
The 1848 Train Crash
at Shrivenham Station

On 10 May 1848, Constable George Pargetter, on duty 
as signalman at Shrivenham Station, left his post at 
around 3.17pm for a toilet break at the nearby Victoria 

Tavern. He had left the signals on ‘all clear’, without having 
advised railway staff working at the station that the mid-day 
express from Exeter to Paddington which should have already 
passed through, was running nearly half an hour late. 
 Daniel Gooch, Brunel’s chief engineer had only recently 
travelled the whole length of the line to check that all signals 
were clearly visible from a good distance, re-siting those he 
deemed not. Shrivenham’s signal was fine and could be clearly 
seen from Acorn Bridge, 1½ miles to the west. In that distance, 
any train of the time could have been brought to a halt before 
the station, if the signals had been against it.
 “Bob” Roscoe, a highly-regarded train driver who later 
received the honour of driving the Royal Train for Queen 
Victoria, was driving Sultan, an ‘Iron Duke’ Class engine with 
nearly 200 passengers on board, to Paddington that day. The 
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A replica of an ‘Iron 
Duke’ Class engine. 
(Photograph courtesy of 
transport-illustrated.
blogspot.com)
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 Bob Roscoe first saw the obstruction from a distance of only 
150 yards but decided not to apply his brakes as they would 
not have prevented the inevitable collision at the speed he was 
travelling. Instead, relying on the weight of the engine and its 
velocity, he struck on hitting the horse-box which appeared 
to disintegrate upon impact, sending large, lethal wooden 
splinters through the air. One of the wrought iron wheel axles 
was bent double with the impact and landed in the booking 
office doorway, hitting Corbett Hudson, the station clerk who 
was just coming out at the time.
 The cattle truck however, offered some resistance to the train 
by spinning round and getting one corner jammed against 
the platform whilst another struck first the luggage van, 
immediately behind the tender, before crushing nearly all the 
carriages behind.
 Despite the effect of the collision, it did not stop the train 
which came to a halt nearly half a mile further on from the 
station. Upon impact, nearly 30 passengers from a second class 
carriage, positioned third from the engine, had been either 
severely wounded or thrown out onto the track. By the time the 
engine returned, four of the passengers had died with a further 
three dying soon after. Other injuries included concussion, 
fractures, lacerations and one amputation. At the scene, station 
staff had to restrain a looter who was caught trying to steal 
a gold watch and chain from the body of a dead clergyman 
lying there. Eight days later, a further passenger died from the 
injuries he sustained in the accident.
 Villagers from Shrivenham arrived on the scene shortly after 
and helped move the injured into the Victoria Tavern where they 
lodged for a few days. The more seriously wounded passengers 
were later moved to Swindon to receive medical attention and 
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train was twenty-three minutes overdue, having left Exeter late 
and losing traction in Box Tunnel which caused it further delay. 
His instructions were that he was not to make up lost time, so 
as the train crossed Acorn Bridge, he was at his usual speed for 
this stretch, around 55mph.
 Unaware that the train had not yet passed, two of the 
stations porters, James Weybury and William Willoughby, 
were working on the line. Willoughby, a local jack-of-all-trades 
was not a regular porter but had been standing in for the past 
three months as a replacement for porter Copley, a friend, who 
was supposedly ill. The two porters had been assigned the 
task of unloading a truck of merchandise which was bound for 
Highworth. They were in the process of doing this, an empty 
horse-box and a cattle truck having just been manoeuvred out 
of the way and onto the main line, when the approaching train 
was heard.
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Bob Roscoe, the driver 
of Sultan between 1847 
and 1872.
(Photograph courtesy of 
Lisa Robinson, Bob Roscoe’s 
great granddaughter)

Shrivenham Railway 
Station in 1841. 
(Photograph courtesy of 
The Les Judd Collection)



the dead were placed in a stable at the rear of the building.
 On 20 May, The Times reported that at the inquest held into 
the death of Captain Blair R.N., the coroner’s jury unanimously 
found porters Weybury and Willoughby guilty of manslaughter, 
“leaving the policeman Pargetter, as far as they were concerned, to be 
dealt with by his employers.”
 Regarding Willoughby, Corbett Hudson confirmed that 
despite the temporary nature of Willoughby’s position, he 
had previously performed his duties very well but had been 
perfectly acquainted with his duties as a porter and should have 
given notice to the signalman before putting anything on the 
main line.
 The jury at a court held later that year, overturned his 
manslaughter charge. They heard that the signalman, who had 
known that the train was late, failed to alert the porters that 
it was due. The two porters, who had only come back from 
lunch three minutes before the accident, believed the train had 
already gone and so continued with their work, unaware of the 
fatal obstruction they were causing. 
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