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THE HIGH GIRDERS

The two-mile long bridge across the estuary of the River Tay which was completed in 1878 was hailed as the most splendid of all the many British engineering feats of the nineteenth century. But only for eighteen months. On the night of December 28th 1879, the central spans of the bridge, a thousand yards long and known as the High Girders collapsed in a great storm, carrying with them into the river a six-coach train with seventy-five passengers aboard. John Prebble tells the full story of the bridge’s building, the disaster itself, and the dramatic events that followed.




OVERTURE

“Wait, wait, we’ll see her soon!”



SHORTLY BEFORE seven o’clock in the evening John Watt, a foreman surface worker in the employ of the North British Railway Company, went to share a can of tea with his friend Thomas Barclay.

It was not far from his cottage to the signal cabin, but the path led up the Fifeshire bank of the Tay and he found it hard to climb the wet earth against the pull of a southwesterly gale. This was a stronger wind than any Watt could remember. He felt it beating against his ears, taking the air from his mouth before he could suck it into his lungs. When he reached the shelter of the cabin he heard a restless thrumming along the latticed iron of the new bridge. Heavy clouds were fast-racing down the firth to the German Sea, and in the darkness below them the bridge was a thread of tiny lamps only, looped across the throat of the Tay. Now and then the wind tore a hole in the clouds, and a full moon shone on the black water and the black girders and the black nipple of Dundee Law.

Thomas Barclay’s signal cabin was held in a fork where the single line left the bridge and turned eastward and westward. It was high in the wind and its northern windows faced across the Tay to the city of Dundee over a mile away.

The two men greeted each other and agreed that the weather was bad. The cabin was vibrating uneasily, and John Watt stood with his back to the stove and looked out of the window and said again that the weather was bad.

At eight minutes past seven o’clock the signal bell rang, and John Watt asked if this came from St. Fort. Barclay said that it did, and that the 5.20 from Burntisland had left St. Fort and would soon be at the bridge. He signalled the cabin on the northern bank, and within fifteen seconds his signal was acknowledged by one beat of the bell, and then two, and then a final beat. It was nine minutes past seven and Thomas Barclay recorded these times in his log book.

They felt the push of the gale against the cabin, and because it could be as bad as this in the lee of Wormit Bay where they were, they knew that it must be very bad out in the firth.

At twelve minutes past seven the train came along the westward turn. They saw it first as a flare against the darkness, a string of sparks drawn taut, and then smudges of uncertain light from six carriages. Barclay took a baton from its hole, and he opened the door of the cabin and went down the steps to the boarding.

The train passed him slowly, moving, as the regulations insisted, at no more than three miles an hour. Barclay walked alongside the engine for a few paces, and he saw the glare of the fire on the driver’s white moleskin trousers, the black mark of a grin as the stoker leant out to take the baton. Then Barclay halted and watched the carriages pass, and saw a face here and there looking down at him from the windows. Once it was a child’s face.

He went back to the cabin, glad to be out of the wind. It was thirteen minutes past seven and he signalled to the northern box that the train was on the bridge. The acknowledgment came back promptly—one beat of the bell, and then two, and then a final beat. Thomas Barclay gave the clear signal to Wormit and he recorded the times in his log book.

The tension had passed, and he squatted down before the fire and raked out the dead coals.

From the north window of the cabin John Watt said “There is something wrong with the train.” He said it calmly and without excitement.

John Watt had served the Company for twelve years against the three years and eight months of Barclay’s service. But Barclay was a young man and jealous of his work, and proud that he had been signalman at the south cabin since the opening of the great bridge. He was quick to resent any suggestion that Watt might know more about the bridge than he. He said “Nothing has happened to the train, John.”

Standing by the window of the closed door Watt had watched the train as it gathered speed on the bridge. He saw the retiring sway of its three red tail-lamps, and then, suddenly, he saw a spray of sparks from its wheels that grew and merged into a steady flame pulled eastward by the wind. He watched this curiously for three minutes until there were three distinct flashes and then one great flash. Then there was darkness. He could not see the tail lamps now.

He said “The train’s gone over, Thomas.”

Barclay got up from the fire and came to the window, holding his face against it and frowning.

“Her tail lamps have gone,” said Watt.

Barclay looked across the dark river and at last he said “Of course her tail lamps have gone. She’s gone down the incline to the north side. We’ll see her again soon.”

They waited, and Watt said “I’m afraid something’s happened to her, Thomas.”

“Wait,” said Barclay, “Wait, we’ll see her soon.”

He was impatient with the older man, and he took the scuttle and went down the steps for more coal. When he returned Watt was still watching the river and he said that he had not seen the train again. It was three minutes since he had said that the train had gone over, and Barclay now knew that something must be wrong.

He rang the bell to the north box and there was no acknowledgment. He tried both his speaking instruments and there was no reply.

Watt and Barclay looked at each other and did not know what to do, or how to say what they were thinking. Then, because they felt alone in this box of light and because they could not imagine what had happened outside in the darkness, they opened the door and ran down the steps. They stood on the boarding and the wind tore at them.

Instinctively they began to walk out along the bridge, and they halted after twenty yards for the wind had already forced them to their knees. They were afraid of being blown into the river, so they went back, and ran along the eastward turn and struggled down the bank to the shore of the Tay. They walked up and down, to the east and to the west side of the bridge, shielding their eyes from the wind and staring out across the river, and when they shouted at each other the wind snatched the sentences and broke them into meaningless words.

They saw nothing, until the moon came out, and then they saw.

The centre of the bridge was no longer there. The High Girders, thirteen spans through which the line had passed as through a tunnel, were gone, and the twelve iron columns that had supported them were gone too. One thousand and sixty yards of the great Tay Bridge were gone, and with them an engine, five carriages and a brake van belonging to the North British Railway Company. Gone also were seventy-five men, women, and children.

This happened at approximately twenty minutes past seven on the evening of Sunday, December 28, 1879. It was the night of the Great Storm.
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