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REFORT OF THE DIRECTOR OF THE BUREAU OF SLFETY IN RE
INVFSTIGATION OF 4N £CCIDENT WHICH QOCCURRFD ON THE
ST. LOUIS-SAN FRANCISCO RIILWeY AT PRATT CITY,iLA.,
O¥ FEBRUARY 26, 1933,

AprTil 5, 19=3,
To the Commission:

On February 26, 1923, a freight trdin on the St.
Louis-8an Francisce Railvay breoke in two 2t Pratt City,
Ala .,and the caboose was crushed by = helping engine
courled to 1ts rexr end, the accident resulting in the
de«th of three ern; loyees and the injury of one ewployee.

Loc.tion and Method of Operation.

ht the tine of this accident the traia was withain
the 1i.1ts of the Birmingham ter.inals and was woving fron
the main line of the Southern Division to the Bessewer
Br_nch, the rear end still %being on the main line,both
the main line and the branch are single-track lines;
trains wmoving over tnat part of the main lire on which
the 2c:zident ccdurred are operated by the staff system.
A iTroaching from the south on the main line the track is
tangent for a considerable distonce to the switch leading
S0 the Besserer Branch, then there 15 a 7-degree curve to
the left 630 fest ir length, followed by another tangent
of considerable distence after reaching the Bessewer Branch.
At the time of the ac-ident the forward part of the traln was
on level track, while the rear portion was on 2n 0.8 per cent
ascending grade. It was raining at the tine of the accident,
which occurred at about 1.00 p.m.

Description.

Northbound freight train extra 972, when leaving Birnm~
ingham at 10.50 a.r., en route to Bessemem, consisted only of
engine 879 and a caboose, and ~vas in charge of Conductor
fndrews and Enginenan Jones. At Thozas yard, 2.7 niles
distant, 63 cars were picked up, and the train departed with
the air brakes coul.led 1y and under the ccntrol of the ern-
ginegan on only a few cars im the head end of the triin,

On arrival at Pratt City, 5.5 iriles from Birminghar,, at
12.20 p .m., two cars were set out, and the tr in departed
frow this point aith engine 972 hauling the train backing ugp;



engine lsll, also uyoving backwards and hauling aeven loaded
cars, .23 coupled %0 the cabocsz of extra 979 for the pur-
1032 of awssisting that frain up the grade and around the
curves. 4After proceading about a train length the courling
betwezn the head end of engine 27% and the fairst car parted,
%he a:r hcse pulled an 2rt, and taereoy caused tae air brakes
wnich wers cut i1n on the c.ris 1n the head end of the train
tobe 35y 112d 1n ewmergency, at .hich tiwne the speed Fas es-
tiwated to heve been between 3 and 8 mi1les an hour. A% this
ti1:e the caboose was on the wzin lipne about 450 fe2t south
of the switch leading to the Bessewer Brancn. As the arr
brekes sere o erating only on cars at the head end of the
“Taln, and 23 the jusnang engine behind the caboose was work-
1og stemm, the slack ran in 1th great fcrce, and the caboose
w28 orushed. This caboose «2s 31 years old and of w.ooden
construction, and the forward part of the superstructure

a5 well as the uncderframe ware destroyed. The car ahead

of tne cabooze was a gondolz c2r haviag stezl frawe and
enas, and this car waz only slightly dawaged. The eu—
rioyeeskilled were the conducter and one brakesan of

extia 1«11, and the conluctor of extra 97z, all of whow

were riding o the front platform of the cabocse,

Summary of Evidence.

Before the arrival of extra 372 at Thouas yard, the
cars that were tobe ricked uwp aTt this ,oint had been 1n-
s ected; they were in tvo cuts, 15 being on c¢ne track, and
47 on ancther. Engice 979 first coupled to the cut of 15
cars, and Czr Imsiector pransby said the conductor told
nin he did nov want the air brakes in o eriation on any nore
C=.8 35 the engine would mt jurp thew up., Car Inspector
Bransby then closed the angle cock on the 15th car. No
test wags maie of the air brakes on these cars and 11. edi-
ately 2fterwards tne cut of 47 cars was j.icked up; however,
before any test or insgection could be made, a member of
the train cres gave Enginesan Jones a proceed signal and
the train departed, «#ith the air brakes in use on only 15
cars. The train stopped at the south =2nd of the yard at
Pratt City, then pulled slowly througn the yard, and in-
stead of waking 3n inspection 2t Pratt City, Car Inspectors
Vonble and Frierf, who have jurisdiction from Pratt City to
Bessemer, decided to board extra 979 and wake an inspection
on arrival at Ensley, 1. milss frow Pratt City, of the cars
in this train that were to te dalivered in interchange; they
were riding on the train at the tice the aczident occurred.



Inmasdiately after the accident, Car Inspectors Vomble
and Friend, togethzr with Flagrar Barnes, nade an inspection
of the coaplers that jarted, and also of the air brokes.

Tt was found that the knuckles of both couplers were closed,
ard Jhen Tecourling ftlhe engine to the train Flagwan Barnes
or ened one cof the courlers by operating tne uncow ling
lever, he alsc ;laced a spi1ke over the shank of the coupler
in the head end of the engine tc take up the vertical ilay.
feccording to weasurewents 1maae after the counling was saie,
the couwpler on engine 979 was 35 inches in height, while
the adjacent courler on the car to which %$he encine was

cou 1ed reagured 32z inches. The air braxes were at that
tiue 1n operation on the first &7 cars in thstrain, the
angle cock a%t the rear of the 27th car veing closed, be-
tneen this point and the cabcose the train line was cou.led
and the anple cocks cpen. Brake.an Dozgett, of extra 9739,
said he founa .aiks or the top of the car ccourler whach he
thought were wade by the engine coupler pulling over the
topr of the car coupler.

Flagmwan Barnes said that the caboose was an old one
and tnat vhen a helping engine was coupled benind a caboose
of this type i%t was not his rractice to ride 1n the caboose
as he did notcemmider 1t safe to do so,

Engineman Jones stated that 1t was decided between
Conductor ZAndrews and hiuself to cut the air in on about
85 or 30 cars, however, he did ncot kncw definitely as to
the nuwber of cars cut in, and he said he did not know
that enzine 1411 was coupled to the rear of the train,
Engineman Jones further stated that it was an established
}ractice, and one that had existed for years, for train
crews t0 have the air brakes cut in only on the nusber of
cara considered sufficient by them owing to the large
amount of switching that i1s done on the Besseumer Brench,

=

which statesent was corrovorated by Car Inspector Bransby,

Engineran Jones' staterent that he dia net knoe en-
gine 1lsll was coupled to therear of his train 1s coatra-
dicted vy the stateirent of Firewman Rcberts who said that
Conductor Andrews told Engineman Jones that engine 1<11
«1th six loaded cars would push thew to Ensley, and that
Erginewan Jones himself told him he received a signal fros.
Conductor Tanner of engine 1cll indacating that that engine
vculd push his train.



Enginemen Frash, of engine 1311, etated the first in-
tiration he had of anything srong was when the acoidens oo-
curred, whkile the train was acving at a speed of about 3
uwl:€3 an hour. He aiszo said the air was not coupled up at
eitker erd of his 2mgane., Car Insgector Womble stated
that no ins.ection was maiz of extrz 978 at Pratt City as
he considered this to be a tarocvgh train, and thought 1t
waz aads up and ins; ected at Tho:as yard; he also stated
tnat after tne accident the trzia de.artel without any air-
brike tzst having been made. Car Inspector Friend stated
00 1nsrection was made of extra 979 at Pratt City, as at
tae tiue of 1%s arrival he and Inspector Worble were busy
ins,ecyin2 the cars broaght in by sungine 1311l.

General Car Foreuan Darden did rot consider 1% a
safe ,ractice to couple a helper engine toc the rear of a
SwbOose o0f this tyre, he alszo s=21d this railroad reyuires
that at least %0 per cent of the alr orakes pe in oreration,
wille By erinterdent of Terwinals schlzr stated this re-
wulrement agpp.ied to transfers as well as to scheduled
tra.ns.

in 1rsrection wadie by Chief Car Insrector Schafnitt
abovt two hours after the accident disciosed that the cou-
rler on the head end of engine $79 reasursd 335 inches
above the tops of the rails, and 3, reared to be droy.ed,
and on liftiag this coupler as high as possible it wveas-
1ired 35 irches acove the tops of the rails, thnere was a
shiw on top of the cow.ler, in the arawhezad casting,
about 1 1..ck irn thickness; however, this was not suffi-
cient to take up trne vertical ..lay 1n the coupler. He
also stated he gauged this courler for wear and found 1%
to be within the .rescribed lirits. Chief Car Ins; ector
Schafnitt stated 1z his opimion it was prossible for thas
ccupler to sliy over the adjolning cougler in the event
of a low zo1nt 1in the track.

fn exawination wade by the Cowrassicn's inspectors
disciosed that the couvplers on both ends of the box car
tc which enzize 979 Jas coupled were i1in good condition,
»h1le the coupler 1n thehezd end of enzice 979, which
was inspectad in the prssence of officials of this raii-
road, was found %o be 345 inches in height, with suffi-
cient ;lay above the shank to permit of 1ts pelng raised
to 2 heizht of 365 irnches at the king pin; there was a
l-inck shim cover the shank %0 keep 1t fros being raised
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hipher. TUpon removing the knuckle there were found a
nugber of warks a4, on the bottor face that were apparently
new The zuard arm vas bent and worn near the botton,
and, upon gauging vhe coug.ier for wear, 1t wv2s found that
for a distance of 7 incnes, wmeisured from tne votton of
the couyler upwaris, the ccouiler was out of Zavge and
worn beyond the prescribed safety liwits. The parxs

21d oy Brakeran Dogzett to have been on the top of the
car courler were not visible at the tiue inspectors of
the Coumission exaswaned 1t.

Conclusions.

This accident was caused by tue train being orerated
+v1th a gefective coupler on thehead end of eagine 579,
and wsithout the reyuired nuwber of aiT brakes being used.

The raxiiwn heignt of drawbars prescribed by the

Coimisszon for freizht cars, and acplicable also to
Teight engines, 1s 34% inches, meagsurcd perperdicularly
from the level cf the tops of the ralls to the center of
the drasbar. While measurements t-ken at different times
viried, i1t was clearly established that the.e was suffi-
cient vertical ;[ lay in the coupler on the head end eof
englne 979 to permit of 1ts being raised < i1nches abowe
the waxiuwwrn heipnt irescriped at the Commiss:cn. In
additicn, the loser portion of the coupler was worn be-
yond the prescribed liumits. In view of these conditions

1t was probaoly iossible for this cougler eirther to slip
over or slip out of the coupler on the adjoining car;
there was some ewtdence that 1% slipred over that coupler,
The ¢reraticn of tnis engine havaing this defective cou-
pler was 1in wviclation of the pederal safety arplianrce re-
guirements; hag tnese requirements been ocoserved this
accident would undoukctedly have been prevented. If
rroper insgecticn had heen made prior to the accident,
these defects should have been discovered.

The disastrous conseyguences of this accident
resulted directly fror failure of the crews of both
extra 972 snd extra 1211 to make proper use of the
existing air-brake ecuipuent the evldence 15 not
com.lete ccaceining the number of air brakes used, on
account of several of the euwployees i1nvolved being
kil.ed or injured, but 1t appears that the air brakes
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vere 1n service on 15 cars at the hLezad end of the
train leaving Thowas yard. This transfer train was
O, erz2tad ovsr main line tracis which were used by
ooth freight and ,assenger trzins of the St, Louis-
San Francisco and cther railreads, and its opsration
without 2 minicum of 85 per cent of power brikes, as
211 23 these cn 2ssociated L.oweTr Traged ears, oeing
used ¥as in viclation of law.

Furtherucre, at the ti..e of the accideat this
Sralua coasisted of engine 979, oreratraz cackward,
60 cars, cabouse, engine 1lell operating backward, and
7 loaded cars, and the evidence 1is that ,cuer brakes
were then in use only on 87 ¢.rs 2t the head end of
the tr-ir, and were not conrectea through the train
to the helping engine and the loaded cars behind 1t.
The oOperation of a train wade up and controlled in this
wannsTr 1s fraught with great danger. Ar emerzency ap—
rlication of the trakes fro. any cause, either being made
warually by the engineman of the leadine encine, or re-
Sulting from a burst hose, or the train parting as in
this czse, would cause far greater shocks than would ec-
cur 1f the orzkes were operating throughout the train.
While the conductors and enginemwmen of extras 979 and
111 wers directly responsible for tne failure in this
instance to make proper use of the air brake equipment,
1t was, according to testimony, an established practice
of loag standing teo wccve transfer trains to the Besgseuwer
Branch without the air brakes on 211 of the cars being
courled and urder the ceontrol of the enginewan, and, for
their failure to have this tractice corrzscted, the offi-
cizals of this railroad are oren to censure. Had the
21T brakes eon all of the cars of the transfer train, in-
¢luding engine 1sil and the cars 1t was hauling, been
courlad and 1n operation, undoubtedly the results would
have been of & less serious nature.

411 of the employees involved were exgerienaed
nen, 4%t the tire of the accldent none of thew had
teen on duty invliolation of any of the provisions of
the hours of servide law.

Respectfully submitted,
W. P. BORLAND

Director.



