Kentish Mercury, Friday January 8th 1915

Inquests

(Before Mr. H. R. Oswald, Coroner)

SENTRY KILLED AT FOREST HILL

On Tuesday, at Lewisham, on the body of Arthur James Prior, aged 32, of 25 Nelson Road, Harrow-on-the-Hill, a private in the 13th Company of the Middlessex Battalion, National Reserve, who was killed outside Forest Hill station on Sunday night while on sentry duty.

Mr. C. H. Brewer watched the case on behalf of the Brighton Railway Company.

Corporal John Vernon Raine, also of the National Reserve, said that Prior was on duty on the up line between Forest Hill and London Bridge. He went on at 10 o'clock on Sunday night, and should have stayed until midnight. Snow and sleet was falling at the time, and the ground was slippery.

A sentry box was provided for him by the steps of the signal box on the up line, about two feet from the metals. The men had instructions to stand at the side of the box, and on the approach of a train to step back to the railings. They were not to use the box except in case of bad weather.

Witness saw Prior leave the guard-room at 9.55 for duty, and he wwas in every way fit. At 11.40 witness heard that he was dead. A board running from the box to the side of the signal box was slightly loose, and it was along this that the sentries had occasionally to walk to see that the wires were not tampered with.

When deceased's carbine was found it was badly damaged, which showed a passing train might have struck it. Witness considered thet the sentry box was in a very dangerous position, the margin of safety being very little.

William Henry Bishop, head porter at Forest Hill station said that the man was killed by a train by a train which reached there from Sutton at 11:38 - 13 minutes late. Witness found him lying on the near rail in the four-foot way in front of the engine, the guard iron of which had caught in his clothing.

The engine was reversed and he was extricated, but was quite dead. Witness examined the line and found a piece of his tunic about 50 yards north of the signal box, another portion three feet north of the sentry box, and the carbine in the four-foot way south of the box. The cap was not damaged.

Samael Edwards, of Hatcham Park Road, the driver of the engine, said that as he ran into the station he heard the ballast flying, and on stopping found that the man was being pushed along by the guard iron, which prevented him from being run over.

Mr. Brewer explained the railway company had nothing to do with the placing of sentry boxes on the line.

Captain Edis said that the Middlesex took the duty over from the Liverpool Regiment, and the Company's engineer, in consultation with him, arranged the position of the boxes.

Dr. Robert Balderston, of Westbourne Road, Forest Hill, deposed that he was summoned to the station at 12:15 on Monday morning, and on seeing Prior found that he was dead. The crown of the head was literally scapled, and there was a fracture at the extreme base of the skull. There were two enormous gaping wounds on the outer side of each hip and bruises on the left elbow. He appeared to have ben rolled over and over and death must have been instantaneous. His opinion was that the man had his back to the train, and was struck on the left side of the head.

The jury returned a a verdict of "Accidental death," with a rider that the sentry box should be moved to a safer position.

Captain Edis said he had suggested that a guard rail should be placed in front of it.

Mr. Brewer thought this a good idea, and said he was sure the Company would do everything they could to help the military authorities.

The jury thereupon withdrew their rider. Mr. Brewer expressed sympathy with his widow. 

