
RAILWAY ACCIDENTS
Greg Morse

© Shire Publications • www.shirebooks.co.uk



RAILWAY 
ACCIDENTS

Greg Morse
 

© Shire Publications • www.shirebooks.co.uk



CONTENTS
INTRODUCTION 4

EARLY DAYS 8

AN INSPECTOR CALLS 13

FROM TIME TO SPACE 18

BRIDGES AND BRAKES 24

HUMAN ERRORS 34

TAKING CONTROL 43

NATIONALISATION, MODERNISATION  
AND THE THREAT OF FOG 50

NEW RAILWAY, NEW DANGER? 56

RETURN TO CLAPHAM 62

FURTHER READING 71

INDEX 72

© Shire Publications • www.shirebooks.co.uk



The red beam burns against the night; the driver stops the 
train and waits.

 

Waiting. That’s the lot of the goods driver: waiting 
in a loop for an express to pass by; waiting in a yard 

for the ‘off’. But wait he must – the signal is red and red 
means danger. It also means safe: red signals warn drivers 
of points set against them, obstructions up ahead, and of 
course other trains. So if a driver passes a signal at ‘danger’ 
– if there’s a SPAD – an accident can occur.

But what if a red signal actually shows green? It should 
be impossible; it is very rare. Yet that’s exactly what 
happened on 12 December 1988, when a ‘phantom aspect’ 

INTRODUCTION

The railway’s 

sentinel of 

safety has long 

been the signal. 

This ‘cantilever’ 

has ‘heads’ 

protecting two 

lines. It looks as 

though 33211 

has committed a 

‘signal passed at 

danger’ incident 

– a SPAD. In 

fact, the signal 

has returned 

to red in order 

to protect the 

locomotive as 

it continues its 

journey.
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5

led a packed rush-hour service into the rear of another near 
Clapham Junction. The impact forced a passing empty unit 
off the rails, killed thirty-five people and injured almost 
five hundred more.

The resulting inquiry found that a live wire had been left 
dangling in a relay room; when jolted a couple of weeks later, 
it touched a terminal, made a connection and prevented a 
signal from returning to ‘danger’ after the passage of an 
earlier train. Beneath this surface failure, investigators also 
found problems with management, supervision, training 
and rostering. It’s a basic truth about accidents: that there’s 
always more than one cause. Thus, at Bellgrove Junction 
on 6 March 1989, a driver passed a signal at ‘danger’, true, 
but the fatal collision that followed would not have come 
had the guard not given the ‘right away’ while the red light 
was still shining, or if BR had not altered the track layout 
in such a way that a SPAD could put one train into the 
path of another.

The Clapham 

collision of 

12 December 

1988. Here, 

firemen and 

engineers are 

cutting through 

the wreckage in 

the search for 

survivors.

© Shire Publications • www.shirebooks.co.uk



RAILWAY ACCIDENTS6

The SPAD at Purley two days before seemed to be 
an exception to the rule, seemed in fact to be all the 
driver’s fault. After all, it was he who took his train past 
a ‘red’, his mistake that caused it to collide with the rear 
of another, his negligence that killed five people and 
injured eighty-eight more. That’s certainly what the press 
thought, who pilloried him in their pages, and what the 
courts thought, who sentenced him to eighteen months 
in prison. Indeed, the driver himself had never said 
otherwise, had never done anything but bravely admit 
his guilt. Except that the truth was not nearly so simple.

The same signal had been passed at ‘danger’ four times 
before; such things are seldom coincidental, and often 
suggest that the position of the gantry or post makes the 
head prone to being overlooked. In this case, though 

In the causal 

chain of the 

fatal accident at 

Bellgrove was the 

simplification of 

the junction from 

a double-track 

arrangement 

to one which 

included a short 

stretch of single 

track.
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7INTRODUCTION

drivers had slightly longer to see the signal while in motion 
than the seven seconds considered acceptable for a 90-mph 
line, it became obscured by the station buildings as the 
train approached. The investigating officer recommended 
that erecting a repeater would lengthen this ‘sighting time’ 
and help cut the number of SPADs at the signal itself. The 
“new evidence” was accepted by the court in 2007 and the 
conviction overturned. Sadly, the driver would live with his 
good name restored for just two more years.

Clapham, Purley and Bellgrove mark 1988–9 as a 
pivotal period for railway 
safety. Much technology had 
been applied to accident 
prevention by this time; 
much more would follow. 
This book charts these 
developments, along with the 
checks and balances between 
investigators and operators, 
and the abiding need to 
respect the lessons of the past, 
both today … and tomorrow.

The prison 

sentence of the 

driver involved 

in the collision 

at Purley was 

reduced from 

eighteen months 

to four on 

appeal, but when 

the new evidence 

was presented 

in 2007, his 

conviction 

was overturned. 

He drowned in a 

boating accident 

two years later.

Behind every 

statistic is a face. 

These floral 

tributes were 

placed at the 

Clapham crash 

site by mourners 

in 1988.
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Those who heard it would remember the sound for the 
rest of their lives: the crunch of bone, the cry of pain. And 
it was meant to be such an auspicious day, a great day for 
Britain ...

 

Not that the opening of the Liverpool & Manchester 
Railway could ever be as joyous as the opening of 

the Stockton & Darlington in 1825: George IV was now 
dead, unemployment was rife, and there were concerns 
about another revolution in France. Yet the Act had 
been passed, the money had been spent, and the famous 
Rainhill Trials had demonstrated the value of steam. By 
15 September 1830, the stage was well and truly set for 
the launch of this, the first timetabled passenger line in 
the world.

Planned as a grand procession, the opening ceremony 
would feature eight trains, each conveying the great and 
good from one city to the other at speeds unheard of 
hitherto. A run in August had shown that the line and its 
locomotives were ready. Now, at Crown Street station, the 
crowd was ready, the flags were ready, and the Stephensons 
were ready too. The new king failed to appear, but the 
Duke of Wellington, the redoubtable (though none too 
popular) Prime Minister, did – along with Sir Robert Peel 
and Liverpool MP William Huskisson, one of the scheme’s 
biggest supporters. They, and some eighty lords, ladies and 
ambassadors, soon boarded the leading special.

EARLY DAYS
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