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INTERSTATE COMMERCE COMMISSION 

REPORT NO, 3453 
III THE MATTER OF MAKING ACCIDENT INVESTIGATION REPORTS 

UNDER THE ACCIDENT REPORTS ACT OF MAY 6. 1910. 
GREAT NORTHERN RAILWAY COMPANY 

June 17, 1952 

Accident near Supplee, Wash., on May 16, 1952, caused by 
failure to provide adequate protection for the movement 
of a track motor-car. 

1 
REPORT OF THE COMMISSION 

PATTERSON, Commissioner: 
On May 16, 1952, there was a head-end collision 

between a track motor-car and a freight train on the Great 
Northern Railway near Supplee, Wash., which resulted in 
the death of one maintenance-of-way 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 and 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 S p o k a n e 
D i v i s i o n e x t e n d i n g b e t w e e n M a n s f i e l d a n d C o l u m b i a R i v e r . 
W a s h . , 6 0 . 3 9 m i l e 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 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 . 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 
1 5 , 2 0 m i l e s s o u t h o f M a n s f i e l d a n d 1 * 7 4 m i l e s n o r t h o f 
S u p p l e e . F r o m t h e n o r t h t h e r e a r e , i n s u c c e s s i o n , a t a n g e n t 
1 , 9 7 8 f e e t i n l e n g t h a n d a 3 ° c u r v e t o t h e r i g h t 1 , 7 0 3 f e e t 
t o t h e p o i n t o f a c c i d e n t a n d 8 0 8 f e e t s o u t h w a r d . F r o m t h e 
s o u t h t h e r e a r e , i n s u c c e s s i o n , a t a n g e n t 2,641 f e e t i n 
l e n g t h a n d t h e c u r v e o n w h i c h t h e a c c i d e n t o c c u r r e d . B e t w e e n 
p o i n t s 3 6 0 f e e t n o r t h a n d 8 3 5 f e e t s o u t h o f t h e p o i n t o f 
a c c i d e n t t h e t r a c k I s l a i d I n a c u t . T h e w e s t w a l l o f t h e 
c u t r i s e s t o a m a x i m u m h e i g h t o f 13 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 . A t t h e p o i n t o f a c c i d e n t t h e g r a d e i s 
0 . 5 5 p e r c e n t a s c e n d i n g n o r t h w a r d . 

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 : 

1 4 . ENGINE WHISTLE SjGNALS 
# # • 

T h e s i g n a l s p r e s c r i b e d a r e i l l u s t r a t e d b y " o " f o r 
s h o r t s o u n d s ; " " f o r l o n g e r s o u n d s . * * * 

* * # 

S o u n d . I n d i c a t i o n . 

# # # 

Approaching- * * * obscured 
curves; also as frequently 
a s n e c e s s a r y w h e n m o v i n g i n 
* * * obscured places to 
warn trackmen and others. 

•* * # 

Rules and instructions for uraintenance-of-way employees 
r e a d in part as follows: 
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101, L i n e - u p i s s u e d b y t h e t r a i n d i s p a t c h e r r e g a r d ­
i n g t r a i n l o c a t i o n s m u s t , w h e n p r a c t i c a b l e , b e o b t a i n e d 
f r o m o p e r a t o r s a t t r a l n ' : o i € L e r o f f i c e s b e f o r e o c c u p y i n g 
t h e m a i n t r a c k a t t h e s t a r t o f e a c h d a y ' s w o r k * 

' ' ' - * . 
, A d d i t i o n a l l i n i e - u p s 1 m a y b e o b t a i n e d i n t h e s a m e m a n n p a ? 

d u r i n g t h e d a y a s > , 1 « r e q u i r e d . \ > '. 

* # # • ' : , ' " * 

A t p o i n t s w h o r e t e l e g r a p h e r s a r e n o t e m p l o y e d , " t r a c k 
c a r o p e r a t o r s m a y u s e t r a i n d i s p a t c h e r ' s - t e l e p h o n e t o 
o b t a i n v e r b a l i n f o r m a t i o n o f t r a i n l o c a t i o n s a s i s 
n e c e s s a r y a t t h e t i m e o f t h e i r m o v e m e n t * ! * * 

102. L i n c - u p " o r o t h e r i n f o r m a t i o n r e g a r d i n g t r a i n .', 
- l o c a t i o n s w i l l ' n o t r e l i e v e f o r e m e n o r o t h e r s o p e r a t i n g 
t r a c k c a r s f r o m r e s p o n s i b i l i t y o f p r o t e c t i n g t h e i r c a r s 
a g a i n s t c o l l i s i o n s w i t h t r a i n s , e n g i n e s , o r o t h e r t r a o k 
c a r s , a s p r e s c r i b e d b y t h e ' r u l e s . 

110, I n o p e r a t i n g t r a c k c a r s w h e r e v i e w i s o b s t r u c t e d 
o r I m p a i r e d s u c h a s b y c u r v e s # * * - t h e . e m p l o y e i n 
c h a r g e o f c o r m u s t t a k e t h e n e c e s s a r y p r e c a u t i o n s t o p r e ­
v e n t a c c i d e n t , . 

E u l l e t l n i n s t r u c t i o n s r e a d i n p a r t a s f o l l o w s ; 

* * * f o r e m a n « o r o t h e r e m p l o y e I n c h a r g e o f a n y t r a c k 
c a r m u s t s h o w e a c h l i n e - u p h e g e t s t o a l l m e m b e r s . . . o f h i s 
c r e w r i d i n g o n m o t o r c a r w i t h h i m o r h e m u s t r e a d i t t o 
t h e m . * * * 

* 
W h e n p r a c t i c a b l e m o t o r c a r o p e r a t o r s m u s t h a v e a f r e s h 

t r a i n l i n e u p i s s u e d o n t h e p r e s c r i b e d f o r m a t t h e b e g i n n i n g 
o f t h e d a y ' s w o r k . T h i s r e p o r t w i l l g i v e t h e m i n f o r m a t i o n 
o n t h e l o c a t i o n 'of t r a i n s o n t h e d i s t r i c t c o v e r e d by t h e 
l i n e u p t o g e t h e r w i t h t h e i n t e n t i o n s o f t h e d i s p a t c h e r 
a t t h e t i m e l i n e u p w a s I s s u e d . 

T h e i n f o r m a t i o n m a y b e c o n s i d e r e d d e p e n d a b l e f o r n o t 
o v e r a n h o u r a f t e r t h e t i m e o f i s s u a n c e o f t h e l i n e u p . 
S u i t a b l e p r e c a u t i o n s s h o u l d b e t a k e n f o r m a k i n g m o v e m e n t s 
w i t h m o t o r c a r s i n t e r r i t o r y w h e r e t h e l e n g t h o f v i s i o n 
i s n o t s u f f i c i e n t t o p e r m i t t h e m t o s e e a n a p p r o a c h i n g 
t r a i n f a r e n o u g h i n a d v a n c e t o s t o p - t h e i r c a r a n d r e m o v e 
i t f r o m t h e t r a c k b e f o r e t h e t r a i n r e a c h e s t h e m . 
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C r e w s t h a t h a v e b e e n w o r k i n g o n l i n e l o n g e r t h a n a n 
h o u r s i n c e r e c e i p t o f a t r a i n l o c a t i o n r e p o r t a n d d e s i r e 
t o m o v e b y m o t o r c a r i n t e r r i t o r y w h e r e t h e i r l e n g t h o f 
v i s i o n i s r e s t r i c t e d b e c a u s e o f c u r v e s # * * o r o t h e r 
c o n d i t i o n s , s h o u l d f i r s t c o m m u n i c a t e w i t h t h e d i s p a t c h e r 
* * * a n d a s c e r t a i n i f i t i s s a f e t o d o s o . I n c a s e 
i t i s n o t p o s s i b l e t o c o m m u n i c a t e w i t h t h e d i s p a t c h e r , 
t h e y m u s t p r o t e c t t h e i r m o v e m e n t b y s e n d i n g a f l a g m a n 
a h e a d i n k e e p i n g w i t h 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 r a i n s w a s 2 0 m i l e s p e r 
h o u r . 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 r a c k m o t o r - c a r s w a s 
2 0 m i l e s p e r h o u r o n t a n g e n t t r a c k a n d 3 m i l e s p e r h o u r o n 
c u r v e s . 

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

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

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

T h e t r a c k m o t o r - c a r , w h i c h w a s n o t d e r a i l e d , w a s m o v e d 
n o r t h w a r d a p p r o x i m a t e l y 2 8 2 f e e t . I t w a s b a d l y d a m a g e d . E x t r a 
1 3 4 N o r t h s t o p p e d w i t h t h e f r o n t o f t h e l o c o m o t i v e , 2 3 2 f e e t 
n o r t h o f t h e p o i n t o f a c c i d e n t . T h e f r o n t o f t h e l o c o m o t i v e 
w a s s l i g h t l y d a m a g e d . 

T h e s e c t i o n f o r e m a n w a s k i l l e d . 

T h e w e a t h e r w a s c l e a r 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 b o u t 9 : 3 5 a , m . 

T r a c k m o t o r - c a r 3 4 9 6 - M w a s o f , t h e f o u r - w h e e l t y p e . I t 
w a s p o w e r e d b y a n 8 - 1 3 h o r s e p o w e r g a s o l i n e m o t o r a n d w a s 
e q u i p p e d w i t h f o u r - w h e e l b r a k e s . I t w e i g h e d 1 , 0 4 5 p o u n d s a n d 
h a d s e a t i n g c a p a c i t y f o r e i g h t p e r s o n s . I t w a s e q u i p p e d w i t h 
a w i n d s h i e l d . 
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During the 30-day period preceding the day of the 
.accident, the average daily movement in the vicinity of the 
point of accident was 0.87 train. 

Discussion 
The rules-of this carrier provide that the operators of 

track motor-cars must, when practicable, obtain a line-up of 
train movements before their motor-cars occupy the main track 
at the beginning of each day's work. On the line on which this 
accident occurred there is no direct telephone connection 
between the train dispatchers' office and the stations north 
of Columbia River. The train dispatcher customarily transmits 
a line-up to the operator at Columbia River about 7:30 a, m. 
each day. The operator at Columbia River relays this line-up 
to the agent at Douglas for the use of the section foremen at 
Douglas and Mansfield. Because the section foreman at Mansfield 
experienced difficulty in using the telephone, it was the 
custom for the custodian at Mansfield to obtain the line-up 
from the agent at Douglas. Ordinarily the only train 
movement on this line is a local freight which makes a 
round trip three days each week. 

On the day of the accident the members of the section 
force at Mansfield reported for duty at 8 a. m. Eefore they 
departed from Mansfield a track motor-car repairman made a 
routine Inspection of- their track motor-car. When the 
inspection was completed it was arranged that the section 
force would take the repairman south to the point at which 
the section force from Douglas was working. During the 
conversation the section foreman remarked that the local 
freight train was assigned to operate on that day but they 
need not watch for the train until after 10 a. m. Soon after 
9 a. m, the foreman entered the station and obtained a line-up 
which the custodian had received from the agent at Douglas 
about 8 a. m. This line-up contained the information that 
Extra 134 North, consisting of a locomotive and caboose only, 
had departed from Columbia"River at 7:35 a. m. After the 
foreman received the line-up, the custodian, at the request 
of the foreman, called the agent at Douclas and asked him what 
time he expected the train to reach Douglas. The agent replied 
that he thought the train should arrive about 9:30 a, m. 
When the section foreman received this information he left 
the station, and he and the other employees departed south­
bound, on the track motor-car. The foreman did not mention 
the line-up or the train to the other employees on the 
track motor-car. As the track motor-car was approaching 
the point where the aocldent occurred all the occupants 
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were maintaining a lookout ahead. Two of tho surviving 
occupants said they thought the speed was between 15 and 
18 miles per hour. The third &&id he thought it was between 
30 and 40 miles per hour. After the track motor-car entered 
the cut in which the accident occurred, the 'wall of the cut 
restrict (3d the occupant's' view of a train approaching from 
the south to a distance of about 535 feet. The surviving 
occupants said that the'foreman applied the brake immediately 
after the train became visiblo to them. The collision occurred 
before' the track motor-car could, be stopped. 

As Extra 134 North was approaching; the point where' the 
accident occurred tho enginonen were maintaining a lookout 
ahead from their positions in the control compartment of the 
locomotive. The members 'of the train crew were in the caboose. 
The brakes of' the train'had" been tested, and had functioned 
properly when used en raute, Tha crew had received no 
information that the track ahead was occupied by a track 
motor-car* The engineer- 'sounded the -oree'eribed englne-
whistlo signal on the pneuinatic horn an the train was' 
closely approaching the curve on which the accident occurred, 
The fireman said that when the track motor-car became visible 
te him he called a warning to the1 engineer. The engineer 
immediately made an em^rVency application of the brakes, 
but the collision occurred before the train could be stogped. 
Because of curvature of the track, the engineer could not 
see the track mo tor-oar before the 'collision occurred. 
Members of the crew estimated that the speed was about 20 
miles per hour at the time the brakes were applied, 

According to the rules of this carrier, the operator 
of a track motor-car must, If practicable, obtain a line-up 
before hie motor-car occupies the main track, out a line-up 
does not relieve the operator of responsibility for collision 
with a train or another track motor-car. Trains are not 
restricted by the issuance of a line-up. and train crews and 
the operators of other track motor-cars * are not informed when 
a track motor-car is occupying the ma.in track. This investi­
gation disclosed that in the instant case both the" train and 
the track motor-car were moving in excess of the maximum 
authorized speed before the accident occurx'ed. The train 
maintained an average speed of 22,6 miles per hour between 
Columbia River and the point of accident. The exact time 
that the track motor-car departed from Mansfield was not 
determined. The agent at Douglas thought that the custodian 
at Mansfield called to inquire about Extra 134 North between 
9:05 a, m„ and 9:10 a, m, " The custodian thought this 
conversation took place at 9:15 a 0 m, If the track motor-car 
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departed from Mansfield at 9:10 a. m., It maintained an 
average speed of 36,5 miles per hour between Mansfield and 
the point of accident. The fact that the train arrived at 
the point of acctldent earlier than it would ha^e if the speed 
restrictions had been observed may have contrlouted to the 
cause of the :a eeldent, for the reason that the section foreman 
apparently determined from the informatiqn received at 
Mansfield that the motor-car could proceed some distance 
beyond the point where the accident occurred. However, a 
method of operation which places the responsibility on the 
operators of track motor-cars for computing the running times 
of trains and judging the approximate arriving times at 
stations and at other points doe3 not provide adequate 
protection for the movement of track motor-cars. 

Since January 1, 1944, the Commission has Investigated 
38 collisions, including the present case, whioh were caused 
by failure to provide adequate protection for the movement of 
track mooor-oars. These accidents resulted in the death of 
71 persons and the Injury of 121 persons. In the reports of 
these accidents the Commission repeatedly has recommended that 
the carrier involved should provide adequate protection for 
the movement of track motor-cars on its line. One of these 
accidents, which resulted in the death of 4 persons and the 
injury of 30 p-ersons, occurred on the Great Northern Railway 
near Siebon, Mont., on September 8 , 1948, and this 
recommenantlon i«ras included In the Commission1 s report covering 
the investigation of that accident. 

It is found that this accident was caused by failure to 
provide adequate protection for the movement of a track motor­
car . 

It Is recommended that the Great Northern Railway Company 
provide adequate protection for the movement of track mo cor-oar 
on its line. 

Cause 

Recommendation 

Dated at Washlngto 
day of June, 1952. 

gton, D. C this seventeenth 

By the Commission, Commissioner Patterson, 

( SEAL) W . P. BARTEL, 
Secretary. 


