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Bells as Accessory Highway
Crossing Protection

TueE recommendations of the' ALA.R. Joint Committee
on Grade Crossing Protection include the statement
that “a bell shall be used on crossing signals when
required by local conditions.” The logical conclusion
to be drawn from this statement is that bells are recom-
mended as accessory protection for wig-wag or flash-
ing-light signals at crossings where an audible signal
will provide a warning to pedestrians or to drivers of
vehicles approaching at reduced speed, especially when
they are coming up to the crossing from a side street

where a full view of the signal itself is not obtained.

When it comes to the more general practice of pro-
viding bells on all crossing signals, railroad signal
officers differ in their attitude and practices. Indica-
tive of these differences are the comments in the
“What’s the Answer?” department in this issue, in
which one signal engineer states that bells should
seldom, if ever, be used, while another signal engineer
claims that bells should be used at all locations, except
where nearby residents object too strenuously, and sug-
gests even in such cases that a bell giving a more sub-
dued tone can be used for warning pedestrians.

In behalf of those opposed to bells, it can be argued
that the driver of a closed car on a through highway
in open territory will not hear a bell until very near
the crossing and an audible warning is, therefore, of
but little value. Furthermore, at crossings in the vicin-
ity of business houses or residences, the noise created
by a bell soon becomes seriously objectionable, espe-
cially if the signal operates when trains are stopped
at stations or are switching within the control limits,
It is also contended that a bell is subject to failure and
if an accident occurs at a crossing where a bell fails
to operate, it would probably subject the railroad to
claim for damages, whereas if no bell had been pro-
vided such would not be the case.

However, there is much to be said in support of
those who favor the use of bells as additional warnings
for crossings. Modern improvements in automobile
engines and their mountings result in very quiet opera-
tion, even at high speeds, so that a loud-sounding
crossing bell can, in many instances, be heard by an
automobile driver in a closed car. An important point
advanced is that a driver keeps his eyes directed pri-
marily on the road ahead, noting signals along the
highway only as a secondary consideration. In con-
trast, his ears are not directed in any particular direc-
tion, and function subconsciously for sound warnings.
This reasoning is applicable especially at crossings
where side roads or streets are involved, for at such
locations drivers are concentrating their attention on
approaching cars in order to enter the highway safely,
and may fail to see the signals but would hear the bells,
thus calling attention to the dangerous situation.

At crossings used by pedestrians, especially school
children, a bell serves effectively because the audible
warning is impressed on the ears subconsciously,
whereas a person must be standing in the range of the
beam and looking at a flashing-light signal in order
to observe the warning. Furthermore, a person walking
close to a crossing, or even a driver in a car that is
stopped or driving slowly close to a crossing, may not
be within the range of the beam spread of a light sig-
nal. This condition is of special importance at a cross-
ing of a multiple-track line when an automobile stops
close to the crossing to wait for one train to pass and
then is inclined to start over the crossing without wait-
ing to see whether a second train is approaching on an-
other track. In such circumstances the continued ring-
ing of the bell should serve to warn the driver of 2
continued hazardous condition when he is too near to
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see the signal or is concentrating on starting his car.

Being convinced of the additional protection af-
forded, the proponents of bells contend that such equip-
ment should be provided, and that, being of this opin-
ion, the elimination of the bell on a proposed installa-
tion, for fear that it might fail, violates the principle
of furnishing as complete protection as is possible.
Good apparatus, properly installed and adequately
maintained, is relied upon to provide reliable perform-
ance, thus reducing to a vanishing minimum the num-
ber of instances in which the failure of a bell would
contribute to the cause of an accident. It is contended
that such occasions are so rare as to be negligible in
comparison with the benefits of improved protection
afforded by the bells.

It is granted that the noise created by bells is objec-
tionable in some locations but these are, as a rule, just
the locations where audible warning is most needed,
and the railroad, therefore, has a logical argument for
using the bell. The nuisance can be alleviated by using
a soft-toned bell. Where control limits are occupied
for extended periods on account of trains switching
or standing at stations, automatic cut outs and starters
should be provided, regardless of whether bells are
used, for otherwise the drivers of vehicles soon grow
to disregard the signals. Confining the operation of
the signal protection to the period immediately pre-
ceding the arrival of a train at a crossing has been
effective in reducing objections to bells on the part of
residents in the vicinity. At locations on single-track
lines where crossings near stations are blocked by a
train while making a station stop, some roads arrange
the control so that the bell is cut out when the locomo-
tive passes the crossing.

The conclusion is that the recommendation of the
Joint Committee, to the effect that “bells should be
used when required by local conditions,” is sound.
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