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S y n o p s i s 

A t 4 : 0 7 p . m . , M a r c h 6 , 1 9 7 8 , a n A t c h i s o n , T o p e k a a n d 
S a n t a F e f r e i g h t t r a i n d e r a i l e d a t S u m m i t , C a l i f o r n i a , w h i l e 
m o v i n g a t a s p e e d o f 50 m . p . h . T h e a c c i d e n t o c c u r r e d u n d e r 
c l e a r w e a t h e r c o n d i t i o n s . 

C a s u a l t i e s 

T h e e n g i n e e r s u s t a i n e d e x t e n s i v e i n j u r i e s t o t h e c h e s t 
a n d j a w . T h e f r o n t b r a k e m a n w a s s l i g h t l y i n j u r e d . 

T w o d e a d h e a d b r a k e m e n r i d i n g i n t h e c o n t r o l c o m p a r t m e n t 
o f t h e s e c o n d l o c o m o t i v e u n i t w e r e f a t a l l y i n j u r e d . B o t h 
men w e r e c r u s h e d a n d t h e i r r e m a i n s w e r e c r e m a t e d i n t h e 
e n s u i n g f i r e . 

C a u s e 

T h e a c c i d e n t w a s c a u s e d b y p r e v i o u s r a i n f a l l i n t h e 
a r e a w h i c h a l l o w e d t h e l a n d f i l l t o b e c o m e s a t u r a t e d a n d 
n o t s u p p o r t t h e t r a c k s t r u c t u r e . 
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Damages 

The four locomot ive uni t s and the f i r s t 16 cars d e r a i l e d . 
According to the c a r r i e r ' s e s t i m a t e , the c o s t of damages 
to the r o l l i n g equipment and track s t r u c t u r e was $ 2 , 1 1 5 , 9 8 4 , 

Ra i l road Operation and Phys ica l C h a r a c t e r i s t i c s 

The acc ident occurred on that part of the r a i l r o a d 
extending from San Bernardino to Barstow, C a l i f o r n i a , a 
d i s t a n c e of 8 3 . 3 m i l e s . In the acc ident area t h i s i s a 
doub le - t rack l i n e over w h i c h , t r a i n s operate in e i t h e r 
d i r e c t i o n by s i g n a l i n d i c a t i o n s of a t r a f f i c c o n t r o l system. 

The derai lment occurred on the north t r a c k , 1 . 3 6 mi les 
e a s t of Summit. 

From the west there a r e , s u c c e s s i v e l y , a 2°30* curve 
t o the l e f t 2 , 2 1 3 f e e t , a tangent 1 , 0 2 6 f e e t , and a 2 curve 
to the r i g h t 841 f e e t to the po int of acc ident and 522 f e e t 
beyond. The grade i s 0.25% descending for eastbound t r a i n s . 

In 1 9 7 2 , the c a r r i e r conducted a l i n e change in the 
acc ident area and the new main tracks were lowered 12 to 
15 f e e t and r e l o c a t e d 86 f ee t to the south . Both the 
o r i g i n a l and the new main tracks were l a i d on a l a n d f i l l 
composed of na t ive m a t e r i a l s , c o n s i s t i n g most ly of sand 
and g r a v e l . This l a n d f i l l , about 300 f e e t in length and 
61 f e e t in h e i g h t , formed a dam impounding the water in a 
ravine north of the main t r a c k s . Since there had never 
been a drainage problem with the o r i g i n a l l a n d f i l l , no 
drainage p r o v i s i o n s were provided during the new track 
r e l o c a t i o n . The o ld main track was l e f t on the o r i g i n a l 
f i l l and des ignated "Spur Track No. 1 5 . " 



View looking north from "Spur Track No. 15" showing 
the water impounded north of the l a n d f i l l . 

Authorized Speed 

The maximum author ized speed for f r e i g h t t r a i n s in 
the acc ident area i s 50 m . p . h . 

Sight Dis tance 

Track curvature and mountainous t e r r a i n l i m i t the 
maximum range of v i s i o n from an approaching locomot ive t o 
the washout at approximately 2 , 0 0 0 f e e t . The engineer 
s t a t e d that he did not observe that the track was under­
mined u n t i l he was wi th in 400 f e e t of the washed out area . 

Circumstances Prior to Accident 

Extra 5037 E a s t , an eastbound f r e i g h t t r a i n c o n s i s t i n g 
of four road-switcher type d i e s e l - e l e c t r i e un i t s 5037 (EMD 
S D - 4 0 - 2 ) , 5610 (EMD S D - 4 5 ) , 5011 (EMD S D - 4 0 ) , 8763 (GE 
U - 3 6 C ) , 47 cars and a caboose ( 2 , 0 2 2 t o n s ) , departed 
San Bernardino, C a l i f o r n i a at 2 : 5 7 p.m. on the day of the 
a c c i d e n t . This t r a i n o r i g i n a t e d at Los A n g e l e s , C a l i f o r n i a 
and had departed a f t e r having rece ived an I n i t i a l Terminal 
Air Brake T e s t . 
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The t r a i n proceeded on a 2% ascending grade to Summit 
where the engineer i n i t i a t e d a running brake t e s t be fore 
enter ing a 0.25% descending grade . 

The engineer and f ront brakeman were in the cab at 
the f ront of the f i r s t locomotive u n i t . The engineer was 
at the c o n t r o l s on the south s ide of the cab and the f ront 
brakeman was seated on the north s ide of the c a b . The con­
ductor and flagman were in the caboose . In a d d i t i o n , two 
deadheading brakemen were r id ing in the cab of the second 
locomot ive u n i t . 

The Accident 

The t r a i n departed Summit at about 4 : 0 5 p.m. on the 
north main t r a c k . The l a s t governing s i g n a l l oca ted 1 . 5 
mi l e s west of the derai lment po int had ind ica ted proceed . 
As the t r a i n approached the washed out s e c t i o n of track 
at a speed of 50 m . p . h . the engineer s t a t e d that i t 
appeared to him that the track was suspended in mid-a ir 
and that the l a n d f i l l was gone. He further s t a t e d the 
events occurred so f a s t that he did not have a chance to 
apply the t r a i n brakes . The front brakeman s t a t e d that 
the l a n d f i l l under the track appeared to be moving as i f 
i t was a sea of mud. 

S h o r t l y , t h e r e a f t e r , the t r a i n enter the washed out 
area and d e r a i l e d in to the chasm caused by the d i s l o d g e d 
t r a c k . 
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The momentum of the t r a i n c a r r i e d the lead locomotive 
uni t across the 95 f o o t washed out l a n d f i l l and brought 
i t to r e s t on the eas t edge of the area (as shown in the 
photograph) . The three remaining locomot ive un i t s and the 
f i r s t s i x cars f e l l i n t o the chasm created by the washout 
and immediately caught f i r e . The next ten cars were d e r a i l e d 
and stopped on or near the track s t r u c t u r e . 

Pos t -Acc ident Examination 

Examination of the acc ident scene d i s c l o s e d that the 
impounded water north of the main track e v e n t u a l l y pene­
t r a t e d the base of the l a n d f i l l . That pene tra t ion progressed 
u n t i l the binding agents of the l a n d f i l l could no longer 
hold the f i l l t o g e t h e r . At that po int the l a n d f i l l c o l l a p s e d . 

A track supervisor inspected the area l e s s than two 
hours preceding the acc ident and took no e x c e p t i o n s . 

According to weather records maintained at 
San Bernardino County, there was a t o t a l p r e c i p i t a t i o n of 
1 4 . 7 0 inches from January 1 through March 6 , 1978 in the 
acc ident a r e a . R a i n f a l l during t h i s per iod u s u a l l y averages 
5 . 0 5 inches . 
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Dated at Washington, D. C , t h i s 23rd 
day of A p r i l 1979 
By the Federal Ra i l road Admini s tra t ion 

J . W. Walsh 
Chairman 
Rai lroad Safe ty Board 

Findings 

1 . At the time of the a c c i d e n t , the AT&SF crew members 
were engaged in the performance of the i r d u t i e s , in compliance 
with a p p l i c a b l e ru le s and r e g u l a t i o n s . 

2 . Inasmuch as the l a s t governing s i g n a l ind ica ted 
proceed , i t i s ev ident the washout f a i l e d to damage the 
track s i g n a l c i r c u i t r y s u f f i c i e n t l y to ac tuate r e s t r i c t i v e 
s i g n a l i n d i c a t i o n s . 

3 . I t i s apparent that the l a n d f i l l f a i l u r e was caused 
by unusual ly heavy r a i n f a l l , and water being impounded north 
of the main t r a c k s . This accumulation of water penetrated 
the base of the l a n d f i l l and created the washout. 


