
INTERSTATE COK!ERCE COMMISSION 937 

REPORT OF THE DIRECTOR OF THE BUREAU OF SAFETY I N RE 
INVESTIGATION OF AN ACCIDENT WHICH OOCURRFD ON THE 
ST . LOUIS-SAN FRANCISCO R / I L ^ Y AT PRATT C I T Y , A L A . , 
ON FEERUARY 26, 1923. 

A p r i l 5 , 1923 . 

To t h e Co<Mtii3 3 i o n : 

On February 26 , 1923, a f r e i g h t t r & i n on the S t . 
L o u i s - S a n F r a n c i s c o R a i l / a y b r o k e i n two at P r a t t C i t y , 
A l a . , a n d t h e caboose ^as c rushed by » h e l p i n g e n g i n e 
c o u p l e d t o i t a r e i r end, t h e a c c i d e n t r e s u l t i n g m t h e 
d e - t h o f t h r e e employees and the injury o f one e m p l o y e e . 

L o c a t i o n and Method o f O p e r a t i o n . 

A t t h e t m e o f t h i s a c c i d e n t t he t r a i n was w i t h i n 
t h e l i m i t s o f the Birmingham t e r m i n a l s and was m o v i n g froni 
t h e ixain l i n e of t h e Southern D i v i s i o n t o t h e Bessemer 
Branch , t h e r e a r end s t i l l b e i n g on t h e main l i n e , b o t h 
t h e Oiiin l i n e and t h e b ranch a re s i n g l e - t r a c k l i n e s ; 
t r a m s moving o v e r t n a t p a r t o f t h e mam l i n e on which 
t h e a c j i d e n t o c c u r r e d a r e o p e r a t e d by the s t a f f s y s t e m . 
A p p r o a c h i n g from t h e 30uth on t h e mam l i n e t h e track is 
t a n g e n t f o r a c o n s i d e r a b l e d i s t ? n c e t o the s w i t c h l e a d i n g 
t o t n e Besse i j e r Branch , then t h e r e i s a ? - d e g r e e cu rve t o 
t h e l e f t 690 f e s t i n l e n g t h , f o l l o w e d oy ano the r t a n g e n t 
o f c o n s i d e r a b l e d i s t a n c e a f t e r r e a c h i n g the Besaeae r Branch . 
At t h e t ime o f t h e a c - i d e n t the f o r w a r d p a r t o f the t r a i n was 
on l e v e l track, w h i l e t h e r e a r p o r t i o n was on an 0 .8 p e r cent 
a s c e n d i n g g r a d e . I t was r a i n i n g a t t h e t i ^ e o f the a c c i d e n t , 
which o c c u r r e d at about 1.00 p .m . 

D e s c r i p t i o n . 

Nor thbound f r e i g h t t r a i n e x t r a 979 , vnhen l e a v i n g B i rm­
ingham at 10 .20 a . r . , en r o u t e t o B'essenen, c o n s i s t e d o n l y o f 
e n g i n e 979 and a c a b o o s e , and a as i n cha rge o f Conductor 
Andrews and Enginei^an J o n e s , At Thomas y a r d , 2 .7 m i l e s 
d i s t a n t , 62 c a r s w e r e p i c k e d u p , and the t r a i n d e p a r t e d viith, 
the a i r b r a k e s c o u p l e d up and under t h e c o n t r o l o f t he en-
gine&an on o n l y a few ca r s i n the head end o f the t r i m . 
On a r r i v a l a t P r a t t C i t y , 5 .5 wiles frorc Birmingham, at 
1 2 . 2 0 p . m . , trfo c a r s were s e t o u t , and t h e t r i n d e p a r t e d 
frorr. t h i s p o i n t u-ith e n g i n e 979 h a u l i n g the t r a i n b a c k i n g up; 
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e n g m e l r f l l , a l s o u o v m g backwards and h a u l i n g seven l o a d e d 
c a r s , . d 3 c o u p l e d t o t h e caboose o f e x t r a 979 f o r t h e p u r -
i ose of r e s i s t i n g t h a t t r a i n U j j t h e g r a d e and around t h e 
c u r v e s . A f t e r p r o c e a d m g about a t r a m l e n g t h t h e c o u p l i n g 
b e t w e e n t h e head end o f e n g i n e 979 and t h e f i r s t ca r p a r t e d , 
t h e a i r hose j _ u l l e d ai a r t , and t n e r e o / caused t n e a i r b r a k e s 
which were cut i n on t h e c -X3 m t h e head end o f t h e t r a i n 
t o r b e ai-i l i e d in emergency , at m i c h t i m e t h e speed was e s ­
t i m a t e d t o have been "between 3 and 8 m i l e s an hour . At t h i s 
t i i i e t h e caboose was on t h e main l i n e about 450 f e e t south 
o f t h e s w i t c h l e a a m g t o t h e Bessemer Branca . As t h e a i r 
b r a k e s « e r e oi e r a t i n g on ly on c a r s a t t h e head end o f the 
t r a m , and a^ t he i u s n m g e n g i n e b e h i n d t h e caboose was work­
i n g s team, t he s l a c k ran i n i t h g r e a t f o r c e , and t h e caboose 
" i s c r u s h e d . T h i s c aboose .*as 31 y e a r s o l d and o f ooden 
c o n s t r u c t i o n , and t h e f o r w a r d p a r t o f t he s u p e r s t r u c t u r e 
as v*el l as t h e underf rame were d e s t r o y e d . The c a r ahead 
o f t n e caboose was a g o n d o l a c^r h a v i n g s t e e l frame and 
e n d s , and t h i s car v-as on ly s l i g h t l y damaged. Tne em­
p l o y e e s K i l l e d v*ere the conduc to r and one brakeman. o f 
e x t i a Idll, and the conduc to r c f e x t r a 9 7 9 , a l l o f whom 
were n a i n g on the f r o n t p l a t f o r m c f the c a b o o s e . 

Summary o f E v i d e n c e , 

Before the a r r i v a l o f e x t r a 979 a t Thomas y a r d , t h e 
c a r s t h a t were t o b e p i c k e d up a t t h i s ^ o i n t hasl been m -
S i e c t e i ; t hey were i n two c u t s , 15 b e i n g on one t r a c k , and 
'±7 on a n o t h e r . Eng ine 979 f i r s t c o u p l e d t o t h e cut of 15 
c a r s , and Car I n s p e c t o r p ransby s a i d t h e c o n d u c t o r t o l d 
him he d i d not uant t he a i r b r a k e s i n O j , e r a t i o n on any more 
c o - x S as the e n g i n e would not ±ump them up . Ca.r I n s p e c t o r 
Bransby then c l o s e d t h e a n g l e cock on the 15th c a r . No 
t e s t was made of t h e a i r b r a k e s on t h e s e c a r s and n u e d i -
a t e l y a f t e r w a r d s t n e cut of 47 c a r s was p i c k e d up; h o w e v e r , 
b e f o r e any t e s t or i n s p e c t i o n c o u l d b e made, a member of 
t h e t r a m crew gave Engineman Jones a p r o c e e d s i g n a l and 
t h e t r a i n d e p a r t e d , w i t h t h e a i r b r a k e s i n use on o n l y 15 
c a i s . The t r a i n s t o p p e d at t h e sou th end o f t h e y a r d at 
P r a t t C i t y , t hen p u l l e d s l o w l y t h r o u g n the y a r d , and i n ­
s t e a d of making an i n s p e c t i o n a t P r a t t C i t y , Car I n s p e c t o r s 
VJomble and F r i e n d , i .ho have j u r i s d i c t i o n from P r a t t C i t y t o 
Bessemer , d e c i d e d t o b o a r d e x t r a 979 and make an i n s p e c t i o n 
on c i r r i v a l a t E n s l e y , 1.2 m i l s s f rom P r a t t C i t y , o f t h e c a r s 
i n t h i s t r a i n t h a t were t o be d e l i v e r e d m i n t e r c h a n g e ; t h e y 
w e r e r i d i n g on t h e t r a i n a t the t i ^ e t h e a c c i d e n t o c c u r r e d . 
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I m m e d i a t s l y a f t e r t h e a c c i d e n t , Car I n s p e c t o r s T/omble 
and F r i e n d , t o g e t h e r w i t h Flagman B a r n e s , made an i n s p e c t i o n 
o f t he c o o l e r s t h a t p a r t e d , and a l s o of t h e a i r b r a k e s . 
Tt was found t h a t t h e knuck le s o f b o t h c o u p l e r s were c l o s e d , 
and when r e c o u p l i n g the e n g i n e t o t h e t r a m f lagman Barnes 
opened one o f the c o u p l e r s b y o p e r a t i n g t n e u n c o u p l i n g 
l e v e r , he a l s o p l a c e d a s ^ i k e o v e r the shank o f t h e c o u p l e r 
m t h e head end o f the e n g i n e t o t a k e up the v e r t i c a l p l a y , . 
A c c o r d i n g t o measurements maae a f t e r t h e c o u p l i n g was azie, 
t h e c o u p l e r on e n g i n e 979 was 35 i n c h e s i n h e i g h t , i - h i l e 
t h e a d j a c e n t c o u p l e r on the car t o which t h e e n g i n e was 
ccui l e d measured 32-i i n c h e s , The a i r b r a k e s -vere at t h a t 
t u e i n o p e r a t i o n on t h e f i r s t 37 ca r s m the t r a m , the 
a n g l e COCK: at t he r e a r o f t h e 37th car b e i n g c l o s e d , b e ­
tween t h i s p o i n t and the c a b o o s e t he t r a x n l i n e was c o u p l e d 
ana the a n g l e cocks o p e n . Brakeman D o g g e t t , o f e x t r a 979 , 
s a i d he £ound ,naiks on t h e t op of t h e car c o u p l e r which he 
thought were riade by the e n g i n e c o u p l e r p u l l i n g o v e r t h e 
t o p of t h e ca r c o u p l e r . 

Flagman Barnes s a i d t h a t t h e caboose was an o l d one 
and tna t ./hen a h e l p i n g e n g i n e was c o u p l e d b e n m d a caboose 
o f t h i s t y p e i t Vvas n o t h i s p r a c t i c e t o r i d e i n t h e caboose 
as he d i d not c o n s i d e r i t s a f e t o do s o , 

Engmeman Jones s t a t e d tha t i t was d e c i d e d be tween 
Conductor Andrews and h i m s e l f t o cut the a i r m on about 
35 or 30 c a r s , h o u e v e r , he d i d not knew d e f i n i t e l y as t o 
t he number o f _ c a r s cut i n , and he s a i d he d i d no t know 
t h a t e n g i n e I d l l ^as c o u p l e d t o t h e r e a r o f the t r a m . 
Engmeman Jones f u r t h e r s t a t e d t ha t i t was an e s t a b l i s h e d 
p r a c t i c e , and one tha t had e x i s t e d f o r y e a r s , f o r t r a m 
crefts t o have the a i r b r a k e s cut i n o n l y on t h e number o f 
c a i s c o n s i d e r e d s u f f i c i e n t b y them owing t o the l a r g e 
amount o f s w i t c h i n g t h a t i s done on the Bessemer Branch, 
which s t a tement was c o r r o o o r a t e d by Car I n s p e c t o r Bransby , 

Engineman J o n e s ' s t a t emen t t h a t he d i a not knar* en­
g i n e 1311 yvas c o u p l e d t o the r e a r o f h i s t r a i n i s c o n t r a ­
d i c t e d by t h e s t a t emen t of Fireman R o b e r t s who s a i d tha t 
Conductor Andrews t o l d Engmeman Jones t h a t e n g i n e 1311 
» i t h s i x l o a d e d c a r s would push them t o E n s l e y , and t ha t 

Engmeuan Jones h i m s e l f t o l d him he r e c e i v e d a s i g n a l f r o i . 
Conductor Tanner o f e n g i n e 1511 i n d i c a t i n g tha t t h a t e n g i n e 
vcu ld push h i s t r a i n . 
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Enginoman F r a s h , o f e n g i n e 1211, s t a t e d t h e f i r s t I n ­
t i m a t i o n h® had o f a n y t h i n g -vrong was when the a c o i d e n t o c ­
c u r r e d , - ;h i l e the t r a m nas moving a t a s p e e d of about 3 
i i i le3 an h o u r . He a l s o s a i d the a i r *vas no t c o u p l e d up a t 
e i t h e r end o f h i s e n g i n e . Car I n s f s c t o r VJomble s t a t e d 
t h a t no i n s p e c t i o n was mane of e x t r a 579 a t P r a t t C i t y as 
he c o n s i d e r e d t h i s t o be a t h rough t r a m , and thought i t 
\»a-= j a a e up and i n s p e c t e d at Thcxas y a r d ; he a l s o s t a t e d 
t n a t a f t e r t n e a c c i d e n t the t r a m d e p a r t e d w i t h o u t any a i r ­
b rake t e s t h a v i n g b e e n made. Car I n s p e c t o r F r i e n d s t a t e d 
no i n s p e c t i o n rfas made o f e x t r a 979 at P r a t t C i t y , as a t 
tne t ime o f i t s a r r i v a l he and I n s p e c t o r W o r b l e were busy 
i n s p e c t i n g t h e c a r s b rough t i n by e n g i n e 1 2 1 1 . 

Gene ra l Car Foreman Dardcn d i d not c o n s i d e r i t a 
s a f e p r a c t i c e t o c o u p l e a h e l p e r e n g i n e t o the r e a r o f a 
c ^ o o o s e o f t h i s t y p e , he a l s o s a i d t h i s r a i l r o a d r e q u i r e s 
tha t at l e a s t 90 p e r cen t o f the a i r c r a k e s oe m o p e r a t i o n , 
w h i l e S u p e r i n t e n d e n t o f T e r m i n a l s ^ c h l e r s t a t e d t h i s r e ­
qu i r emen t a p p l i e d t o t r a n s f e r s as w e l l as t o s c h e d u l e d 
t r a m s . 

An i n s p e c t i o n made b y C h i e f Car I n s p e c t o r S c h a f n i t t 
about two hours a f t e r t he a c c i d e n t d i s c l o s e d t ha t t h e cou­
p l e r on t h e head end o f e n g i n e 979 measured 33^ i nches 
above the t o p s o f the r a i l s , and a p p e a r e d t o b e d r o n e d , 
and on l i f t i n g t h i s c o u p l e r as h i g h as p o s s i b l e i t meas-
l r e d 35 i nches a c o v e the t o p s o f t h e r a i l s , t n e r e was a 
shim on t o p o f t h e c o u p l e r , m the arawhead c a s t i n g , 
about 1 i i . ch m t h i c k n e s s ; h o w e v e r , t h i s «.ras not s u f f i ­
c i e n t t o t a k e up t n e v e r t i c a l .play m t h e c o u p l e r . He 
a l s o s t a t e d ne gauged t h i s c o u p l e r f o r wear and found i t 
t o be w i t h i n the p r e s c r i b e d l i r i t s . C h i e f Car I n s p e c t o r 
S c h a f n i t t s t a t e d i n h i s o p i n i o n i t was p o s s i b l e f o r t h i s 
c o o t l e r t o s l i p o v e r t h e a d j o i n i n g c o u p l e r i n t h e e v e n t 
o f a low ; o i r . t m t h e t r a c k . 

An e x a m i n a t i o n made by the Couuas s i cn 1 s i n s p e c t o r s 
d i s c l o s e d t h a t t he c o u p l e r s on b o t h ends o f the b o x ca r 
t c which e n g i n e 9 79 was c o u p l e d jvere i n g o o d c o n d i t i o n , 
A h i l e the c o u p l e r m t h e h e s d end o f e n g i n e 9 7 9 , which 
uas i n s p e c t e d i n t he p r e s e n c e o f o f f i c i a l s o f t h i s r a i l ­
r o a d , v*as found t o be 3 ^ i n c h e s i n h e i g h t , w i t h s u f f i ­
c i e n t i l a y above the shank t o p e r m i t o f i t s o e i n g r a i s e d 
t o a h e i g h t o f 3 6 | i n c h e s a t t h e k i n g p i n ; t h e r e was a 
l - i r i c h shim e v e r the shank t o keep i t f r d r b e i n g r a i s e d 
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h i g h e r . Upon r e m o v i n g t h e knuck le t h e r e were found a 
number o f marks a. on tne bo t t o i r f a c e t h a t were a p p a r e n t l y 
ne»v The guard arm was ben t and worn near the b o t t o m , 
and , u^on gaug ing t h e c o u p l e r f o r w e a r , i t >v?s found t h a t 
f o r a d i s t a n c e o f 7 1 nones , measured from tne b o t t o m o f 
t h e c o u p l e r upwards , the c o u p l e r wag out o f gauge and 
worn b e y o n d the p r e s c r i b e d s a f e t y l i m i t s . The marics 
s a i d oy Braker-ian D o g g e t t t o have been on the top o f t h e 
car c o u p l e r were no t v i s i b l e a t the t ime i n s p e c t o r s o f 
the Commission examined i t . 

C o n c l u s i o n s . 

T h i s a c c i d e n t was caused by t n e t r a i n b e i n g o p e r a t e d 
. . i th a d e f e c t i v e c o u p l e r on the head end o f e n g i n e 9 7 9 , 
and .v i tnout t h e r e q u i r e d number o f a i r b r a k e s b e i n g u s e d . 

The maximum h e i g n t of drawbars p r e s c r i b e d b y t h e 
Commission f o r f r e i g h t c a r s , and a p p l i c a b l e a l s o t o 
f r e i g h t e n g i n e s , i s 3<ri i n c h e s , measured p e r p e n d i c u l a r l y 
from the l e v e l c f t h e t o p s of the r a i l s t o t he c e n t e r of 
t h e d rawbar . W h i l e measurements t \ k e n a t d i f f e r e n t t i m e s 
v a r i e d , i t was c l e a r l y e s t a b l i s h e d tha t t h e i e *»as s u f f i ­
c i e n t v e r t i c a l x l a y m t h e c o u p l e r on the head end o f 
e n g i n e 979 t o p e r m i t o f i t s b e i n g r a i s e d 2 i n c h e s abo-^fe 
t h e maximum h e i g n t p r e s c r i b e d a t t h e Commission. In 
a d d i t i o n , the l o « e r p o r t i o n of t h e c o u p l e r was worn b e ­
yond the p r e s c r i b e d l i m i t s . I n v i e w of t h e s e c o n d i t i o n s 
i t was p r o b a o l y p o s s i b l e f o r t h i s c o u p l e r e i t h e r t o s l i p 
o v e r or s l i p out o f t h e c o u p l e r on the a d j o i n i n g c a r ; 
t h e r e was some e v i d e n c e t h a t i t s l i p p e d o v e r t h a t c o u p l e r . 
The o p e r a t i o n o f t h i s e n g i n e h a v i n g t h i s d e f e c t i v e c o u ­
p l e r was m v i o l a t i o n o f the -pederai s a f e t y a p p l i a n c e r e ­
q u i r e m e n t s ; h a d t n e s e r e q u i r e m e n t s been o b s e r v e d t h i s 
a c c i d e n t would undoub ted ly have b e e n p r e v e n t e d . I f 
p r o p e r i n s p e c t i o n had toeen made p r i o r t o t h e a c c i d e n t , 
t h e s e d e f e c t s s h o u l d have b e e n d i s c o v e r e d . 

The d i s a s t r o u s consequences o f t h i s a c c i d e n t 
r e s u l t e d d i r e c t l y froir f a i l u r e of t he ere^9 o f b o t h 
e x t r a 979 and e x t r a 1311 t o make p r o p e r use of t h e 
e x i s t i n g a i r - b r a k e equipment The e v i d e n c e i s no t 
c o m p l e t e c o n c e r n i n g the number o f a i r b r a k e s u s e d , on 
account o f s e v e r a l o f t h e emp loyees i n v o l v e d b e i n g 
k i l l e d or i n j u r e d , bu t i t appears t h a t t h e a i r b r a k e s 
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• e re m s e r v i c e on 15 c a r s a t t h e head end of the 
t r a m l e a v i n g Thomas y a r d . T h i s t r a n s f e r t r a i n v» ?*s 
o p e r a t e d o v e r main l i n e t r a c e s ^ m c h were used b y 
o o t h f r e i g h t snd ^ a s s e n g e r t r a i n s o f t h e S t . L o u i s -
San F r a n c i s c o and o the r r a i l r o a d s , and i t s o p e r a t i o n 
w i t h o u t a minimum of 85 p e r c e n t o f power b n k e s , as 
- e l l as t h e s e cn a s s o c i a t e d power b r a c e d s a r s , o e i n g 

used iB3.s i n v i o l a t i o n o f l a * - . 

F u r t h e r m o r e , at the t m e o f t he a c c i d e n t t m s 
t r a m c o n s i s t e d o f e n g i n e 9 7 9 , o p e r a t i n g oackward , 
60 c a r s , c a b o o s e , e n g i n e 1311 o p e r a t i n g backward , and 
7 l o a d e d c a r s , and the e v i d e n c e i s t h a t power b r a k e s 
were then m use on ly on 2? c i r s at the head end o f 
t h e t r ^ i r . , and were nor c o n n e c t e d th rough t h e t r a m 
t o the h e l p i n g e n g i n e and tne l o a d e d c a r s b e h i n d i t . 
The o p e r a t i o n o f a t r a i n made up and c o n t r o l l e d m t h i s 
manner i s f r augh t i n t h g r e a t danger . An emergency ap­
p l i c a t i o n o f t h e b r a k e s froi. any c a u s e , e i t h e r b e i n g made 
manual ly by t h e engineman o f the l e a d i n g e n g i n e , or r e ­
s u l t i n g from a b u r s t h o s e , or the t r a m p a r t i n g as m 
t h i s c a s e , noiiId cause f a r g r e a t e r shocks than -irould o c ­
cur i f t he n rekes ^ e r e o p e r a t i n g tn roughou t the t r a i n , 
w h i l e t he c o n d u c t o r s and engmemen o f e x t r a s 979 and 
1311 tvere d i r e c t l y r e s p o n s i b l e f o r t he f a i l u r e i n t h i s 
i n s t a n c e t o matte p r o p e r use o f the a i r b r a k e equ ipment , 
i t was , a c c o r d i n g t o t e s t i m o n y , an e s t a b l i s h e d p r a c t i c e 
of l o n g s t a n d i n g t o neve t r a n s f e r t r a m s t o t h e Bessemer 
Branch wi thou t t he a i r b r a k e s on a l l o f the ca r s b e i n g 
c o u p l e d and under t h e c o n t r o l o f the e n g m e n a n , and, f o r 
t h e i r f a i l u r e t o have t h i s p r a c t i c e c o r r e c t e d , the o f f i ­
c i a l s o f t h i s r a i l r o a d a r e open t o c e n s u r e . Had t h e 
a i r b r a k e s on a l l o f t he c a r s o f the t r a n s f e r t r a m , i n ­
c l u d i n g e n g i n e 1211 and the c a r s i t was h a u l i n g , been 
c o a p l a d and i n o p e r a t i o n , u n d o u b t e d l y t h e r e s u l t s would 
have b e e n o f a l e s s s e r i o u s n a t u r e . 

A l l o f the emi- loyees i n v o l v e d were e x p e r i e n c e d 
iien, ht the t i n e of t h e a c c i d e n t none o f theu had 
been on duty i n v i o l a t i o n o f any o f the p r o v i s i o n s o f 
t h e hours o f s e r v i d e l a w . 

R e s p e c t f u l l y s u b m i t t e d , 

7j. P . BORLAND 

D i r e c t o r . 


