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This activity can stand alone but works particularly well as an extension activity after the completion of The Signalman. Some vocabulary from that story - signals, track, carriages, coaches etc - is recycled and there are clear thematic links.

Was Dickens thinking of the unfortunate ‘look-out’ in the Staplehurst tragedy when he described the signalman desperately trying to warn an oncoming train of impending disaster

Before Listening

You are going to listen to the story of a train accident in Staplehurst, Kent. Which of these words do you not words do you not expect to hear: 
Ask learners to look at the map. Where is Kent. Which country does its coast face? What might a boat train be? And the Eurotunnel? Elicit that the Euro-tunnel is unlikely to feature, though it could be background information linking the story to today.

track * signal * eurotunnel * Paris * boat-train * carriage * coach

Play the first sentence of the recording. Establish that Dickens was on the train. Continue with the recording.  Ask a few open questions What happened? Why was Dickens on the train? Why did it crash? before  getting students to focus on detailed questions

True or false

1. The wife of Charles Dickens was on [image: image1.png]EAST SUSSEX




the train False! Depending on the maturity of the group you can provide background information - Dickens had separated from his wife and Ellen Ternan was his partner/mistress.
2. Passenger were travelling from Paris. True - though there was no Eurotunnel so they also had to travel on a boat (hence boat-train, term still used for similar service today.
3. There were two rails still missing on the track. True
4. There was a two metre gap as the track crossed a bridge. False - 20 metres
5. The foreman did not know about the boat-train. False - he was expecting it to arrive later
6. The train driver did not have time to stop. True
7. Some of the train crossed the gap. True - the momentum of the train carried the first few carriages over.
8. Dickens was injured. False 
Understanding: Focus on Numbers

This exercise replicates the difficult but vital skill of  understanding and recording spoken numbers accurately. Allow multiple listens if necessary

Listen again. Answer these questions:

1. On what date did the accident happen? 9 June, 1865
2. How many more rails needed to be replaced? Two
3. How big was the gap in the tracks? 20 metres
4. How many first-class coaches did not go into the ravine? Only the one Dickens was travelling in
5. How many were killed? 10 How many were injured? 50
Script

On 9 June, 1865  Charles Dickens was returning from a trip to Paris on what was called the Boat Train.  In the first class carriage with him were his girlfriend Ellen Ternan and her mother. 

As the train travelled from the coast, the track it travelled on was being repaired near Staplehurst, Kent. These repairs were almost complete but there were still two rails to replace. The men stopped work, leaving a 20 metre gap in the tracks over a bridge. 

The foreman in charge of these repairs was not expecting the boat-train until later. He did station a look-out who tried 

to signal the danger.  But the train's driver did not have time to react.  

The engine and the first part of the train managed to cross the gap.  But the coaches in the center and the rear of the train fell into the river bed below.  All but one of the first-class coaches went into the ravine.  That was the coach that carried the Dickens group.   

Their carriage did not fall into gap. It hung off the bridge at a steep angle.  Dickens and Mrs. Ternan were uninjured.  Ellen had only minor injuries.  Others weren't as lucky.  Ten people were killed and about fifty were injured.  

Once Dickens helped the Ternans from the coach he went about the work of assisting his fellow passengers.  He retrieved a  flask of brandy from the train as well as his top hat.  He filled the hat with water and for three hours did what he could to aid and comfort the injured.   

When the accident scene was being evacuated Dickens remembered he had left something very important in his train compartment.  He made his way back into the wrecked train one last time to retrieve the latest installment of Our Mutual Friend

  

Charles Dickens loved trains. But for the last five years of his life he would sometimes suffer from sudden feelings of anxiety when he was traveling by rail.  

