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Denver and Rio Grande Western
December 1, 1938

Riverton, Utah

Deraillment after striking bus
Freignht ¢ School bus

31

3708

50 cars, caboose

52 m.p.h. : undsternincd
Centralized-traffic—control

Single; 2° left curve; 0,16 percent
descending grade for west-bound trains

Paralleled track on the left and then
crossed track at right angles with
gradual rige of 3 fecet within approxi-
mately 70 feet.

Fine snow

8:43 a. m.

24 killed, 15 injured

School bus driven upon a highway grade

crossing directly in front of approach-
ing train
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January 26, 1939.
To the Cormission:

On December 1, 1938, there was a derailment of a freight
train on the Denver and Rio Grande Western Railroad as a result
of striking a school bus at a nighway grade crossing néar
Riverton, Utan, which resulted in the death of 23 pupils and
the driver of the bus and the injury of 15 pupils.

Location and Method of Opscration

This accident occurred on that part of the Salt Lake Divi-
sion designatcd as Sub-division 6 which extends between Helper
and Salt Lske City, Utah, a distence of 119.6 miles., In the
vicinity of the point of accident this is a single-track line
over which trains are operated by a centralized-traffic-—control
systems The track extends north and south according to compass
directions, but time~table directions which are used in this
report are west and east, respectively. The accident occurred
at a county rond crossing, known as Burgon's crossing, located
about 2.7 miles west of Riverton. Approaching on the railro2d
from the east there is a lonz tangent, followed by a 2° curve to
the left 1,845 feet in length; the accldent occurred on this
curve at a point 824 feet from its eastern end. The grade for
wegt-bound tirains is 0,16 percent descending. A whistle board
for west-bound trains is loegated 1,430 feet enst of the crossing,
and the maximum authorized speed for freight trains in this
territory is 50 miles per hour,.

The highvny parallels the track on the south from Lamnton
crossing westward a distance of apvroximately 2,600 feet to
Burgon's crossing, where it croseecs the track at right angles
and then parallels the track on tiic nortk a short distance.
The distance from the center linc of the highway to the center
line of the trock i1s approximnncelys 83 Teet, The highway is
18 feet wide and surfaced with oil mulch; the crossing also is
of 0il mulch with the surface about 1 inches below the top of
the rails. The grode is undulating and at the turn just south
of the crossing the road is 3 feet below the level of the track
and slopes gradually to the track level. The highway is in
good condition,

A standard cross~buck sign, bearing the words "RAILROAD
CROSSING", is located in the northeast corncr of the crossing
approximately 24 feet from the center linc of the track and
about 11 fect from the cenfter linc of the highway. This cross—
ing is 1n open country and there is nothing in thc vicinity to
obstruct the view eastward.

Paragraph 252, Article 11, Regulation of Traffic, Motor
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Vehicle Laws,State of Utah, rends in part:

The driver of any motor bus carryilng passengers
for hire, or of any school bus carrying any child,*
shall, before crossing at grade any trnck of a rallway
stop such vehicle *#* not lcss than 10 feet or more
than 50 feet from thc nearest rail of such track, and
while so stopped shall listen, and look in hoth dircoe-
tions along cuch track for approaching ralluay trains
or cars and for whistles or othcr warning indicating
the approach of a train, and shall not procecd until

he can do so gafely,.k*®*

s ot
b

Paragranh 4, Vehicle (B), of thc Regulations Governing
Pupll Trarsportation, Statc Rond Comnission of Utah, reads as
follows:

All school buses shall be brouznt to a full stop
at all railrond crossings at lcast 10 fect and not
more than 50 feet from the nercst rell until the
driver hac ascertained that it is gafe to cross. After
malting the stop the buss shall be kept in low gear until
the trackg have been crossed.

: Rule 7, Duties of Busg Driver:s, Jordan School District,
reads ag follows:

All busseg must be brougnt to a full cton ot
least 25 feet from any steam or elecctric railway
crossing. Before procecding on nis way, the driver
must be certain that no trailn is anproaching from
elther side,

It wos snowlag at the time of the accident, which occurred
at 8:43 a.m,

Description

No. 31, a west-bound sccond~class freight train, consisted
of 12 loadzsd and 38 cmpty cars and a caboose, hanled by engine
3708 of thu 4~6-6-4 type, and was in charge of Conductor Ryan
and Enzincamnn Rehmer, This train left Helver, 102.1 miles cast
of Riverton, at 3:33 a.m., according to’the train shecet, 3
hours 48 minutes late, passed Provo, the last open office,

27.4 miles cast of Riverton, at 7:54 a. m., 4 hours 19 minutcs
late, and struck the school bus at Burron's crossing while
traveling at a speed of 52 miles per hour ag shown by the valve
pilot with vhilch the enginc was equinned,

The school bus involved was owned and operated by the
Jordan $chool District of 8Salt Lake County and was driven by
F, H. Silcox, It was occupicd by 38 pupils and was on 1ts
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regular route to the Jordan High School, picking up pupils en
route. The bus proceeded westward on the county road, stopped

at Burgon's crossing and as 1t was moving over the track 1%t

was struck by No. 31, , .

The bus was demolished, The body, torn from the chassis
with i1te right side sheared off, was thrown to the left and
stopped 101 feet west of the crossing and 16 feet south of the
track. The chassls was carried a dlstance of 2,310 feet west
of the crossing to the point where the engine stoppred, and
parts of the bus were scattered along the track within this
distance. The lead pair of englne-truck wheels was derailed
to the right; the first mark of derailment was 195 feet west of
the center line of the crossing, The pllot was bent downward
and the headlight and the front of the cngine were somcwhat
damaged. It was necessary to use torchecs te cut portions of
the bus chassis from underncath the front ol the enginc.

Summary of Evidernce

Engineman Rchmer stated that avoroaching Burgon's crossing
the whistle sipgnal was soundced and was ctill being sounced when
the fireman called a warning, at which time be thought the train
was about an enzine and a car length from the crossing. He
immediately apolied the air braikes in emergencyry. The engilne
bell was ringing and the neadlight ournins. At no time was he
in position to observe the bus., A light snow was falling and
he estimated the rangc of vision to be about 2,500 fect, Engine-
man Rehmer stated that he frequently saw school busses 1in this
territory, but he had never noticcd any carclessness on the part
of the draivers.

Fireman Elton statecd that nitor prssing over Lampton cross—
ing he saw the school bus proccediany westuard on the highway
quitc a distance ahcend of the ti'ain, possibly within 50 or 100
feet of the turn to Burgon's crossing. He was looking through
the side storm window and saw thce bus make the turan and stop
at a point ebout a bus lenrth from the track and as he saw it
start townrd the croscing he warncd the cngineman., His engine
was then about an eangine and two car lenzths from the croscing;
the engine struck the bus at its center. He stnted that vigi-
bility was such that he cruld sce the rear of his train at any
time. The statcementc of Head Brakeman Kelley, who was sitting
behind the fireman, corroboratcd thosc of the firemnn, .

Conductor Ryan stated that visibility was such that he
could see the cngine plainly at all times and when passing
through Riverton the signal given by the flagman was scen and
angwered by the engineman. The emergency brake application
madc near the voint of accident was effective. EHe had freoucently
seen school busses on the highways in this viecinity »nd could



not remember of ever observing lack of caution on the part of
any driver.

Glenn Kump, a pupil, age 15, stated thnat as the bus
approached -the crossing involved "he wao sitting on next to the
last seat in the rear in the center cection fuclng the front,.

A light snow was falling hut there war no wind, 411 the win-
dows were closcd and were so steamed that it was impossible to
see through them. The wind-8hield was equipped with a defrost-
ing window and the wind-shield wiper wes opcrating. The bus was
stopned arfter it had made the complete tuvon to the right; he
heard the driver shift the gears but did not know, whether the
driver looked up and down the track; so fnr as he knew the side
door was not opcned at the time the stop was made., There have
been times- when the driver would cpen the side door, but on the
morning of the accident one of the pupils, vho was sitting
beside the driver, was handling the door ns tac pupils eantoercd.
With the windows closcd it was impossible to hear any whistle
signal snunded by the train, but he thought hec heard it about
the time of the crash, The driver did not cxperience any dif-
ficulty in the coper~tion of the bus at any time, He yas very
strict with the puplls in their conduct and tncre was no rowdy-
ism at any time. The pupils who werce members of the schonl
band had piled their instrumecats in the front of the bus to the
left of the driver and no one played them ot any time while in
the bus., No one was standing in the bus. Glenn Kump further
stated that a train had been met at this crossing on only one
occasion during the current school ycar which was on a morning
trip early in the fall., At the time the ariver stopned and
walited for the train to pass; the wcather conditions warc more
favorable, the windows were clecar and every one in the busc saw
the train aporoach,

The statcments of eleven other surviving pupils were to
the effect that the ground was covercd with snow, with the
exception of the highway which was clear because of traffic;
the highway was not slippery and the bus did not slip or ckid
at any atop on the entire trip., It was hozy or fogry with a
light snow falling, and the windows in the bus were foggy and
steamed and i1t was impossible to sce through them., The pupils
for the most part were occupied in conversation or their studies,
and at no time was there any unusual noise, loud talking,
laughing or singing, as Driver Sileox maintained strict disci-
pline in . the bus., None of the pupils heard a train whistle, but
one of them hear a pupil who sat near the front call out thé
word "train" just before the collicion occurred.

June Wynn, a pupil, whose home is located about 300 feet
north of the track and about one—-quarter mile west of the cross—
ing, statcd that she was standing on the porch of her home
waiting for the bus wnen the accident occurrcd. She saw both
the train and the bus approach thc crossing with bthe hu~dlights
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on each burning, When she saw the bus stoo she expected 1t To
stay there until the train had passed, and gs she walked out

to the highway to be picked up by the bus she heard the crach,

The snow was fine and it was foggy; she could not see as far aﬂ.
Lampton. She did not hear any whistle signals or the engine

bell ringing.

Three residonts who 1lived in the vicinity of the crossing
stated that they heard a snrill whistlc sounded by the train.

Lote Kinney, Spccial Investigator for the County Attorney
of Salt Lagke Gounty, stoted that when he arrived at the scenc
of the accident about 9:15 a. m., he had no difficulty in
distinguishing a bect-dump frame at Lampton morc than one-holf
mile distant, and from ths information given by witncsses the
conditions at that time wecre very much tne same as at the time
of thc accildent.

Air Brake Supervisor Rawlings stated that a test of the
ailr brakes of No. 31 was made on its arrival at Roper shortly
after the accident, and all brakes were found operative and the
alr-brake equipment in first~class condition. The sanders were
operative, the automatic bell ringer was functioning properly
and the stcam whistle was in good condition. The valve-pilot
tape showed a gpecd of 52 milcs vper hour at the time of the
accident, and it indicatcd that an cmergency application was
made and that the train stoppud within a distance of 2,540 fcct,

Bus Driver Silcox, age 29, entered the scervice of the
Jordan School District in January, 1936. His application snowed
he had had about 10 yecars! prcvious cxperience driving aubomo-
biles and coal trucks. His rccord as school bus driver was
cloar, :

The records in the office of the Utah State Tax Commission
show that Driver Silcox had been examincd for a chauffeur's
license on December 23, 1935, and had vnassed with a grade of
95 percent. He had held licenses for the years 1936, 1937, and
1938, and had received the licenses for the last %wo years
without further examination. His record was clear at this
office, there being no entries for traffic violations,

C. R. Nelson, Transportation Supervisor for the Jordan
School District, stated that the schedule outlined for Driver .
Silcox wes to leave Riverton at 8 a. m., pick up pupils over a
route of aporoximately 156 miles, arrive at the Jordan cchool

about 8:50 a. m., leave the school grounds at 10 a. m.,

and retvrn by 3:30 p. m. to rcturn the pupils to thecir romes.

Every third week he was regquired to make an extra trip daily,
between 2:30 and 3:30 p.m. and, in addition, frcquent trips

were made at various times for sovccial curricular activitics,.
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He was required under school rules to spend at leas t one hour
daily insvecting and taking care of nis bus., An average of
flfty pupils per day was hauled by Driver Silcox., Thls school
operates 13 busses under salaried operators and 7 busses under

contract. An averaze of over 2,000 pupils are carried.

The school bus involved was 28% feet long, 8 feet wide
and 8 feet hign. The body was of all-ste2l construction,
bulld by Buperlor Body Cempany of Lima, Ohio; 1t was about
22% feet in lenzth and was cauilnved Wlth gicht rows of seats in
the center and facing the front, with longitudinal seats along
each side, the total secating capacit' being 54, The driver's
seat was loecatcd about & feet bohind the bunper and to the left
of the ceatcer of the beday and had one seat adjoining 1t to the
right. Thnecrce wns no heater in the bas. Safety glass was used
throughout. The windshield was &8 by 18 laclics and was c¢quipped
with a frost snield measuring 36 by 7% inchos, and a single,
upper—quadrﬂnt windshicld wipcer ?ooatod nt the bottom of the
windshicld in front of the driver's secat. The lueft front side
window was on a slight angle and measured 29 by 16 inches; it
also had a frost shicld. The front door, which mecasurcd 28
inches by 5 1/3 feet, was on the right side and at a slight
angle; it was of the mecnhanicalliy folding type, operated
manually, and folded inward. The window of the front sectlon
of the door measured 15% by 7 inches and was equipped with a
frost shielcd; the w¢ndow nf the rear section of the door
measured 15 by 13% inches. The view through thc front and
side windows was good with the exception of corner post locations
which measured about 9 inches at the top and 10 inches at the
bottom, and the blind space betwecn the glass panels of the
door of aonrox1matbly 4 inches. An cmergency door was located
at the rear end. The bus weighed 9,45C pounds and was equipped
with four-wheel hydraulic brakacs Wluﬂ "BK" Booster. The motor
was a 6-cylinder G.M.C., 1935, T-18-H modul vith four specds
forward and one in reverce,

The bus was inspected by E. R. McDonald, of the State
Highway Patrol, on Scptember 14, 1938, and was found to be in
good condition.

Observations of Commission'!s Inspcctors

A traffic check made by the Commission's inspcctors for the
24-hour period from 12:01 a. m., December 12, to 12:01 a., m.,
December 13, showed a total of 17 trains and 95 motor vehicles,
4 of which were busscs., The maximum hourly traffic over the
highway was between 9 and 10 a. m. and between 3 and 4 p. I, §
during cach of these periods 15 vehicles passcds The maximum
train movement was between 2 and 3 a, m, and between 4 and 5
e M,; during cach of thecse pcecriods two trains passed., Train
movements covering a 30-day period show an average daily move-
ment of 22,2 trains,
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A tcst to determine audibility of cngine whistles was
made by the Commission's ingncctors at this crossing. An
automobile with the doars and windows closed and the motor .
running, was stopped in the approximate location at which the
school bus stopped just prior to the accident and the whistle
of an approaching engine was not audible inside the automobile
until the engine was 300 feet from the crossing; with the
automobile door open, however, the whistle could be heard
clearly when the engine was at the whistle board 1,430 fect
distant.

. Discussion

The investisation disclosed that the school bus was en
route to the Jordan High School, located a short distance
beyond the crossing involved, and the majority of the pupils
on this route had been picked up prior te tac accident. The
crossing involved 1s located in onen country with nothing to
obstruct the eastyvard view of a Jriver. The windows were |
covered with steam, making it imvossinle for thc pupils to
see through them; the windshleld and front side windows, how-
ever, were equipped with frost shields, or clear~vision windovs,
through which the driver had a clear view, and the evidence
indicated that the range of visibility was about one-half mile,
although a fine snow was fallinz., A stop was made about 25
feet from the track and as the bus started toward the crossing
the train was betwecen 200 and 300 fect distant,

According to the evidence the crosging whistle-~signal was
sounded and was hcard by varioug residents in the vicinity; the
whistle was still being sounded when the fircman saw the bus
start towarc the croscing and he waraned the engianeman to apnly
the brakes., The brake apolication was effccetive but the dis—
tance was insulficicnt to stop short of ths crossing. Had the
driver taxen proper precautions e could have seen or heard the
train as 1t approachcd. If he was unable to see a sufficicent
distance through the window to determine whother it was safe to
procccd, he should have opcned the sidec door and he then could
have secn or hcard the train. The driver was killed in the
accldent and no reason can be given ror his failure to sec the
train., No one was standing in the bus; there was no unusual
noise, loud talking, laughing or sinzing; the pupils for the
most part were cngagced in conversation and their studies, and ‘
nonc of them eaw or heard the train orior to'the accldent, with
the possible exception of a punil in the forward part of the bus
who called out "train", There had been only one previous occa-
sion during the current school vear when the bus had met a
train at this crossing, and it is possible that the infrequency
with which trains were met caused Driver Silcox to make the stop
a routine matter and lose sicht of the important purnose of
the Stop% namely, %to ascertain if a train ig coming. Driver
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Silcox was a qualified driver and had a clear record. He had
driven over this crossing during the previous school year as
well as the current school year at least twice daily, five
days a wecck., Mere stopping of busses at railroad crossings at
grade is not sufficient to insure safety, The Motor Vehiclec
Laws of the State of Utah provides that the driver of any
school bus carrying any child shall before crossing atigrade
any track of 2 railroad stop such vehicle not legss thanl 10
feet or more than 50 feet from the ncarcst raill of such track,
and while so stopped shall look in both dircctions along such
track for approaching trains and listen for whistlcs or other
warning indicating the approach of a train, and shall not pro-
ceed until he can do so gafely. It cannot be considered that
a driver is adhering strictly to the requirements of this pro-
vision when he stops and@ listens with all windows and doors
closed, as it is impossible to hear a sufficient distance with
the bus entirely closed. A provision should be incorporated
in the regulations governing pupll transportation that the
driver should open the front side door to enable him %o listen
for approaching trains, and this provision strictly enforced.

Within the past 10 years this Bureau has investigated five
accidents in addition %o this one involving busses at highway
grade crossings. As a result of these accidents a total of
89 persons were killed and 66 injured four of these involved
school busses with 58 killed and 50 1njurbd.

According to a census of school bus operations conducted
by "Bus Transportation" of New York City as of January 1, 1938,
there was a total of 84,081 gchool busses operated in tnp Unltbd
States, carrying daily 3 ,225,361 children over 1,017,056 mlles
of rou+e, as compared with commerc:al bus ODGPDthﬂu 'which cone
sigt of 41,581 busscs over 337,705 miles of route. The trans-
portation of more than three milliou school children dailly is a
responsibility which has not bcen wiven sufficient supervision
and regulation, as shown by thc occurrence of the accident as
here undcr investigation,

Conclusion

This accident was caused by a school bus being driven uvon
a highway grade crossing dircctly in front of an approaching
rain.

Rccommengations

The following recommendations are made:

That more stringent rules covering the operation of school
bugses over gradec crossings should be prosof1bed and strictly
enforced,
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That all drivers of school busses be required to open
the front side door when the stop 1s made at each railroad

crossing at grade.

That, whenever practicable, busses should be routed so
as to avoid, grade crossings which are not protected by
watchmen or devices to give visual warning when a train is

approaching.
Respectfully submitted,

W. J. PATTERSON

Director.




