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IN RE INVESTIGATION OF AN ACCIDENT WHICH OCCURRED ON THE 
N O R F O L K & WESTERN RAILWAY NEAR WAR EAGLE, W. VA., ON 
NOVEMBER 5, 1920. 

January 27, 1931. 

On November 5, 1S2Q, there »vas a head-end collision 

between z/io freight trains on une Norfolk &. Western R a i l w a y 

near War Eagle, 1. Va., whicn resulted m the deatn of 1 

employee a n d the injury of 2 employees. After investigation 

of this accident the Cnief of tne Bureau of Safety reports 

as follows; 

Tiie h.ain line of tne Pocahontas Division, on Anich the 

accident occurred, extends between Bluefield, W. Va., and 

Williamson, W. Va., a distance of 105 miles. It is a double-

track line over Ahicn trains are operated by time-table, train 

orders, and an automatic olock-signal system. In the vicinity 

of the point of accident the line follows tne course of the 

Tug River and because of excessive carvature and oostruction 

by trees and hills, tne range of vision is extremely limited. 

For several miles east of tne point of the accident tnere is 

a descending grade varying from .2 to ,8 per cent; Aest of 

the point of accident the descending grade continues, but is 

slightly greater. 

Tne signals are of tne tnree-posit ion, upper—quadrant 

type, located approximately three-quarters of a mile apart. 

Tne one involved in tnis accident i»as signal 4345, located 

on tne /.estoound tra-cic just nest of tne west Switch to the 

passing siding at AlntfiCK and 2,800 feet east of the point 

of accident. Tne weather at trie time of tne accident ^as clear. 



The t r a m s involved «rere westbound frexght train extra 

1413 and eo-sooound helper engine 1363, whicn n e t ! been nelping 

eastbound freight train extra 1369 and was returning to 

Alnwick after having gone to Glen A1UD« for water. Both engines 

were of tne £—b-6-2 Millet type. 

Extra 1369, consisting of engine 1369, 63 Ca,rs and a 

caboose, assisted by nelper engine 1363, which was headed east, 

a n d coupled in oet^een tne last car and the caooose, was m 

charge of Conductor Mounts and Engme^en G-earhart und Siskins, 

and was en route froi Williamson to Ecj£<Lan, T i . Va. It left 

Williamson at -±.20 a.m., o.nd passed Vulcan, the last open 

telegraph office about 16 miles west of tne point of the 

accident, at 6.17 a . i u . 

Between Lindsay and Alnwick the train *'is delayed set­

ting off a cai with a hot oox ani also a bur st a-ir nose wnich 

damaged the drawbars m three cars, This resulted m the t r a m 

being operated into Aln*ack m two parte; the leading engine, 

1369, hauling tne forward part and the nelper engine pushing 

the rear portion. On arrival at Alnwick both portions of the 

t r a m were put on tne passing siding, fihich is located between 

tne two ^ain tracks, to let t r a m No. 2, a superior eastbound 

t r a m pass. Neither engine na.vmg Sufficient .vater to take 

the train to Monawk, tne next Mater station, aoout 5 miles east, 

the leading engine cut off a n d *»ent to Mori&wk lignt while nelper 

engine 1363 cut off and with tne caboose crossed over to the 

westbound tracjc and proceeded back to Glen Alum for water. 



In returning to its train at Alrivick on the westbound track 

against the current of traffic it collided with westbound extra 

1419 at a point about 500 feet east of War Eagle station wnile 

sunning at a speed estimated to have been cuoout 35 miles^per hov 

Extra 1419 consisted of 68 cars and a caboose, hauled by 

engine 1419, and was in charge of Conductor York a n d Engineman 

King. It left Eackman at 4.55 a.m. and passed laeger, the l^st 

reporting office, 13.5 miles east of Alnwick, at 7.47 a.m., ran 

by the flagman of extra 1363 at Alnwick, passed signal 4343 dis­

playing a caution indication, a n d while running at a speed of 8 

or 10 miles per hour collided with engine 1363 at 10.05 a.m. 

The front ends of both engines .?ere badly damaged, and the 

cistern of engine 1363 fas driven forward against tne c a D of the 

engine. The first ana seventh cars in extra 141S were demolish 

ed, and two other cars in the t r a m were derailed. The employee 

killed was tne engineman of engine 1363. 

When it tfas learned tnat engine 1353 needed water it was 

decided to.return to Glen Alum for that purpose. Before leaving 

Alnwick, Conductor Mounts, who accompanied the engine to Glen 

Alum, was informed by "A track flagman that the section men had 

a rail up on the eastbound track just west of there, and that 

the track would be impassable for an hour or so, tnis made it 

necessary for the engine to use the westbound track both going 

to Glen Alum and returning therefrom as is frequently done under 

similar circumstances. Conductor Mounts shouted to Flagman 

Shepherd, who stood some distance away; "Flag up the westbound 

track, we have to go to Glen Alum for water. Hold everything 
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westbound until we get back". To these instructions the flagman 

made no reply. Flagman Shepherd asserted that he heard no such 

instructions and tnat ne expected tne engine to return on the 

eastbound track; his subsequent conduct and the testimony of 

others substantiates this statement. The fireman of engine 1363 

stated that tip to the time the engine started on its return 

movement he expected tnat it would return with the current of 

traffic, that when the approaching train was discovered tnere was 

only time to jump. 

After the departure of engine 1363 from Alnwick, Flagman 

Shepherd set some brakes on the rear of the train and shortly 

thereafter, hearing a westbound t r a m approaching, he looked up 

and saw the indication of signal 4343 change from clear to caution. 

The thought entered his m m d that his engine mignt be returning 

against tne current of traffic, he thereupon crossed to the west­

bound track, stood m the center of the track just east of the 

signal, and swung his flag and also pointed his flag to the 

caution signal, it was his intention to stop extra 1419, tell the 

engineman what tne situation was, and let him use nis o^n judgment r 

as to whether or not it was best to proceed. The engineman cf ex­

tra 1419 shut off and answered the signal but passed him witnout 

stopping. The engineman and fireman of extra 1419 deny that the 

flag was swung, but atiLnit seeing the flagman point to the caution 

signal with his flag. 

Engmeaan King, of extra, 1419, stated tnat approacnmg Alnwick 

his train was running at a speed of 25 or 30 miles per hour; he 

first saw signal 4343 wnen about 28 car-lengths from it, it was 

then in the caution position. As he approached he saw a Ban, vhom 
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he thought was a trackman, cross the track 30 or 25 oar-lengths 

ahead at about the west switch of the siding, and as the engine 

passed this man he held up his flag, pointed at the caution sig­

nal and said something about " a t r a m down there" which he did 

not understand, he immediately made an application of the independ­

ent air brakes to bunch the tram. From the position of the sig­

nal he knew that the block m advance was not occupied and ex­

pected to reduce speed and be prepared to stop at the next signal; 

he thought that there was some train ahead of him at War Eagle and 

that the flagman simply wanted to notify him to be on the lookout 

for them. Between that point and the point of the accident he 

made two or three service applications of the automatic brakes 

and reduced the speed of the t r a m to 8 or 9 miles per hour. 

When he first saw engine 1363 he thought it was on the eastoound 

track until the engines were only 6 or 8 car-lengths apart. 

He stated that the crakes on his train were wonting properly, 

but at the speed at w m c h his t r a m was running he could not have 

stopped before passing the flagman if he had wanted to ao so. 

He estimated that engine 1363 fflas running at a speea. of ^,oout 

30 miles per hour when the collision occurred. 

This accident was caused by engine 1363 running ugamst tne 

current of traffic without proper flag protection, for :nicn 

Conductor Mounts is responsiole. A contributing cause was the 

failure of Enginemd,n King, of extra 1419, to ooey the stop sig-

f Flagman Shepherd. 

Accepting his own statement, Conductor Mounts started on tne 

trip for water vitnout knowing whetner Flagman Shepherd under-
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stood or even heard his instructions, but raerely assumed that he 

did. Instructions to a flagman should always be clear and ex­

plicit and acknowledgement required. Had Conductor Mounts made 

certain tnat Flagman Shepherd clearly understood the instructions 

wnich he issued m this case, this accident would probably have 

been averted. 

Between Alnwick and Glen Alum, a branch line known as the 

War Eagle Branch enters the westbound track from the north. At 

this point is maintained a register for tne purpose of fur­

nishing information regarding trams on tne branch. Investi­

gation disclosed, that Conductor Hounts maae no check of this 

register and when his engine legt Glen Alum on its return trip he 

h&d provided no protection against the possibility of a t r a m com­

ing off this branch, vnicn intervened between his engine and tne 

flagman left at Alnwick, and proceeding westward without knowledge 

of the opposing movement. Such action on the part of Conductor 

Mounts indicates a flagrant disregard of the precautions required 

by the rules and necessary for the safety of train operation. 

Engineman King assumed, as he had a right to, that uith sig­

nal 4343 in the caution position he had one clear block ahead of 

him, out the signal given by the flagman required tnat he should 

- have stopped and ascertained the purpose of tne flagman, and 

what instructions he had to give, if any. 

Conductor Mounts entereo. tne service of the Norfolk & West­

ern Railway as brakeman in 1306 ana was promoted to conductor 

m 1910 ana at the tiue of tne accident had been on auty 7 nours 

and 20 minutes having previously been off duty several days. 



- 7 -

Engineman King entered the service as fireman in 1900 and 

was promoted to engmeman m 1905 and at the time of the accident 

had been on duty 6 nours and 50 minutes after having been off 

duty 13 hours 5 minutes. 


