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INTERSTATE COMMERCE C O ^ T J S S I O N 

REPORT OF THE DIRECTOR OF THE BUREAU O*1 SAFETY CONCERNING AN 
ACCIDENT ON THE GREAT NORTHERN RAILWAY NEAR MILAN, 

T7ASH. , ON DECET,IBER 3, 1933. 

February 14 , 1934. 

To the Commission: 

On December 3, 1933, there was a derailment of a freight 
t r a m on fcne Great Northern Railway near Milan, ^ash., ihich 
resulted m the death nf 4 cmplryc^s and tho injury of R 
employees. This accident was m^ertigated in conjunction uith 
the Hashington Department of Puolic 7orks. 

Location ana r^etned of operation 

Tnis accident occurred on the Fourth Subdivision of tne 
Kali spell Division, extending between Hillyard, TTesn., and Troy, 
M o n c , a distance of 134.u7 ailes; m the vicinity of the point 
of accident tnis is a si igle-tra.ck l m e over which trams ere 
operated by time table, train orders, and. an automatic block-
signal system. The accident occurred in a cut about 3 miles west 
of Milan; approaching this point from the "pct ? there are several 
short curves and tangents, followed by a 6 r OS curve to the 
rignt 845 feet m length, the accident occurring' on this curve ot 
a point 497 feet fron its western end. The grade for east-bound 
trains is 0.35 percent asoerdmi at the point of accident. The 
automatic block signals are of the 1-arn, 3-position, upoer-
quadrant, approach-lighted semaphore type. East-bound'signal 
1456.3 is located 5,713 feet went of tho poirt of accident. 

The track m laid with 90-pound rails, 33 feet in length, 
T-ith an average of 20 ties to tne rai"1 length, tieplatOf0, spiked 
ifith seven spikes tier tie on the curve, has eight rail anchors 
per cartel, and is ballasted with gravel and ̂ cll maintained. In 
this vicinity the track parallels the south bank of tho Little 
Spokane River and tnere arc numerous small cuts fills. The 
accident occurred m a cut about 350 feet m length; the face 
of the slope on che south side m about 45 feet high at the point 
where a, rock slide resulting m this a.ccident occurred.; the north 
slope is about 10 feet high at this point. Tie nouth slooe 3 s 
precipitous and is compose^ mostly of faulted grvnite. The 
faults or fissures extend ncrlz^ntally, lalerallv m l ver:ica.lly 
into tne ̂ l i s and up"erd to tne top of the rcok, ^hich lies 
just below the surface cf the ground, tnere being a lighc covering 
of soil on top of the cliff. In r̂ any placec tne rock is entirely 
bare, leaving fissures open to receive surface water due to r a m 
or melting snow. 

The weatr.er was clear at the ti ie of the accident, -rnich 
occurred about 10 p.,\ 

Description 

East-bound Freight Train No. 472 consisted of 97 cars and 
a oaboouse^ hauled by engine 2552, and vas in charge of Conductor 
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Horsfall and Engineman Barrett. This train left^Hillyard, its 
Initial terminal, 19.45 miles west of Milan, at "9:15 p.m., 
according to the tram sheet, 2 hours end 135 ninutes late, passed 
Dean, the last open office, 1 0 . O niles west of Milan, at 
9:38 p.m., 2 hours and 18 minute & late, pasaed automatic signal 
1456.2, which apparently \ms aioplaymg a rnroceed indication,and 
on reaching a point 5,712 feet o< yond the signal the t r a m was 
derailed by a rock slide while traveling at a speed estimated to 
have been about 30 niles per hour. 

Engine 3553, tofether with its tender and the first 5 cars 
M the t r a m were derailed to th^ left; the following 14 cars 
were not derailed, but the next 14 c m s were derail er1 and 
piled up within a distance of about 200 feet, the forward truck of 
the caboose was also derailed, Tne engino and tender stopped on 
their left sides, down the bank cf a fill at tho oast end of the 
cut, Tho employees killed were1 the cnginciran, fireman, head 
brakenan and middle brakman, all of whom were riding on the 
engine, while the employees injured were the conductor and flagman, 
who were riding M the caboose. 

Summary of evidence 

Conductor Horefall and Flagman Cook stated that the first 
they knew of anything wrong was when the train stopped abruptly, 
they estimated the speed a; the time cf the accident to have been 
about 30 miles per hour. Conductor Horefall went forward and 
after ascertaining that the trouble was due to a rock slide he 
continued eastward to Milan to sumnon aid, and at Milan he found 
the helper engine standing cn tno siding, Dt having preceded 
T r a m No. 473 from Hillyard in readiness to help the freight t r a m 
eastward from Milan, Flagman Co^k stated that he was riding on 
the right side of the cupola and that as the caboose approached 
signal 1456,2 he observed it d m p l o T r m g a stop indication; as a 
result of the accident the cabcese stopped just east of tnat 
signal and he immediately wont hock bo flag, going past the 
signal, and at that time it wao otill displaying a stop indication. 
Flagman CGook said that he could .jot say definitely whether the 
headlight of his engine wap burning bragntly, as tne weather was 
clear and it was bright moonlight, Feitner of these employees 
noticed any air-brake application just prior to the accident. 

Helper engine 3128 left Hillyard at 9 p.m., according to 
the t r a m cheet, pasoed Dean at 9:2l p.ir. , and continued :o 
Milan fox the purpose cf helping T r a m No. 472 aast^ard iron 
that point, and about S:40 p.m. passed the p o m ^ whoic the lock 
slide occurred. All cf tno automatic signals were displaying 
proceed indications, the keadlignt on tneir engine was burning 
brigntly, a„nd they noticed nothirg umsual when tnoir engme 
passed tnrough the cut i/here t if rock slide af miwrnrds occurred. 

On tho day prior to the accident, Roodnaeter L?vrson passed 
the point M question on a motor car but noticed nothing wrong 
and nade no particular examnation of the cut M which the 
accident occurred, H Q arrived at the scene of the accident on 
the wreck train about 3-J: hours after its occurrence and found 



ft© r a i l 8 -broken a s it r e s u l t o f t h e d e r a i l m e n t a l i k o u f - h s e v e r a l 
wer& t w i s t e d a s a r e s u l t o f t h e a c c i d e n t . The r o c k i n t h i s 
p a r t i c u l a r o u t was a h a r d g r a n i t e f o r m a t i o n and d i d n o t d i s i n t e 
g r a t e l i k e r o c k i n c u t e f a r t h e r e a s t . D u r i n g t h e s p r i n g o f 1933 
a s l i d e h a d o c c u r r e d i n t h i s p a r t i c u l a r c u t , a b o u t 30 c u b i c y a r d s 
o f m a t e r i a l h a v i n g b e f n d i s p l a c e d a t t h a t t i m e d u e t o f r o s t 
s u d d e n l y c o m i n g b u t o f t h e g r o u n d and b r e a k i n g o u t r o c k n e a r 
t h e t o p , w h e r e t h e r e was some d i r t . P r e v i o u s l y t h i s c u t h a d 
b e e n c o n s i d e r e d a s a f e o n e , b u t s i n c e t h e o c c u r r e n c e o f t h e 
a c c i d e n t h e t h o u g h t t h a t c o n s i d e r a t i o n s h o u l d b e g i v e n t o t h e 
I n s t a l l a t i o n o f a s l i d e - d e t e c t o r f e n c e a t t h i s l o c a t i o n . 

, E j e c t i o n Foreman H o l c o m b h a s c h a r g e o f t h e s e c t i o n o n w h i c h 
t h e r o c k s l i d e o c c u r r e d , t h i s s e c t i o n e x t e n d i n g f r o m t h e y a r d -
l i m i t b o a r d a t H i H y a r d e a s t w a r d t o E l k , a d i s t a n c e o f a b o u t 31 
a l l i e s ; a t p r e s e n t h e h a s one s e c t i o n man t o a & s i g t h i m , b u t when 
a n y u r g e n t work i s n e c e s s a r y he o b t a i n s o l d s e c t i o n men who a r e 
l o c a t e d n e a r b y t o h e l p M m ; no t r a c k w a l k e r s a r e m a i n t a i n e d * H e 
B a k e s a l l p a t r o l s o f t h e t r a c k on a m o t o r c a r , g o i n g ' e v e r t h e 
e n t i r e s e c t i o n p r a c t i c a l l y ©very d a y , a n d t h e t i m e was on 
t n e d a y p r i o r t o t h o a c c i d e n t when t h e r o a d m a s t e r was on t h e 
m o t o r c a r . S e c t i o n f o r e m a n H o l c o a b s a i d t h a t i n g o i n g o v e r t h e 
t r a c k h e p a y s c l o s e a t t e n t i o n t o c u t s whore t h e r e i s d a n g e r 
f r o a f a l l i n g r t s c l ^ b u t h e c o n s i d e r e d t h i s p a r t i c u l a r c u t one 
o f t h e s a f e s t on h i s s e c t i o n and when" h e l a s t p a s s e d t h r o u g h 
i t h e n o t i c e d n o t h i n g o u t o f t h e o r d i n a r y . On December 1 h e 
c h e c k e d t h e g a u g e and a l l n e r a e n t o f t h e c u r v e a n d * f o u n d t h e 

fa u g e t i n c h o p e n a n d t h e s u r f a c e g o o d ; t h e s trpteafe levat ion was 
i n c h e s . 

A s s i s t a n t E n g i n e e r B u r r made a s u r v e y o f t h e t e r r i t o r y 
s u r r o u n d i n g t n e a c c i d e n t on t h e d a y f o l l o w i n g t t e o c c u r r e n c e a n d 
e s t i m a t e d t h a t a p p r o x i m a t e l y 50 c u b i c y a r d s o f g r a n i t e were 
d i s p l a c e d a s a r e s u l t o f t h e s l i d e * He s a i d tfe« g r a n i t e i n t h e 
c u t l i e s i n seams w h i c h e x t e n d upwad t o t h e t o p o f t h e c u t a n d 
t h a t t h e y a r e s u s c e p t i b l e t o s a t u r a t i o n f r o m s u r f a c e snow o r 
w a t e r w h i c h s o a k s t h r o u g h t h e e x c e p t i o n a l l y p o r o u s s o i l a b o v e 
a n d w o r k s i n t o t h e s eams a l o n g t h e f a c e o f t h e c u t . A l t e r n a t e 
s p e l l s o f f r o s t and t h a w i n g t e n d t o e x p a n d a n d c o n t r a c t t h e 
B a s i l s s o t h a t i t i a p o s s i b l e f o r r o o k t o b e d i s p l a c e d and s l i p 
o u t , c o n t r i b u t e d t o b y v i b r a t i o n o f p a s s i n g t r a i n s . He 
e s t i m a t e d t h e maximum r a n g e o f v i s i o n on t h e c u r v e t o b e a b o u t 
150 f e e t , 

T r a v e l i n g E n g i n e e r S h a r a r made a c a r e f u l i n s p e c t i o n o f t h e 
- eng ine a t t h e s c e n e c f t h e a c c i d e n t , b u t f o u n d no d e f e c t s h a v i n g 
a n y b e a r i n g on. t h e a c o i d e n t . T h e r e were no Marks on t h e r i g h t 
s i d e o f t h e e n g i n e t o i n d i c a t e t h a t i t w&e s t r u c k b y f a l l i n g 
r o c k , a n d i n h i s o p i n i o n t h e s l i d e o c c u r r e d b e f o r e t h e t r a i n 
a r r i v e d * 

A s s i s t a n t S i g n a l S u p e r v i s o r J o h n s o n s t a t e d t h a t u n l e s s t h e 
t r a c k c i r c u i t was d i s t u r b e d a s a r e s u l t o f a rtfefc s l i d e t h e 
a u t o m a t i c s i g n a l s w o u l d n o t i n d i c a t e t h i s c o n d i t i o n a n d i n h i a ^ 
o p i n i o n t h e e l i d e i n t h i ^ c a s e d i d n o t d i s t u r b t h e t r a c k c i r c u i t . 
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Conclusicns 

This ecciclerit vas caused hy a rock slide. 

The slide consisted of about 50 cubic yards of granite which 
was displaced from the south face of the out. It became dis
lodged "from a point starting about 11 feet above the track and 
extending upward to a point about 25 feet above the track. 
Seepage of surface water into the various faults m the rock 
formation, with alternate periods of freezing and tnawmg, 
undoubtedly resulted m loosening the rock, and possibly coupled 
with the vibration of passing trains, caused the rock finally to 
become dislodged. Tne s u d e too£ place less than 20 minutes 
prior to the accident, as an east-bomd nclper engine passed 
through tho cut about 9 40 p.m. at vuich time members of tho 
crew of tho helper engine notj-cod nothing v/rong. It appeared 
probable that the track circuit controlling the automatic 
block signals was not disturbed as a result of the slide and 
therefore that the engine cre~r of the freight t r a m received 
no warning of danger when passing the last east-bound signal 
assuming that the slide had cone down before that time. 

There had been a slide m this cut m the spring of 1932, 
somewhat smaller tnan the one here involved, and this previous 
experience with rock m which there are faults extending m all 
directions should have led to precautions to guard against a 
repetition. Such m p a s u r e s were not taken, however, and a 
second slide has been attended with disastrous conseouences. 
Imaediate consideration should be given to the necessity of 
preventive measures, such as installing a slide-detector fence, 
widening the cut, or adoption of such other steps °s may be 
desired m order to ^rcvide safety at this point in future. 

Respectfully submitted, 

w". P. BORLAND, 
Director. 




