
INTERSTATE COMMERCE COMMISSION 
WASHINGTON 

REPORT NO, 3439 
THE CANADIAN NATIONAL RAILWAY COMPANY 

IN RE ACCIDENT 
AT SWIFT, MINN., ON 

NOVEMBER 17, 1951 



- 2 - R e p o r t N o . 3 4 3 9 

S U M M A R Y 

D a t e : 

R a i l r o a d : 

L o c a t i o n : 

K i n d o f a c c i d e n t ; 

T r a i n s I n v o l v e d : 

T r a i n n u m b e r s : 

E n g i n e n u m b e r s : 

C o n s i s t s " 

E s t i m a t e d s p e e d s -

O p e r a t i o n : 

T r a c k : 

W e a t h e r : 

T i m e : 

C a s u a l t i e s : 

C a u s e : 

N o v e m b e r 1 7 , 1 9 5 1 

C a n a d i a n N a t i o n a l 

S w i f t , M i n n . 

H e a d - e n d c o l l i s i o n 

F r e i g h t 

E x t r a 3 2 3 4 W e s t 

3 2 3 4 

4 2 c a r s , c a b o o s e 

3 0 m . p . h . 

F r e i g h t 

F o u r t h 7 1 4 

3 3 3 3 

4 7 c a r s , c a b o o s 

S t a n d i n g 

T i m e t a b l e a n d t r a i n o r d e r s 

S i n g l e ; t a n g e n t ; 0 , 1 1 p e r c e n t 
d e s c e n d i n g g r a d e w e s t w a r d 

S n o w f l u r r i e s 

1 : 2 5 a , m , 

1 k i l l e d ; 1 i n j u r e d 

F a i l u r e t o o b e y m e e t o r d e r 



3 -

INTERSTATE COMMERCE COMMISSION 

REPORT SO. 3439 
IN THE MATTER OF MAKING ACCIDEKT INVESTIGATION REPORTS 

UNDER THE ACCIDENT REPORTS ACT OF MAY 6, 1910. 
THE CANADIAN NATIONAL RAILWAY COMPANY 

January 23, 1952 

Accident at Swift, Minn., on November 17, 1951, cauced by 
failure to obey a meet order* 

1 
REPORT OF THE COMMISSION 

PATTERSON, Commissioner: 
On November 17, 1951, there was a head-end collision 

between two freight trains on the Canadian National Railway 
at Swift, Minn., which resulted in the death of one employee, 
and the injury of one employee. 
1 
Under authority of section 17 (2) of the Interstate Com

merce Act the above-entitled proceeding was referred by the 
Commission to Commissioner Patterson for consideration and 
disposition. 
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L o c a t i o n o f A c c i d e n t a n d M e t h o d o f O p e r a t i o n 

T h i s a c c i d e n t o c c u r r e d o n t h a t p a r t o f t h e P o r t A r t h u r 
D i v i s i o n e x t e n d i n g b e t w e e n R a i n y R i v e r , O n t a r i o , a n d P a d d i n g -
ton*, M a n i t o b a , C a n a d a , 1 4 7 , 9 m i l e s . I n t h e v i c i n i t y o f t h e 
p o i n t o f a c c i d e n t t h i s i s a s i n g l e - t r a c k l i n e , o v e r w h i c h 
t r a i n s a r e o p e r a t e d b y t i m e t a b l e a n d t r a i n o r d e r s . T h e r e i s 
n o b l o c k s y s t e m i n u s e . A t S w i f t , M i n n . , 3 2 m i l e s w e s t o f 
R a i n y R i v e r , a s i d i n g 4 , 5 8 7 f e e t i n - l e n g t h p a r a l l e l s t h e m a i n 
t r a c k o n t h e s o u t h . T h e e a s t s i d i n g - s w i t c h i s 4 , 2 1 0 f e e t 
e a s t o f t h e s t a t i o n . T h e a c c i d e n t o c c u r r e d o n t h e m a i n t r a c k 
a t a p o i n t 4 , 2 9 4 f e e t w e s t o f t h e e a s t s i d i n g - s w i t c h . T h e 
m a i n t r a c k i s t a n g e n t t h r o u g h o u t a d i s t a n c e o f 7 m i l e s e a s t 
o f t h e p o i n t o f a c c i d e n t a n d 3 m i l e s w e s t w a r d . T h e g r a d e f o r 
w e s t - b o u n d t r a i n s v a r i e s b e t w e e n 0 , 0 4 p e r c e n t a n d 0 . 6 4 p e r c e n t 
d e s c e n d i n g t h r o u g h o u t a d i s t a n c e o f 3 m i l e s e a s t o f t h e p o i n t 
o f a c c i d e n t , a n d i t i s 0 , 1 1 p e r c e n t d e s c e n d i n g a t t h a t p o i n t . 

T h e s w i t c h s t a n d a t t h e e a s t s i d i n g - s w i t c h " i s e q u i p p e d 
w i t h a s t a n d a r d s w i t c h l a m p o f t h e o i l - b u r n i n g t y p e . T h e l a m p 
i s l o c a t e d 9 , 6 f e e t s o u t h o f t h e c e n t e r - l i n e o f t h e m a i n 
t r a c k a n d 6 . 3 f e e t a b o v e t h e l e v e l o f t h e t o p s o f t h e r a i l s . 
W h e n t h e s w i t c h i s l i n e d f o r m o v e m e n t o n t h e m a i n t r a c k 
t h e l a m p d i s p l a y s a g r e e n l i g h t i n t h e d i r e c t i o n o f a p p r o a c h i n g 
t r a i n s . 

T h i s c a r r i e r ' s o p e r a t i n g r u l e s r e a d i n p a r t a s f o l l o w s : 

7 3 , E x t r a t r a i n s a r e i n f e r i o r t o r e g u l a r t r a i n s . 

8 9 , ( S I N G L E T R A C K ) A t m e e t i n g p o i n t s t h e i n f e r i o r 
t r a i n m u s t t a k e t h e s i d i n g * * # 

T h e I n f e r i o r t r a i n m u s t p u l l i n t o t h e s i d i n g w h e n 
p r a c t i c a b l e , * * * 

9 0 . * * * 

U n l e s s o t h e r w i s e p r o v i d e d , o n f r e i g h t * * * t r a i n s 
i n m o t i o n b e t w e e n s t a t i o n s , c o n d u c t o r s a n d e n g l n e m e n 
w i l l s e e t h a t t r a i n m e n a r e a t t h e f r o n t a n d r e a r o f 
t r a i n s ( i n c u p o l a o f c a b o o s e w h e r e p r o v i d e d ) i n p o s i t i o n 
t o o b s e r v e t h e s a f e o p e r a t i o n o f t r a i n s * * * 

# # # 
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2 1 0 e « C o n d u c t o r s a n d e n g i n e m e n m u s t r e q u i r e members 
o f t h e i r c r e w t o r e a d a l o u d a n d k n o w t h e c o n t e n t s o f o i l 
t r a i n o r d e r s a s s o o n a s p r a c t i c a b l e a f t e r t h e y h a v e b e e n 
r e c e i v e d . M e m b e r s o f t h e c r e w a r e r e q u i r e d , i f n e c e s s a r y , 
t o r e m i n d c o n d u c t o r s a n d e n g i n e m e n o f t h e i r c o n t e n t s . 

F O R M S O F T R A I N O R D E R S 

F o r m A — ( S I N G L E T R A C K ) 

F I X I N G M E E T I N G P O I N T S F O R O P P O S I N G T R A I N S . 

• ( i ) * # » 

N o 7 B 8 E n g 4 0 5 
m e e t E x t r a 7 0 1 W e s t 
a t B . 

# # # 

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

T h e m a x i m u m a u t h o r i z e d s p e e d f o r t h e t r a i n s I n v o l v e d w a s 
35 m i l e s p e r h o u r . 

D e s c r i p t i o n o f A c c i d e n t 

- E x t r a 3 2 3 4 W e B t , a w e s t - b o u n d f r e i g h t t r a i n , ' c o n s i s t e d 
o f e n g i n e 3 2 3 4 , 4 2 c a r s a n d a c a b o o s e . A t R a i n y R i v e r t r e 
c r e w r e c e i v e d c o p i e s o f t r a i n o r d e r N o , 3 1 9 r e a d i n g I n p a r t 
a s f o l l o w s : 

E n g 3 2 3 4 r u n E x t r a 
R a i n y R i v e r t o P a d d l n g t o n 
m e e t F o u r t h 7 1 4 E n g 3 3 3 3 a t S w i f t « * * 

T h i s t r a i n d e p a r t e d f r o m P a i n y R i v e r a t 1 1 : 3 5 p . m . , N o v e m b e r 
1 6 , d e p a r t e d f r o m B a u d e t t e , M i n n . , 3 0 , 4 m i l e s e a s t o f S w i f t 
a n d t h e l a s t o p e n o f f i c e , a t 1 2 : 2 0 a , m., N o v e m b e r 1 7 , p a s s e d 
t h e e a s t s i d i n g - s w i t c h a t S w i f t , w h e r e I t w a s r e q u i r e d t o 
e n t e r t h e s i d i n g t o m e e t F o u r t h 7 1 4 , a n d w h i l e m o v i n g a t a 
s p e e d o f a b o u t 3 0 m i l e s p e r h o u r i t c o l l i d e d w i t h F o u r t h 7 1 4 
a t a p o i n t 4 , 2 9 4 f e e t w e s t o f t h e e a s t s i d i n g - s w i t c h . 
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F o u r t h 7 1 4 , a n e a s t - b o u n d f o u r t h - c l a s s f r e i g h t t r a i n , 
c o n s i s t e d o f e n g i n e 3 3 3 3 , 4 7 c a r s a n d a c a b o o s e . A t S p r a g u e , 
M a n i t o b a , 2 5 . 6 m i l e s w e s t o f S w i f t , t h e c r e w r e c e i v e d c o p i e s 
o f t r a i n o r d e r N o . 3 1 9 . T h i s t r a i n d e p a r t e d f r o m S p r a g u e a t 
1 1 : 3 0 p . m . , N o v e m b e r IS, 8 h o u r s 4 5 m i n u t e s l a t e , d e p a r t e d 
f r o m W a r r o a d , M i n n . , 6 m i l e s w e s t o f S w i f t a n d t h e l a s t o p e n 
o f f i c e , a t 1 2 : 5 0 a . m . , N o v e m b e r 1 7 , 8 h o u r s 5 0 m i n u t e s l a t e , 
a n d s t o p p e d o n t h e m a i n t r a c k a t 1 : 2 0 a . m . , w i t h t h e e n g i n e 
s t a n d i n g 4 , 2 9 4 f e e t w e s t o f t h e e a s t s i d i n g - s w i t c h a t S w i f t . 
A b o u t 5 m i n u t e s l a t e r I t w a s s t r u c k b y E x t r a 3 2 3 4 W e s t . 

T h e e n g i n e , t h e t e n d e r , t h e f i r s t e i g h t c a r s , a n d t h e 
f r o n t t r u c k o f t h e n i n t h c a r o f E x t r a 3 2 3 4 W e s t w e r e d e r a i l e d . 
T h e e n g i n e s t o p p e d u p r i g h t a n d i n l i n e w i t h t h e t r a c k . T h e 
c a b w a s d e m o l i s h e d , a n d p i p e s a n d f i x t u r e s i n t h e c a b w e r e 
s h e a r e d o f f . T h e b a c k h e a d o f t h e b o i l e r w a s p u n c t u r e d , t h e 
m a i n f r a m e w a s b r o k e n i n s e v e r a l p l a c e s , a n d t h e e n g i n e w a s 
o t h e r w i s e b a d l y d a m a g e d . T h e b o d y o f t h e t e n d e r w a s d e m o l i s h e d . 
T h e d e r a i l e d c a r s s t o p p e d i n v a r i o u s p o s i t i o n s o n o r n e a r t h e 
t r a c k . T h e f i r s t c a r w a s d e m o l i s h e d , t h e s e c o n d t o t h e s e v e n t h 
c a r s , I n c l u s i v e , w e r e c o n s i d e r a b l y d a m a g e d , a n d t h e e i g h t h 
c a r w a s s l i g h t l y d a m a g e d . T h e e n g i n e o f F o u r t h 7 1 4 w a s m o v e d 
w e s t w a r d 3 5 f e e t . T h e e n g i n e , t h e t e n d e r , t h e f i r s t t w o c a r s , 
a n d t h e f r o n t t r u c k o f t h e t h i r d c a r w e r e d e r a i l e d . T h e e n g i n e 
s t o p p e d u p r i g h t a n d i n l i n e w i t h t h e t r a c k . T h e s m o k e b o x _ 
a n d b o t h c y l i n d e r s w e r e d e m p l i s h e d , t h e m a i n f r a m e w a s b r o k e n 
o n t h e l e f t s i d e ' b e h i n d t h e c y l i n d e r s , a n d t h e b o i l e r w a s 
s h i f t e d o n t h e f r a m e . T h e t e n d e r w a s p u n c t u r e d . T h e f i r s t 
c a r w a s o v e r t u r n e d t o t h e n o r t h a n d w a s c o n s i d e r a b l y d a m a g e d . 
T h e s e c o n d c a r w a s d e m o l i s h e d . T h e t h i r d c a r w a s s l i g h t l y 
d a m a g e d . 

T h e e n g i n e e r o f E x t r a 3 2 3 4 W e s t w a s k i l l e d . T h e f i r e m a n 
o f E x t r a 3 2 3 4 W e s t w a s i n j u r e d . 

A l i g h t s n o w w a s f a l l i n g a t t h e t i m e o f t h e a c c i d e n t , 
w h i c h o c c u r r e d a t 1 : 2 5 a . m . 

D i s c u s s i o n 

T h e c r e w s o f b o t h t r a i n s h e l d c o p i e s o f t r a i n o r d e r N o , 
3 1 9 , w h i c h e s t a b l i s h e d S w i f t a s t h e m e e t i n g p o i n t b e t w e e n 
E x t r a 3 2 3 4 W e s t a n d F o u r t h 7 1 4 , U n d e r t h e r u l e s E x t r a 3 2 3 4 
W e s t , t h e i n f e r i o r t r a i n , w a s r e q u i r e d t o e n t e r t h e s i d i n g a t 
t h e e a s t s i d i n g - s w i t c h . S u r v i v i n g m e m b e r s o f t h e c r e w s o f 
b o t h t r a i n s s o u n d e r s t o o d . 
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The conductor of Extra 3234 West received copies of train 
order No. 319 at Rainy River. He delivered a copy of the ordeiB 
to the engineer, and the engineer, the fireman, and the 
front brakeman each read the order aloud and understood that 
their train was to meet Fourth 714 at Swift. The brakes of 
the train w e r e tested at Rainy River. "The conductor said 
the automatic brake was not used between Rainy River, and the 
point where the accident occurred. Between Rainy River and 
Baudette the conductor and the front brakeman rode on the 
engine, end the flagman rode in the caboose. The train 
entered the siding at Baudette to meet an 'east-bound 
passenger train. After the passenger train departed, tho 
conductor instructed the front brakeman to proceed to the 
rear of the train and Inform the flagman that It would be 
necessary to move the train eastward a short distance so 
that the front end could be Inspected by customs officers. 
After the inspection was completed- the train departed westward. 
The conductor boarded the engine as the train moved westward 
through the siding. He informed the engineer that he intended 
to remain on the engine so as to be in a position to Operate 
the west siding-switch at Baudettfe and the east siding-switch 
at Swift, The engineer volunteered to operate the switch 
at Swift and suggested that the conductor ride in the caboose, 
and the conductor, after closing the west siding-switch at 
Baudette, boarded the caboose at that point. When the conductor 
entered the caboose he showed train order No. 319 to the 
flagman, who read and understood it. As this train was 
approaching the point where the accident occurred the enginemen 
were in the cab of the engine, and the members of the train 
crew were in the caboose. The conductor and the front 
brakeman were in the cupola. The fireman, who was making 
his first westward trip over this portion of the railroad, 
said that the engineer was In his usual position and appeared 
to be maintaining a lookout ahead. After.the train passed 
the last siding east of Swift the fireman was tending the 
fire, and he was not aware that the train had passed the 
east siding-switch until he looked ahead and saw the opposing-
train immediately before the collision occurred. He said 
that the engineer made an application of the brakes at the 
same time that he looked ahead, but the collision occurred 
before the engineer could close the throttle, -The engineer, ^ 
who died as a result of injuries incurred in the accident, w 
did not make a statement regarding the cause of the accident. 
The employees in the caboose said that blowing snow restricted 
their range of vision and that the caboose passed the east 
siding-switch at Swift before they realized that the train 
was closely approaching that station. When the caboose passed 
the switch, the conductor opened the conductor's valve. There 
had been no application of the brakes up to this time. These 
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employees were unable to estimate the speed of the train at 
the time the brakes were applied, but they thought that the 
speed had been slightly reduced when the collision occurred. 
An average speed of 28,06 miles per hour was maintained 
between Baudette and the point where the accident occurred. 

When Fourth 714 stopped at Swift the englnemen and the 
front brakeman were on the engine and the conductor and the 
flagman were in the caboose. The train was stopped near the 
west siding-switch because it could be started on the ascend
ing grade more easily from that location than from the east 
siding-switch. The employees on the engine said that a light 
snow was falling, but they could see the switch lamo of the 
east siding-sxirltch. When the train stopped they observed the 
headlight of Extra 3234 West at a point east of the east 
siding-switch. A short time later they became aware that Extra 
3234 West had passed the east siding-switch, and they 
descended to the ground immediately before the collision 
occurred. They said that the headlight of each train was 
lighted brightly until the collision occurred. 

It is found that this accident was caused by failure to 
obey a meet order. 

Cause 

Dated at Washington, D. C 
day of January, 1952, 

this twenty-third 

By the Commission, Commissioner Patterson. 

(SEAL) W. P. EARTEL, 
Secretary. 


