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RAILROAD ACCIDENT IRVESTIGATION

Ex Parte No 213

ILLINOIS CENTRAL RAILROAD COMPANY

MT PULASKI, ILL

JUNE 1, 1958

INTERSTATE COMMERCE COMMISSION

Washington



INTERSTATE COMMERCE COMMISSION

Ex Parte No 213

ACCIDENT NEAR MT PULASKI, ILL

Decided October 16, 1958

Accident at Mt Pulask: T, on Jume l 1958 cousen by the zxplosion of a tank war loaded

with mitromethane

Erle J Zoll, Jr, for the [lhnoss Certral Railroon o apany

John W Foster for the T ne1s Centrar Railread Compmy

Eari § Hedges for himzelt

Grover R James, Jr, for Podgsor, Russ Andre o= Woods and Goo dy sar, Attornevs

Fred R Pefferle for Fire [ surance Co waae

Robert M Egan for Jonn J 1 cliey, otate P e M on State of [lincis

Clarence W _Greenwald for City of Nigaara Falis % Y

R_G Heckenkamp for General Anertcar Tru-po-taticn Jonipany

T B Hort for the Craer of Rauiv gy Cooavcror ania S, wia en

Clyde Thompsan for the Biothethood ot Bailiond Traon oo

George P Sheghan tor the Brotherhocd of Tuconotive Ernguinecrs and the Illineis Store Lequslative
Beard

REPORT OF THE COMMISSION
DIVISION 3, COMMISSIONERAS TUGGLE, MURPHY, AND McPHERSON

TUGGLEF, Commissioner .

This 1= an nveshgation by the Com oo sen 0 e _wn nobon with respect to the facts,
cond.tions  and circumstances convecied witr o xec.aent wb_oon osecurred on the 1llinois Central
Rauroad at Mt Pulaskr, Iil , en June 1, 1958 FHeanwng sas nod at Springfield, 111, on August 20,
1858  The accident resultel in the death of 7 *ro1 -evire empicyees, and the injurv of 4 train-
~ervice emplayees
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Location of Accident end Method of Operatian

This accident occurred on that part of the Springhield Division designated as the Peonia District and
extending between Mattoon and I C Junction, 111, 1100 mules This 15 a sigle-track line over which trains
are coerateq by timetable, train orders, and an autematic block-signal system, At Mt Pulaska, 111, 63 8 mules
north of Mattoon, a single-track line of the Springheld District crosses the main track at grode at an angle of
ou Geograohic directions are approxamately ecst and west on the Peona District, and north and south on the
Springfield Distnct  Timetable directicns are north and south on both districts Timetable directions on the
Peoria District, except as indicated, are used 1n this report  The staton at Mt Pulaski 15 looated 1n the north-
east angle of the crossing at o point 176 feet east of the crossing A wy= track diverges to the east from the
main track The switch of this track, which 1s facing-point for northbound movements, 1s located 2,045 feet
south of the station This track connects with the mon track of the Springfield District at a poimnt 2,043 feet
east of the station An awnliary track parallels the wye track on the south The west gwatch of this track 15
located 150 feet north of the west wye-track switch, and the east switch 1s located 549 feet west of the east
wye-track switch Anauxiliary track, desiqnated as the New Storage Track, parallels the maintrack on the east
The north and south switches of thus track, connecting the track with the main track, are located, respectively,
2,093 feet and 4,903 feet south of the station An auxiliary track, designated as the New Pass Track, parallels
the meun track on the west The south switch of this track, connecting the track with the main track, 15 located
5,018 feet south of the station This track diverges te the west in the vicinity of the crossing and connects
with the Springfield Distnict main track at a point 519 feet west of the station Four crossovers connect the
rown track with the New Pass Track The north switch of the most southerly crossover, which 1s facing-point
for southbound movements cn the mamn track, 15 located 2,705 feet south of the station U S Highway 54 spans
the railroad on o steel and corcrete bridge The centerline of the bridge 1s located 3’812 feet south of the
station  The accident cccurred within yard Limits on the main track @t a point 3,155 feet south of the station
From the south on the mamn track there are, in succession,  tangent througboudt a considerable distance to the
point of accident and 1,685 feet northwerd, and a 0°20' curve to the right 1,525 feet to the crossmg and a
considerable distance northward  The grade 15 level at the point of acerdent

The maxamum authorized speed for the type of freight trains involved 1n this geccident was 35 miles per
hour on the Peoria District and 50 mules per hour on the Soringfield District

Description of Aceident

No 292, a nerthbound secand-class freight train, departed from Mattoonat 908 @ m, 3 hours § minutes
late Swatching operations were performed en route When the train amivenat Mt Pulaski at 1 05 p m,, 3 hours
15 mnutes late, it consisted of road-switcher type diesel-electric umts 91898 and 9136, coupled 1n multiple-
urnt control, 31 ors, and @ caboose  Switching operations were perfarmed at Mt Pulaski by the membaers of the
crew before the amival of No 68

No 68, a northbound second-class freight train by tumetable directions on the Springfield District,
departed from East St Lows, 121 5 mules south of Mt Fulasxi, at 900 a m, 3 hours 'ate  Switching opera-
tions were performed en route  When the train arrived gt Mt Pulasky at 235p ™, 4 houra late, 1t consisted of
road-switcher type diesel-electricunits 9174 and 9018, coupled in rultiple-unit centrol, 78 care, anda caboose
GATX 28633, o tank car, wos the 36th oo in the troin The st to the 36th cars, inclusive, were detached
from the train and noved over the wyertrack auxihary track and waln track to the New Storage Track The
locomotive was thendetached from these cars and, after further switching operations were performed, was moved
with a cut of ears to the Springfield District main track

Shertly before the accident occured, the 26th to the 3lst cars, Inclusive, and the eaboose of No 292
were staneing on the moin track witn the north end of the cut 810 feet aouth of the paint of aesident A r 1t
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of 4 cars was starding on the ron track @ short distance north of the high 1y bridge A cut of zooroarately
17 cars was standing on the Nev Puass Track with the north end approanately 100 feet north of the point of
acoident The locomotive of No 292 wath the 1st diesel-electric urit bealed nertt .ard and vith 9 cars
coupled to the south end noved southwerd on the moin trac< and enterea tne New Storage Track at the north
switch This movement was coupled to the 36 cars pliced on that track by the crew of Ne 68 The locomotive
and tne cut of cars then entered e main track ana proceeden. southwarn  The moverent was stopped when
the 6th car from the soutn end of the cut cleared the north swatch of the rost southerly crossover Tnese 6
cars, with cor GATX 29633 at the sowth end, were detached and the rove nene returned to the New Storage
Tract  Twenty-cne ors eere then detached from the mosement  The north end of this cut was wocated ap-
proxamately 270 feet north of the pomnt of accadent The roverent proceeded northwara and 3 cars sere de-
tached with the north end of the cut 770 feet north of the oot of acmident T e movement, then consisting of
the locomrotiveand S cars, entered the main track ad vroceeded southwarg [t was stopped when the locootive
was aprreamately 1,300 feet north of the pont of accident  Inn ediately afterward car GATX 29633 exploded

The explosion blasted a crater approximately 100 feet 1n diameter and 36 feet deep  The track struc-
ture 1n the rmediate vicimty of the crater was destroyed  Cars stending on the mamn track, the New Storage
Track, and the New Pass Track were plown frorm the tracks  Two cars stopoed 1 the vicimity of the highweay
bridge and east of the tracks  Ancther car stooped approxurately 300 feet south of the noint of accident and
250 feet east of the tracks The other derailed cars stopped withina radius of 250 feet of the pownt of accident
GATX 29633 and 17 otner cars were destroyed  Twelve cars were beavily daraged by the explosion and somre
of these cars were further damoged by fire resulting from the explosion  Six other cars were semewhat daraged
The explosior scattered fragments of wreckage over a wize areqa Considerasle agmage was caused to buidings
in Mt Pulask by the fragmrents and by concussion The hughway bridge was damaged shigntly

The conductor and the swing brakemar of the crew of No 292 were killed, and the engineer, the fire-
man, the front brakenr an, and the flagman were 1njured

It was Tmnuing at the tire of the accident, whuch cccurea about 3 100 1

The shell of the tank of GATX 29633 consisted of 3 sections of steel plate 31 feet 1/4 1nch 1n length
over calxing eages secured together by doukle-riveted lap joints  The 2 oo section= and the bottor section
were, respectively, 3/8 inch and 1/2 inch thick  The msige diameter of the shell was 7 feet 31,2 incnes
The conoave steel heads were 1/2 1mch thick and were secured o the shell my double-riveted lap joints  The
dore snell consisted of 2 sections of steel plate 3/8 1inch thick secured together by doublerivered 1ap jomnts
It extended 1 foot 9 inches above the top of the tank shell and was secured to the tark shell ov o double row
of nivets  The inside diameter of the dorre shell was 5 feet 1 1/2 inches  The head of the dote was secured
to the dome shell by a single row of nivets It was oovided with a 1-foct 4—7/8/—1[1(:*1 ciameter opering s.1th
cover, and 2 safety valves set to open at a presswre of 25 pounds per square en! All r.vets were 3/4 1nck n

diameter  The tank was not line and was not proviced stk heater pines  The specifhied capacity of the tank
was 10,000 gallons

Discussion

As the locomotive of ho 282 with 9 cars counled to the soutl erd was moving southy ard on the rn
track aporoaching the point where the acomdent ocoumed, the enginemen were 1n their respective locations
the contmol corrpartment of the diesel-electne umt at the nodt end of the roverient  The conductor and the
swing brakeman were between the main track and the MNew Storage Track m the vicamitv of *he cut of ears
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contmiming car GATX 29633 The front brakeran and the flagman were standing between the muain
track and the New Sterage Track at locations, resoectively, approximately 750 feet und 400 feet
north of tne point of accident Tne switches of the Tost southerly crossover were lined for move-
ment from tne main track to the New Pass Track The engineer said that the first he becare aware
of anything being wrong was when he observed a v hite vapor apparently being eritted from one cf
the cars of the cut contaiming car GATX 29633 He mrediately 1mitiated a brake application  The
movement stopped with the south end approximatel v 800 feet north of the north ena of the cut of cars
The exvlosion cccurred shortly after the revernent stopped The first the other surviving members
of the crew knew of anything being wrong was when the exclosion occurred

Car GATX 29533 was loaded with aporeximately 10,000 gallons of nitromethane on May 28,
1958, at the Comrmercial Solvents Corporation p.ant at Sterlington, La, on the Missount Pacific
Railroad, and was delivered to the Alton and Scuthemn Railroad at East St Lows The car was
destined to Pecria, Il , via the Alton ana Scutnern and the Illincis Central Railroads It was
delivered 1n interchange by the Alton and Soutnern te the Illincis Central at East St Lous on May
31, 1958 It was assembled in No 58 during the morning of the day of the accident

MNitromethane 1s one of a groun of four solvents designated as nitroparafting  During 1952
tests of nitromethane were performred by menbers of the staff of the Bureau of Explosives of the
Association of Arernican Failroads, who act as advisers to this Cormission regarding explosives
and other dangerous articles [t was found that the material did not come within the definitions of
a dangerous article as defined 1n the Code of Federal Requlations (49 CFR 71 1) Consejuently, at
the ti~e the accident occurred skipment of the mraterial was not regulated by tne Commission A
similar explosion involving a tank car lecaded with nitrorethane occurred at Niwagra Falls, N Y , on
January 22, 1958 Shortly cfter that accident, a series of tests of mitromethane were 1mitiated by
memnkers of the staff of the Bureau of Erplosives and these tests are still in progress The Chief
Cherist of the Bureuu of Exp.osives testified at the hearing that they were unable to detonate
nitromethane by 1rpact  He f{urther testified that certain contaminants could cause the matenal to
becorie an extrerely sensitive explosive

Since car GATX 29633 and 1ts lading were destroyed by the explosion, the cause of the
explosion could not be deterrined The car was standing and a coupling was not being made to
either end of the cut of cars containing the car when the explosion occurred Records :ndicate that
the car was last loaded with 2-nitropropane before being loaded witn we lading involved in the ac-
cident The Chief Chemist testified that 2-nitropropane would act as an inhibitor and tend to prevent
the exolosion of nitraretnane An official of the United States Department of Comrmrerce Weather
Buregua w.tnessed the explosion He smd 1n a statement that he did not hear thunder or observe
lightring at any tfime during the afterncon of the day of the accident

Although tests of nitromethane performed to date by the Bureau of Explosives indicate that
the matenal does not comne within the definitions of a dangercus article, it 1s evident that under
certain conditions, unknown at the present time, when shipped 1n tank cars nitremethane can became
a dangerous explosive In view of this, on June 4, 1958, the Car Service Divisicn of the Association
of Amrerican Ratlroads, upon the Cormission®s request, 1ssued an embargo on all tank car shipments
of mitromethane As a further safety measure, an order of the Cormission entered on September 10,
1958, prohibits the bulk transportation of nitromethane i1n railroad tank cars and n tank motor vehicles
when *ransported by corimon, contract, or private carriers by motor vehicles




We hind thet
1 The .uuse of the vecident ws rhe ~ plo-ton o o tank -~ loaded <ithatror @0 me
2 The zuse of the svidosion _ oot not e eberr die 1 f0 a0 the 1a 1= develops 110U s unve sligation
Un for cortain e 11t - % mution = thane can becon e 1 danaelous explosive

In view ot these tindings we recon tend that the Bureau it Fxplosives of the Assowalicn of Awerican
Railroads continue the investigation of the properties of niramnethane in oder that adequale regqudations can be

formulated {or the clussificalion and preparation tor transportation of other than bulk stnprents of the natenal

in tank cars ana n tank motor vehicles when transported by common contract, or private carers by motor
vehicles

By the Commession, Division 3

HAROLD D MeCOY,

(SEAL) Secretary,
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