
World Railway Accidents 1901-1915: A
Perspective by Francis Voisey
The dawn of the 20th century marked a transformative era for railway
transportation. As steam engines propelled trains across continents, they
also brought with them an inherent risk of accidents. Francis Voisey, a
renowned railway historian, meticulously chronicled the world's most
significant railway disasters from 1901 to 1915 in his seminal work, "World
Railway Accidents 1901-1915." This comprehensive volume offers a chilling
glimpse into the tragedies that shaped the development of railway safety
practices.

Chapter 1: The Dawn of the 20th Century and the Rise of Railway
Travel

As the 19th century transitioned into the 20th, railways rapidly expanded
their reach, connecting cities, facilitating commerce, and transforming the
lives of countless people. Steam locomotives, with their increased power
and speed, became the driving force behind this transportation revolution.
However, this progress came at a price. The inherent dangers associated
with these massive machines and the high speeds at which they traveled
posed significant risks to both passengers and railway employees.
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Chapter 2: The Horrors of Montparnasse: Paris, 1895

One of the most infamous railway accidents of the early 20th century
occurred in Paris on October 22, 1895. A passenger train bound for
Granville derailed near the Montparnasse station, crashing through a
station wall and plunging onto the Place de Rennes below. The impact
claimed the lives of 64 people and injured over 100. The shocking images
of the train's twisted wreckage, perched precariously atop a building,
became a poignant reminder of the hazards of railway travel.

Chapter 3: The Ashtabula Bridge Disaster: Ohio, 1876

The Ashtabula Bridge Disaster, which occurred on December 29, 1876,
remains one of the deadliest railway accidents in American history. A
passenger train crossing the Ashtabula River in Ohio plunged into the icy
waters below when the iron bridge collapsed beneath its weight. The
tragedy claimed the lives of 92 people, including many women and
children. The disaster raised serious questions about the safety of iron
bridges and led to the adoption of more stringent construction standards.

Chapter 4: The Quintinshill Rail Crash: Scotland, 1915

On May 22, 1915, a troop train carrying British soldiers collided head-on
with an express passenger train near Quintinshill, Scotland. The impact,
which occurred at high speed, resulted in the deaths of 227 soldiers and 17
civilian passengers. The Quintinshill Rail Crash remains the deadliest
railway accident in British history. The investigation into the disaster
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revealed a tragic series of errors, including a failure to communicate
effectively between train dispatchers and signalmen.

Chapter 5: The Malbone Street Wreck: Brooklyn, 1905

The Malbone Street Wreck, which occurred on November 1, 1905, in
Brooklyn, New York, was a devastating collision between two elevated
trains. The impact, which occurred at a curve on the line, caused the trains
to derail and collapse, crushing the passengers beneath the wreckage. The
accident claimed the lives of 29 people and injured over 100. The disaster
exposed the dangers of elevated railways, which had proliferated rapidly in
major cities, and led to stricter safety regulations.

Chapter 6: The St-Jean-de-Maurienne Rail Disaster: France, 1917

Just two years after the end of the period covered in Voisey's book, one of
the deadliest railway accidents in French history occurred in St-Jean-de-
Maurienne on December 12, 1917. A military train carrying Italian troops
collided head-on with a passenger train, resulting in the deaths of over 500
people. The disaster occurred during wartime, when railway lines were
heavily congested and safety standards were often compromised.

Francis Voisey's "World Railway Accidents 1901-1915" offers a
comprehensive and sobering look at the devastating railway disasters that
occurred during the early 20th century. These tragedies played a pivotal
role in shaping railway safety practices, leading to the implementation of
stricter regulations, improvements in train design, and advancements in
signaling systems.

While railway travel has become significantly safer over the years,
accidents continue to occur, albeit less frequently and with fewer



casualties. The lessons learned from the disasters chronicled by Voisey
remain invaluable, reminding us of the fragility of life and the importance of
constant vigilance in ensuring the safety of our transportation systems.

By delving into the depths of these tragedies, we can honor the victims,
learn from the mistakes of the past, and strive to create a safer railway
system for generations to come.
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