signal indicates *oiear.w All 
westbound trains will proceed from Pcprer when 
block signals indicate •clear.* 

Westbound trains will be advanced by orders 
(for® SI exclusively) Issued to operators Instead 
of conductor and engineer. Orders will not be 
delivered to trains involved ©scat operators at 
Baispring will deliver to fiyst eaatbound train 
arriving before westbound train given right there­
to has cleared and operator at Pepper will de­
liver order only to conductor of last train wham 
order includes more than one train. 
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Conductor of westbound train receiving 
copy of such order will deliver, without stop­
ping train, from re&r oar to operator at Bel* 
erring and the operator at this point will not 
display a eiear signal for eastbou&d trainB 
until order ha© been received and compared 
with orders held by him to hold eastbound 
trains and in addition personally observe 
that all trains mentioned tote cleared, For 
examplef 

**fre operator® at Bel spring and Pepper*" 
Olear Ho* 1 engine 508 to Beiaprln^* 

Hote-tfnder above order-before eastbound trains 
proceed from Bel spring and before westbound trains 
proceed from Fepy er the operators at these points 
will deliver to the conductor and engineer, a 
clearance card Indicating position of the blooic* 
In addition to the manual bio ok system the movement 

of trains through tow Grade Tunnel isfgeteeted by absolute 
automatic blootc signals looated about one-half mile on eaoh 
side of the tunnel* These signals are operated entirely 
independently of the manual block system. 

It is the practice on this division to permit a train 
to occupy the main track, between and olear of the switches 
of a pasaing siding, without flag nroteetiou, exoept In 
foggy weather. This practise is authorised by speoial ttee* 
table rule Ho* 14 and rale 99b, which are quoted below. 

Tiiaa-liable rule Ho, 14t 
Rule Ho* 86* Book of Bules, Is modified to 

the extent that extra trains will have the right 
to stand within station liaits, yard limits, seal­
ing and water stations, without protesting against 
third and fourth-class trains, aid fourth-olass 
trains will have the right to stand at suah named 
points without protecting against third-class trains. 

As an additional safeguard during foggy weather* at all points between station limits, ooallag stations* and water tank. lijslte. itereia the rear of a train can­not be plainly seen, flagging will be necessary* 



These lasts-notions la no way relieve train­
men and engmesaea from obaerviag all rules in 
oonnastion with approaching and running through 
stations, water tank and coaling station limits 
under full control. 
Bills 361 
An inferior train smst keep out of the way of a 
superior train. 
Bale 99S 

When a train stops or is delayed under cir­
cumstances in which it nay he overtaken by another 
train, the flagman mmt $o back imadiately with 
atop signals a sufficient distance to Inaure full 
protection. When recalled he may return to his 
train, first placing tm torpedoes on the rail* 
when the conditions require it. The front of the 
train MXB% be protected in the same way, when neces­
sary, by the fifcnt fcvakeo*a& or in his absence by 
the fireman. 
Rule oeb: 
All trains, except first-class and thoa© running 
on train order schedule, mist approach all stations, 
water tanks and coaling stations between stations* 
under control and so proceed until the track is 
plainly seen to be clear, fh© responsibility for 
a collision at a station, coaling station or water 
tank between stations, will rest with the following 
or incoming trains This will not relieve trainmen 
and englnemen from the responsibility of protecting 
their trains at stations, as provided in Hules 86 
and 8@. 
Operator Stafford at Belspring stated that shortly 

after extra 1433 arrived at his statin$f one of the brakemaa 
ease to the telegraph office and reported that the rear of 
the train was clear of the east switch of the passing elding* 
As soon as train He. 16 was reported as leaving &ry Branch, 
ha told the dispatcher of the position of extra 1423* fhe 
dispatcher then sent a message to Oonduotor Gardner to ar* 
range to run 8o« 16 through the passing siding. Operator 
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Stafford said that ha then called Operator Bavls at 
Pepper and told htm that extra 14£3 arrived at 2.2© a. m. 
and was standing on the u&la line east of the station and 
that Ho. 16 would be run through the siding. When $o* 16 
cleared at Pepper and the dispatcher had issued the block 
order for egtra 1425, Operator S&via allied hlia and askeA 
him for the block for extra 14£S; he then told Bavis again 
that extra 14S3 was standing on the &aln track aast of the 
station, whereupon Davis replica that he would give extra 
14£0 a •green block.* Operator Stafford stated further 
that about 8,30 or 8*35 A. M, he looked from M s office 
window and could see the rear lights of extra 1397, stand* 
ing about 1400 feet west. He did not* however, note the 
condition of the weather at the time of the accident. 

Operator Davis at Pepper stated that aonetliue after 
extra 14JB3 left bis stetion, Operator Stafford celled him 
and waid that e&tra 1423 arrived at P.26 a. m, and w s 
standing east of the station; also that Ko. 16 was to be 
run through the passing siding. Atte-r Ko* 16 cleared at 
Peeper the dispatcher Issued permit orders for three west* 
bound extras, 14£Sf 1371, and 104. He stated that he then 
©ailed Belspring and as*red for the block for extra 14£&# 
He did not recall whether anything was said at that tl\ie 
about the position of extra 1423, although he understood 
that it was standing on the > ain traok east of Bel spring 
station. It was his Intention to give extra 148$ a clearance 
card reading, *Block green,1' and he *ia& so marked his train 



sheet, A clearance aarsl was issued to extra 14£$ and 
it departed at 3*0$ A* &. At that tlue the we&ther was 
very foggy* It was not until after the aeeiSent Lad been 
reported that he discovered from his carbon copy that the 
ele&ranoe sard whiah he had giveji to extra 1425 read, •Block 
elesx.» Mr, Davis %as unable to account for this error, 

f 

teginesaan. fowlar of extra 14S3 stated that between 
Pepper and Belspringt he eneountered some streaks of fog, 
but not enough to obstruct his view of siga&ls. As he 
approached 3*1spring, he oould see the lights on the signals 
at the station, some iiO or ?0 oar lengths distant* Ee 
stated that at the time the aooident o a our red he was on hie 
engine and the foroe of the collision drove it forward 
about two feet. After the accident he went to the rear 
of his train, reaching It about 15 minutes later, and at 
that time there was oonsiderable fog. 

Conductor Gardner stated that when Bear Br®*eaaa 
Langhorne returned to the caldose after throwing the switch 
for train Ho, .16, to pull out of the siding, they nad some 
conversation about the fog. Sometime after &o# 16 had passed, 
thiuking he heard a train approaching, he alimhed up into the 
eupola of the oaboose, thru&t his head and shoulders out of 
the window and looked b&o&ward; he saw nothing aowever, but 
the switch light at the east end of the passing siding. He 
continued to hear the sound and as it appeared to be moving 
very slowlj, he concluded that it was an eastbouad train ap* 
proaohlng the station so he turned and looked in that direo* 
ti&n. He sav- the lights In the telegraph off lee and the 



signal lights at the station, hut no train. Ha «ta la this 
position looking toward th* station whe& the accident oo-
curred. 

Conductor Gsrdner stated that ha knew that if the 
dispatcher permitted another westbound train to follow from 
Pepper and stand behind extra 14&3 at Belspring, it would 
block the east switch of the passing elding and prevent 
eastbound trains from pulling tbrough the elding. He was 
satisfied that the dispatcher would continue to run east-
bound trains throu^i the siding and therefore he was not 
watching very closely for the westbound movement. Conductor 
Gardner stated further that he la familiar with the rule 
that requires flag protection when standing between switches 
of e passing siding in foggy weather, but did not consider 
that the weather was sufficiently foggy at that time to 
require the flagman to go back. 

Hear Brakeman Lenghomo of extra 14£S stated that he 
was in the caboose when he heard a train approaching and 
thought It was soming from the west. Later he looked back 
and saw extra 1;£5 about an engine length distant. It was 
then running so slowly that he expected It to stop before 
colliding, Ee stated that it was slightly foggy at the tine* 
bat he did not consider It dense enough to require him to 
go back to protect the rear of his train• 

Brakewa Pyrtle of extra 14JB3 stated that he did not 
notice any fog at the time his train arrived at Belspring* 
At the time the accident occurred he was at the station, but 
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weat immediately to the rear of hie train arriving there 
about 10 rainutee later, At that tine the fog was so dense 
that he could not see plainly for a distance of saore then 4 
o? 8 ear lengths* 

Englneman Mayo of extra 148$ stated that a few minutes 
after train Ho, 16 passed Pepper, he reeeived e clearance 
card reading, *Bloofc clear.* After leaving Pepper there 
seemed to be oonsiderable fog in streaks, becoming more 
dense as the train proceeded westmrd* Approaching Belapring 
he was looJcing out of the cab window and as the train came 
onto the straight traeie east of Bel spring, he saw the light 
of the east passing siding switch and a watchman standing 
beside it. He continued looking ahead and shortly after­
wards saw a red light} an Instant later a second red light 
appeared and at that time he thought that they were the 
lights on the train order and automatic signals at Belspring 
station. He was about to call *Bed board* to his fireman 
when he saw a caboose just at the front of his engine. He 
innaedlateiy made an emergency application of the brakes and 
Jumped, togiaesaaa SLayo stated that approaching the point 
of accident his train was running about IS miles per hour* 
The fog was so dense that while lights could be seen a short 
distance, an object could not be distinguished beyond the 
i-Hot of his engine. Ha stated further that if the flagman 
had been back 8 or 10 car long the or had had torpedoes placed 
on the rail, the accident would not have occurred, laglae-
saan Mayo stated further that wham he received clearance card 
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st Pepper read lag, "Block clear,* ha expected to find the 
block clear to the telegraph office at Belaying, but under* 
stood from other rules that he mist have his train under 
control when approaching the outer switches of passing sid­
ings. He further stated that be understood that the pur­
pose of the second paragraph of time-t-. ble rule 14, was 
merely to furnish an additional safeguard during foggy 
weather and did not in any way relieve the enginecian of an 
approaching train of responsibility. 

Jireaen Austin of extra 1486, stated that approaching 
Belspring he was sitting on his seat in the cab; at that time 
the weather was very foggy* After entering the straight 
track, he saw tw red lights about 5 or 6 car lengths dis­
tant. The enginetaaa saw the red lights almost simultaneously 
and applied the brakes. The collision occurred about ten 
seconds later* 

flagsian Childress of extra 14&5 stated that at the tl&e 
of the accident he was riding in the cabooses as soon as he 
could pick up and relight bis lanterns be started back to 
flag. At that time the fog was so dense that he could see 
but four or five car lengths. 

Conductor German of extra 14E5 stated that approaching 
Belspring be was riding in the cupola of the caboose, The 
first Intimation he had of the accident was when the shook 
occurred; at that time the fog was so thick that he could 
see but three or four oar lengths. He stated that he did 



not know until after the accident that there was a rule 
whioh limits the block to the first switch of the passing 
siding at the next block station in advance, but notwith­
standing this he knew that under rule 99b and time-table 
rule 14, trains were wequired to approach all stations under 
control, expecting to find a train standing between the 
switches of the passing sifting regardless of whether or not 
a clear bleak had been given* 

Watchman Cressel who w s in charge of some construc­
tion engines Just east of Belspring, stated at the time the 
accident occurred he was standing about IS or 13 car lengths 
from the rear of extra 1423, but on account of the fog he 
could not see the caboose* He stated that after train No. 
16 passed, the fog increased in density and at the time of 
the accident he could see but four or five oar lengths. 

Telegraph Block Rules tfos. 70© and 70$ t read as 
fOlloWSt 

708. When a block signal is changed from 
•Stop* to ̂ roseed" when a train approaches, it 
will Indicate that the block is clear to the first 
switch at the next block station ahead. 

70$, Whs© a block signal is at "Stop* posi­
tion and the operator Issues a clearance card that 
he has no orders, or no further orders for the train 
addressed, and that the block is *clear* or "permissive" 
the train may proceed as if the signrl vas at "proceed* 
or "permlesteje* position. 
Trainmaster Qoody<KooatB stated that in conducting 

examinations* employees are Instructed that when receiving 
a clear block they must consider the block clear only as far 
as the first switch of the passing siding of the block station 



in advance, in accordance with rule 700* He also stated 
that it is understood by the employees and by the management 
that rule 99b and tliae-table rule Id, modify rule 99 to the 
extent that a train standing clear between the awltehee of a 
passing siding, or at a coaling or watering station, is not 
required to protect against a train of the eajae or Inferior 
class in accordance with time-table rule 14* 

Signal Supervisor Harris stated that In September, 
1915, the automatic block signal system was placed in service 
between Pepper and Bel spring, but it was found that the traf­
fic could not be suecessfully handled on account of work trains 
doing construction work preparatory to double tracking, and on 
account of a work oar engaged In concrete work in the tunnel j 
after about a week it was abandoned and the r.anual block system 
was restored* It Is expected that the double tracking on each 
side of Low Grade Tunnel will be completed and an automatic 
block signal system placed in service between Pepper and Bel-
spring by January 1st, 1917. 

This accident was caused by the failure of Knginsman 
Mayo of extra 1425 to have his train under control approach* 
ing the passing siding at Belspring as required by rule 99b. 
This rule required hia to approach this point expecting to 
find a train occupying the *mln track without 4 roteetion, and 
he should have had his train under such control that It could 
have been brought to a stop in time to avoid collision, 
should such e condition be found. The fog that prevailed 
at the time of the accident should have prompted aim t© use 



more than ordinary oare in approaching this point. Hot-
withstanding the fact that Bnginam&n M&yo received at ?ep^e? 
a clearance card reading »Bloek clear,* under Telegraph Block 
Buiea 708 and 709, He Fad no authority to asuuoa that the 
track would he unoccupied as far se the telegraph office at 
Bels;rlng. 

Contributing to the cause of this accident was the 
failure of Cosduetor Gardner and Flagon X&nghome to protect 
the rear of their trcin during & fog &0 required by second 
paragraph of tire-table rule 14. While the fog not have 
been dense at the time their train stopped* the fact of their 
conversation after the passage of train No. la, ir̂ora than half 
an hour before the accident occurred, shows conclusively that 
there wss a question in taeir mlads as to the necessity of flag 
protection. These employees being familiar witn the conditions 
at this point and knowing that in such close proximity to the 
river the fog was likely to arlsa quickly as vail ess to lie in 
banks, they should Have taKsn every precaution to secure the 
safety of their train. 

Also contributing tc the cauae of this accident t&s the 
error on the x art of Operator Davis at Pepper, In delivering 
to extra 148$ a clearance card reading, "Block clear," when 
as a matter of fact the block had not been cleared. 

Engineman Kayo entered the service as ©ngiaaruxi August 
15, 1905, and at the time of the accident had bean on duty 6 
hours and 15 minutes. 
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Conductor Gardner entered the service as brak&man In 
April, 1691* and was promoted to conductor in Dsoe&ber 1892. 
Bear Brafeeraaa Lsnghorne entered the service as brakeman in 
May, 1905* At the time of the accident Conductor Gardner 
and Bra&emaa Lsnghorne had been on duty 6 hours and 43 minutes* 

Operator Uavis entered the service as operator in March, 
1907, and at the time of the accident bad been on duty 3 hours 
and 30 minutes. 


