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April 2, 1912. 

IK RB INVESTIGATION OP ACCIDESfT OH THE NORFOLK 
k WESTERN RAILWAY, AT BHX BRANCH, V A . , 

February 9, 1912* 

On February 9, 1912, there was a rear-end col­
lision on the Norfolk k Western Hallway, at Dry Branch, Va«, 
between a freight train and a passenger train, resulting in 
the death of three employes and the injury of two employes 
and a postal clerk* 

This accidant was reported by telegraph by the 
Norfolk k Western Railway Company on February 9, and after 
investigation, the Chief Inspector of 0afety Appliances 
reports as follows: 

The primary cause of this accident was the aietske 
of a telegraph operator In permitting the passenger train 
to enter a block under a cle^r signal when the block was 
occupied by another trnin. A contributing cause was the 
failure of the conductor ^nd flagman of the freight train 
to protect their tr&ia while it was occupying the main 
track on the tiae of a superior train. 

That portion of the Norfolk & Western Hallway 
between Pepper and Pearlsburg, Va., on which this accident 
occurred, is alternately sin^le-tr&ck and double-track road, 
and is equipped with norani danger manual block signals. 
In this territory the rul<*s of the company requira-en absolute 

{ 

block to be ssaintained in any aaovesient involving a passenger 
train. Parraissive blocking for freight trains is allowed, -
except between Pepper and Delspring* 
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About one rails east of the black signal station 
at Dry Branch there Is a seven-degree curve, known as "Whita 
Hock Curve*, Between this curve and tha station there ia 
a four-degrwe curve In tha opposite direction, approximately 
2,300 feet long, extending to tha point where the accident 
occurred. There is also a slight descending grade toward 
the seat. 

West-bound extra freight train No. £82, consisting 
of two engines, 55 empty oars and two cabooses, left 
Roanoke, Va,, for Bluefield, W. Vtu, at 2i00 a* m., February 
9, with Conductor Fink In charge, and at 6»32 a. fa. arrived 
at Dry Branch, Va», £9,3 silea frora Roanoke, where It was 
to t«Ice the siding to allow west-bound passenger train 3o, 
15 to .JEISS, An east-bound extra freight train, however, 
Whs taking vt&tnr at Cry Branch, blocking th© crossover so 
that extrn So* £B2 could not go in oa th© siding, fthile 
waiting for this train to get clear of the crossover, extra 
Uo. £$2 mt& struck by west-bound passenger train So. 15, 
at St3A a- a. 

Passenger train 3o. 15 left R O B no Ice on the 
asornlng of the accident at 4147, 27 ralnutes late* It 
consisted of an engine, a postal our, a baggage ear, two 
coaches, one cafe c?*r and one sleeping ear, with Conductor 
Martin and Engineaan R&nson iu charge. As this train 
approached Belspring, the enginesan sounded tha whistle 

( 
for the block signal. Operator Harmon who was stationed 



at Belspring, was copying Besaages for an east-bound train; 
forgetting for tbe tine being that tbe biook was already 
occupied by extra Ho* 4B2, he displayed e clear signal, end 
train No. 1? passed Belspring at 6i29 a* a., 31 nitrates 
late* Operator Harmon discovered bis mistake Just as the 
p&ssenger train passed his station* He called the operator 
at Dry Branch by telephone telling nisi to inforsi the crew 
ef extra Ho* 482 that Ho, 15 was easing, and have them 
protect their train against it* Tha operator at Dry Branch 
notified Enginaiaan Miller of extra No, 02. who at once 
sounded the whistle signal for the flagman to go back to 
protect the train* Flagaan Medley had already started 
back but h&d gone only a short distance; when he heard th® 
engineaan's signal, he started to run and had reached a 
point about 800 feet froa the rear of his train, about two 
car lengths east of Dry Branch Bridge, when train Bfo* 15 
passed hia* 

Englneaan Hanson of train Ho* 15 stated that 
when within about 15 car lengths of Dry Branch Bridge he 
saw flagman Medley. He sounded the whistle in answer to 
the flagman's signal and arade a heavy service application 
of the brakes; he was In the act of caking a second appli­
cation of the brakes when he passed the flagman, ran over 
a torpedo, and saw the caboose of extra No* 02 about 12 
car lengths ahead. He immediately applied the air brakes 
in emergency, and Juraped froa his engine just before the 
collision. 



Train No* 15 had bean running at about 35 ailea 
an hour; at tha time of tha collision its speed had bean 
reduced to about 10 mlleo an hour* Tha weather was clear* 

Tha force of tha aollision raised tha rear caboose 
an to tha pilot af tha passenger train angina end crushed 
tha second caboose, killing the occupants, a conductor and 
two hrakeaen who were deadheading to Bluefield. Slight 
injuries were sustained by tha engineraun, fireman and 
postal clerk on train No. 15, Tha wreckage caught fire 
and the bodies of the men who had bean killed were nearly 
incinerated before being recovered. Other than tha 
demolition of the two c?i booses, the trains Involved in this 
collision suffered little daraage. After the collision, 
Enginesj&n Kanson tried to back train Bo# 15 away from the 
wreckage of the two cabooses, but ha was unable to do so 
until they ware nearly consumed by fire. 

Conductor Fink stated that whan his train stopped 
at Dry Branch he told the flagaaui that ha bed batter go 
back, as they were encroaching oa tha tiae of train No, 15, 
However, it appear a to have bean soiae tiaa before tha flag­
man started backj Conductor Fink stated that the engiaeaan 
did not sound tha whistle signal for tha flagman to go baek 
until three or four minutes after the train had come to & 
stop. 

Flug?aan Kedley stated that ha did not hear the 
( • 

conductor say anything about flagging. He was walking b^ek 
to protect tha train when he hoard tho enginesan1a signal,~ 
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and he at one© started to run. When he reached the west 
end of the bridge he placed one torpedo on the track. He 
then crossed the bridge; Just afterwards train No. 1? 
passed hla. He admitted that If he had gone baci* as soon 
as his trnln came to a stop he would have been able to flag 
train 3o. 15 in ti^e to prevent the collision. Train No. 
43? caese to & stop at 6:22 a. m., and the collision did not 
occur until 6 : 3 4 a. m,9 so that Flagraan Medley had 1 2 
minutes in which to properly protect his train. But 
xnowing that the rules of the company did not permit a 
pmssoni;pr trcin to follow a freight train into </n occupied 
block, b.e bad no reason to expect that train Ho. 1$ was 
â profkchinij. Furthermore, a timetable rule gives extras 
trains the ri&ht, "to stand within station limits, yard 
limits, coaling nd water stations, without protecting 
against third &m fourth class trains", except during foggy 
weather. This rule appears to sake flagging within station 
or yard lisaita ind at coaling and water stations a measure 
of precaution to be taken only under unusual conditions, 
except as to first-class trains. Airy ©edification of the 
figging rule which tends to lieiit its application is 
likely to lesd to lax methods, such as were exhibited In 
this case, and mist be regarded as undesirable. 

Operator Haraon hud been stationed at Belspring 
several different tiaes; at this tine he had been there only 
-seven days prior to the accident. He learned telegraphy 
on this road, ite vras between 22 and 2 3 years of age and — 



-6-

had had nine months* experience as an operator* He had 
been on duty 6 hours and 34 esinutes, after a period of 16 
hours Off duty. Flagman Medlay* who had had about 2| 
years' experience, WAS the head brftkesan* hut had ohanded 
off with the regular fl&pian at a station tan alias east of 
Dry Branch for the purpose of getting his breakfast in the 
Cihooae. He had been on duty 5 hours and 4 minutes after 
& period of 60 hours off dut.v. Conductor Fink had hod 
over ten yparar exierionee. He had been on duty 5 hours 
and 4 ainutes after a period of 17 houra and 15 minutes 
Q?f duty. 


