Sydenham Forest Hill Penge Gazette, Friday 8th January 1915

RAILWAY SENTRY KILLED

DANGEROUS SPOT AT FOREST HILL

NATIONAL RESERVIST CARRIED OVER THREE HUNDRED YARDS

RIDER WITHDRAWN

A private in the Midlesex Battalion of the National Reserve was killed while on sentry duty near Forest Hill station on Sunday night. On Tuesday Mr. H. R. Oswald, District Coroner, held an inquest at the Lewisham Court, where deceased’s name was given as John Prior, aged 32, of 25, Nelson street, Harrow-on-the-Hill.

Captain Edis, of the Middlesex National Reserve, represented the military authorities.

Mr. C. H. Brewer, who watched the case on behalf of the Company, at the opening expressed regret at the accident and sympathy for the widow and her children, and also with the officers and men in the loss of a colleague.

Eva Prior, the widow, said that deceased was in the 13th Company of the Middlesex National Reserve. She last saw him two weeks ago, when he left home in good health.

Corporal John Verne Raine, stationed at Forest Hill, said that deceased was sent out on sentry on the up line, near the signalbox on the south side of Forest Hill Station, on Sunday from 10 p.m. until midnight.

Snow and sleet fell between those hours and rendered the sleepers slippery. Deceased had a sentry-box at the foot of the stairs near the signal-box. It was about about 2ft 3in. from the metals. 

The orders were that the men were not to stand in front of the box, but at the side. They were told not to use the box except in very bad weather, and to step back to the railings, which were 6ft from the line, as trains passed. Witness was in the guard-room when deceased left to go duty. He was in every way fit to go. 

Witness was informed at 11.40 p.m. of the accident and arrived as deceased’s body was being brought on to the platform. The train was standing in the station. After the accident witness was told that one of the boards near the sentry-box was loose. A portion of deceased overcoat was picked up on the line, and his smashed carbine. The top part of the carbine had evidently been hit, the breach worked all right.

Answering Mr. Brewer, witness said that the damage to the carbine was consistent with its having been struck by a passing train whilst deceased was carrying it at the slope. He had not personally examined the loose plank.

In reply to a juror witness said there was no margin of safety near the sentry-box. It could not be moved further back. “I consider,” he added, “that it is in a most dangerous position.”

Dr. Robert Balderston, 17, Westbourne road, Forest Hill, said that he found deceased lying dead in the porter’s room. A blow on the left side had resulted in the crown of the head being practically scalped. The base of the skull was fractured. There were two enormous wounds on the outerside of each hip, and bruising of the left elbow. 

Deceased had not been run over by wheels but appeared to have been rolled over and over. He had received a violent blow on the head. Death must have been instantaneous. Witness thought that deceased must have had his back to the train when he was struck.

William Henry Bishop, of 16, Noel terrace, Forest Hill, head porter at the station, said that when the 11.25 up train arrived – seven minutes late – the guard told him they had knocked a man down. 

He found deceased lying in the four-foot way in front of the engine. The guard iron had caught in his clothing. Deceased’s legs were clear of the four-foot way altogether. His left arm was stretched out in front of the engine. The body was quite lifeless. 

Walking down the line he found a piece of his coat fifty yards north of the signal-box the hat and carbine further down the line, two or three yards north of the sentry box. They were all in the four-foot way.

Answering Mr. Brewer, witness thought that the sentry-box itself was 3ft 6in. from the rail – the platform was nearer.

Samuel Edwards, of 70, Hatcham Park road, New Cross, the driver of the train, said that when the train ran into the station he noticed the stones rattling on the side of the track. On getting off the engine with a lamp he found they had knocked a soldier down and that he had been pushed along the rail by the guard iron. He was not previously aware that anything had happened. 

Mr. Brewer said that the military authorities placed the sentry posts in position.

Captain Edis said that this box was used by the Liverpool Regiment, who were there before the National Reserve took charge. He was now arranging other sentry-boxes in conjunction with the company’s engineer.

The Coroner remarked that the box was apparently too near the line to be safe. There was no direct evidence as to how the accident happened. Although his head was extensively damage, it was curious that his hat was uninjured.

The jury returned a verdict of “Accidental Death” and recommended that the sentry-box should be moved to a less dangerous position.

Captain Edis said that he was arranging for a guard-rail to be placed in front of the sentry-box.

Jurors remarked that that would satisfy them.

Mr. Brewer: I take it then that the rider is withdrawn?

Jurors: Yes.

The Foreman: The jury don’t wish to put blame on anyone.

The Coroner: Then the rider is withdrawn.

The Foreman: Yes. 

