   THE CRASH

It was November, very cold and not a light to be seen anywhere. It was 1 o'clock in the morning. Wearing my tin hat, my gas mask slung over my shoulder, I was making my way to my depot to book on as required. (Standing cover for any Fireman that may be absent). There was a drone of aircraft above the sound of the A.A. guns from Wormwood Scrubs. The flashes as the shells exploded above seemed to light the streets up, an eerie blue. The distance from my home to Old Oak Loco Depot was about two miles, this took me about 10 minutes on my cycle. On arrival, I booked on duty and went to the Engineman's Rest Room to find my regular Driver Jack. Together we proceeded to the Duty Foreman to find if we were needed to cover any absences. We were told to help prepare the Hall Class Engine 2.6.0 that was to work the 2.55 a.m. Paddington to Swansea Paper Train.

When we located the Engine, the Driver was present but the Fireman had not yet arrived. This meant that the Fireman's preparation work was all behind. This preparation work consists of the following and much more, build up a small fire, in the approximately 3mts x lmts x lmts Firebox to a large fire, thus making steam. Trim the 5 tons of coal in the Tender and equip the Engine with tools from other locomotives, as they were in short supply, due to Wartime shortages.

By the time I had finished the Fireman's work and the Drivers had finished their oiling, we were starting to become late, the regular Fireman was still absent, so the Foreman told me he had no alternative, I must take his place.

The regular Driver's name was Jim. Having taken on 3000 gallons of water, we left the Loco, Shed down the Engine and Carriage Line, Tender First, bound for Paddington Station. The track took us up one side of the Main Line, over a bridge and down the other side past West London Carriage Sidings. By this time we were travelling at about 45 m.p.h. We were both looking out past the Engine Tender in the direction we were travelling, there was no moon, it was very dark and all of our Signals were Green, our visibility was about 30ft.

To my horror, I suddenly saw an Engine and Coaches pulling out from West London Sidings across in front of us,

"STOP MATE, STOP" I cried, my life flashing in front of me. The Driver put the Vacuum brake on, the wheels picked up and our 150 tons of locomotive smashed into the obstructing Train. The noise was deafening.

The Engine turned over on it's side and continued on it's side, ripping up the tracks both sides. There was coal and water flying over us from the Tender, steam and hot water from the Gauge Frame and tools flying around and hot water everywhere.

Suddenly, but for the hissing of steam, silence, as everything came to rest.

The first thing I remember was looking upwards and seeing our coats hanging above, somehow they had remained on their hooks on my side of the cab and were hanging at right angles from the side. I gathered my thoughts together, my right arm was hurting like hell, I saw my Driver slumped unconscious beside me.

Suddenly it dawned on me, "My God, we are lying across the UP and Down Main Line, if any Trains come, in any direction, they will plough into the wreckage" My only thought then was to find the warning detonators out of the wrecked toolbox and to put them on both the Up and Down Lines to prevent any other Trains running into the obstruction. I carried out this task automatically, using my uninjured left arm.

The next thing I remember was being in St. Mary's Hospital, Paddington, in shock and with a broken arm, my Driver with a badly injured back, caused by the reversing lever during impact.
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       4-6-0 Hall class engine, we were working during the crash.

THE INQUIRY

There was a full enquiry held at Paddington three weeks later, each person involved to be questioned separately. The Driver and his Fireman and Guard on the obstructing Train, the Signalman, my Driver and myself. We were all told not to discuss the accident with each other, at least until after the enquiry.

I was the fourth person to be called in. On entering I observed a very long table, around which were sitting twelve investigatory officials, all part of the Board of Enquiry. I was introduced to the Chairman and the first thing I was asked to do, was to relate the happenings from the time I booked on duty up to the accident on the day of the crash. On the table was a scale layout including a Model of the crashed Engine and Coaches.

After relating my day, as requested, several different members of the Board questioned me. The following are a few of the things asked.

Q.
Was I looking out all the time after leaving the Loco Depot?

A.
Yes

Q.
How far could I see beyond the Tender of the Engine?

A.
About 30 foot.

Q.
What action did I take after seeing the obstruction?

A.
I shouted "Stop Mate, Stop" and rushed to apply the Hand Brake on the Tender.

Q.
How long was it from when I saw the obstruction to the actual collision?

A.
It seemed like ages but it could only have been seconds.

Q.
Was I sure that all the Signal were Green?

A.
Positively, yes.

Q.
Could I estimate the speed we were running at, at the time?

A.
I should say about 40 m.p.h.

Q.
How long after the crash did I realise that my wrecked Engine was lying across the Main Lines?

A.
I cannot answer that, but as soon as I got my senses back.

Q.
Was I sure that I had checked the sand boxes were in full working order.

A.
Yes.

Q.
Did I have at least eight hours uninterrupted sleep, before the shift.

A.
Yes.

There were many more questions asked. The interview lasted about 45 minutes before I was thanked and told to wait outside and told once again not to discuss the interview with anyone and that they would probably ask me to return later.

The next man was asked to follow me in. The rest of us sat there feeling ill at ease with each other, not knowing who would be blamed or what conclusions they would come to.

The second time I was asked to attend was about one and a half  hours later. This time it was short and sweet. The Chairman said

"On behalf of the whole Board, you are to be commended, especially in view of the situation you were in, for your prompt action of protecting the Main Lines and thus preventing a very possible worse accident. And furthermore, there we find there is no blame attached whatsoever to your Driver or yourself." and they concluded that they had decided that we had done everything possible, within our power to avoid the collision.

Being an outspoken person, at this point I said something to the Board that turned out to be unforgivable. I made a statement to the Board, that since the accident, I had been off work for three weeks and had not received a penny in wages and that I had a wife and young child at home to keep and although I had complained bitterly to everyone concerned, I had got no satisfaction and no money. Because I made this statement before the Board, it stirred up a Hornet's nest. The Chairman of the Board followed me out of the room and said to me, "There is a right time and place for everything!" However, the next evening a G.W.R. Inspector called at my home with my three weeks wages and told me that I had caused a great deal of trouble for many people.

Conclusions of the Board of Enquiry  

           The results of the enquiry were as follows:- 

That the Driver of the Engine and Coaches that we had collided with had passed his Signal at Red. It was concluded that whilst waiting at the Signal, he saw the set of points pulled over in front of him, ready for him to proceed and had not checked that the Signal was Off, that in fact it was still Red and because of the interlocking system could not have been turned Green until we had passed,

The punishment given to him was severe. He was taken off the Main Line and the rest of his working life, he was confined to the limits of the Locomotive Depot. The Signalman was relieved of his post for prematurely pulling the Points over, before we had cleared the section.

I have heard and discussed with other Drivers and Firemen, if confronted with a collision situation, what action they would take. Some said that they would take a chance and jump, other opinions were that they would stay with the Engine and take a chance. On reflection, neither of these thoughts crossed my mind. It is to be said, I suppose, that circumstances govern actions. However, all I could think of was to pull the sand lever to stop the wheels from slipping and to apply the Hand Brake on the Tender. Applying the Hand Brake had no effect at all, because the Driver had already got the Vacuum Brake on all wheels, but by my holding the Hand Brake Lever, gave me something to hold on to and probably saved me from receiving worse injuries.

In conclusion, after the accident, all through the following years and miles covered on the Footplate, I never really felt safe again. No matter what Engine I worked on, this nervousness stayed with me until I left the G.W.R.. In retrospect, I think I had already decided to resign when the Works Order was repealed because of this event.






