Fire in the Simplon Tunnel 
At about 06.00 on Thursday, June 9, a BLS freight train from Italy to Switzerland, running in the 1921 bore of the Simplon tunnel, came to a stand 3 km from the south end with one freight wagon reported on fire. The wagon was carrying steel structural material with no ‘hazardous’ cargo. However, very quickly, with the draught in the tunnel, 9 more wagons were involved. Intense heat, up to 1’000° C, was reported.  Trains were stopped, and Brig, Frutigen and Bern tunnel emergency and firefighting trains were sent in to attend the fire.

The Simplon Tunnel, 19,8 km, long consists of two parallel single track tunnels, from 1906 and 1921. There is a central automatic block station with crossovers. The section where the fire occurred is on a rising grade of 1 in 100, though the approach from Domodossola to Iselle climbs for 19 km at 1 in 40. The tunnels have linking passages. The fire generated dense smoke which escaped into the atmosphere at the Italian end at Iselle, closing for a time also the Simplon Pass road. It also filled the older tunnel.
The fire was under control by evening, but the wreckage was still very hot and firefighting continued through the Friday. No passenger or freight trains could operate. This was a peak period just before the Pentecost holiday weekend, when all traffic is at its height. Buses (taking over an hour longer) were provided between Brig and Domodossola, allowing some passengers to travel, with long delays, between Switzerland and the Milano region. Throughout northern Switzerland appeals by radio and TV told would-be passengers to use the Gotthard route via Luzern or Zürich. Some freight was diverted, but your correspondent found many southbound freights stabled in the Basel region. An additional nuisance was that the BLS NEAT Base tunnel also had to be closed, because the tunnel emergency train and crew were no longer in place in Frutigen. Even Brig -Bern – Zürich/Basel rains were therefore also delayed by some 25 minutes taking the old route via Kandersteg.
The reason for the fire was not known. 36 hours after the incident, all traffic was still suspended. Single line working through the 1906 tunnel, if it has not been damaged, was the first aim, but as long as firefighters, and also smoke, were present this was not possible. It is expected that in the 1921 bore, serious damage has been done to traction, communications and signaling cables, and possibly to track and the tunnel itself, but first the wreckage must be cleared.  Some 100 freight trains daily, from northern Europe via the Lötschberg route, from France and from western Switzerland, normally use the Simplon route as well as a regular high speed passenger service.
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