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August, 1912

Lamps made by Peter Gray & Sons are used. During two
winters through which these lights have been in service not a
single instance of a light having blown out has been recorded.

The installations have been completed between Boston and
Atkinson; between Madbury and Biddeford, and on the Med-
ford Branch, Western route, between Boston and Rigby, Eastern
route, Portland division, and between South Ashburnham and
Bellows Falls on the Fitchburg division,—a total of 228 miles.

THE LESSON OF THREE COLLISIONS.*

The collision at Western Springs, on the Burlington, on July
14, was the third bad one on the railways of the United States
within two weeks. The three were alike in their main features,
but they occurred under widely different condition—a combi-
nation of circumstances affording an unusual opportunity to study
the causes of such disasters.

In the collision at Wilpen, Pa., on the Ligonier Valley, a pas-
senger car was crushed between the engine which was pushing it
and two engines which were pulling a freight train. The im-
mediate cause was either the failure of the dispatcher to deliver,
or of the conductor to understand or obey, an order. The road
on which the disaster occurred had no block signal system of
any kind, kept no record of train orders, maintained no train
register, had no printed rules governing train operation, and
used a system of dispatching which provided for verbal orders
to be given to the conductor, and by him transmitted to the other
members of the crew.

At Western Springs three passenger trains in succession ran
past a stop signal in a fog; and the third, a fast mail train, ran
into the second, the flagman of which did not get back far enough
“to insure full protection.” The Burlington has ranked very
high among the railways of this country for safe operation, good
equipment, and the maintenance of a high standard of obedience
among its employes. Officers of the railway say there has been
no collision on its lines east of Burlington, operated under the
manual block system, in 22 years. No fusees are used on the
Burlington ; and one point regarding its equipment which has not
escaped attention is that there was no distant signal for the home
signal at Western Springs. Distant signals are now being in-
stalled for all manual home signals, which seems to amount to
an admission of their need.

Near Corning, N. Y., on the Delaware, Lackawanna & West-
ern, the engineer of a regular train, in a dense fog, ran past in
succession a distant automatic signal at caution, a flagman, and
a home automatic signal at stop, and collided with a passenger
train which had been stopped by a stalled freight ahead of it.
The flagman had a fusee but had neglected to take any torpedoes.
This road, according to a statement of its general passenger
agent, had carried 250,000,000 passengers in the 12 years preced:
ing with a loss of only two lives. The foregoing statements
regarding the wreck indicate the high character of its equipment.

The fact of the three collisions so similar occurring on three
roads where the conditions as to physical equipment were so
very dissimilar raises a strong logical presumption that some
cause not connected with the physical equipment was operating
in each case, and in fact was the essential cause—in other words
the cause without which probably not one of these collisions
would have occurred, and without which possibly most collisions
would not occur. Let us carefully examine and see if the pre-
penderance of the evidence supports this presumption.

Nearly any circumstance surrounding a collision may be a
contributing cause. At Wilpen the method of handling train
orders, the placing of the car ahead of the engine, the conductor’s
loss of memory or carelessness in not being sure he knew what his
orders meant, all contributed to the disaster. At Western Springs
the fog, the misunderstanding of the signal operator, Mrs. Wilcox,
as to whether No. 74 was to cross over at Congress Park, and
her assumption that she had no reason to believe No. 8 would

*An editorial in the “Rallway Age Gazette’' of July 26, 1912,
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overrun the same signal that both No. 2 and No. 4 had just over-
run, may be considered as contributing causes. So may the flag-
man’s act in putting down, not one torpedo, but two, 10 ft. apart,
the non-use of fusees on this road, and the absence of a distant
signal which might have given a preliminary warning as to the
indication of the home signal. And at Corning, the fog, the
injector which seems to have distracted Engineman Schroeder's
attention, the failure of the flagman to take any torpedoes with
him, or to light his fusee soon enough, all may have helped to
bring about the disaster.

The list of contributing causes in these accidents might be
extended indefinitely It could even be made, in the Burlington
case, to include the practice of the United States government in
awarding mail-carrying contracts to the road that makes the best
time, thus putting a premium on fast running. Or it could
include the failure of the flagman at Western Springs, to obey
the flagging rule, or of the enginemen at both that place and
Corning to run cautiously in the fog.

The absence of any one of a number of such contributing causes
might have prevented either of these collisions. For example,
the flagman at Western Springs would have been out far enough
at 1,100 or 1,200 ft., if the engineman on No. 8 had been running
as cautiously as he should have been in the dense fog; and if the
flagman had been out as far as he could possibly have gone he
might have stopped No. 8 The same thing could be said of other
incidents connected with the disaster. But none of these things,
in the absence of which, perhaps, the wrecks would not have
happened, was their real essential cause. These immediate causes
each have a precedent cause, and it is that cause of causes, to
which are traceable these collisions and most other collisions,
which must be hunted out and exterminated.

Such reports and recommendations as have been made in the
past, following bad wrecks, and will probably be made in the
cases under discussion, are well enough in their way. But they
do not go far enough. They aim to correct only conditions which
are nothing more than contributing causes. For example, to rec-
ommend that distant signals be installed for all home signals.
that rule 99 specify a minimum distance which a flagman shall
go back under certain conditions, that the Burlington displace
its few women operators with men, that fusees be used to sup-
plement torpedoes at night and in fogs, or even that enginemen
never exceed a certain speed in a fog, will not prevent collisions
under the many possible conditions under which these things
would not and could not be contributing causes. Even an
automatic stop would not remove the possibility of collisions,
for it would be only as reliable as the signal to which it was.
attached or the traek circuit control of that signal. And if a
train should be far enough past the entrance to a block to avoid
being hit by a following train stopping after an automatic device
had acted, it could easily be far enough away to be hit pretty
hard by that same train when it resumed its journey.

What, then, is this cause of the causes of accidents? What-
ever else an investigation of one collision accident here and
another there may disclose, there is one condition that every such
investigation discloses, and that is the tendency of employes
chronically and persistently to take risks, and the tendency of
railway officers chronically and persistently to tolerate the taking
of risks. In every investigation the fact comes out that the
employes have taken risks. In every investigation the officers
cite the book of rules to show that in doing so the employe
violated the rules, and that the accident was a result of
this. But why did they violate the rules in the particular in-
stances when accidents occurred? The employes often reply
that they did it to “make the time.” But they are trying to “make
the time” daily. Are they, therefore, violating the rules daily in
order to do so? The evidence in about every case indicates
that they are. The violations in the particular cases that result
in accidents are, then, themselves, it would seem, a result of a
habit; and all the violations that have taken place have helped
to form that habit; and, therefore, indirectly every violation of
a rule or order that has ever taken place, whatever its immediate



