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INTERSTATE COMMERCE COMMISSION

INVESTIGATION NO. 2480
IN THE MATTER OF MAKING ACCIDENT INVESTIGATION REPORTS
UNDER 1A= ACCIDELT REPORTS ACT OF MAY 6, 1910.

THE WESTERW PACIFIC RAILROAD CCMPANY

Aoril 1, 1941

Accident near llerlin, Calif., on January 26, 1941, caused
by damage to the track, as a result of a rock slide.

REPORT CF THE COMMISSION!

PATTZRECN, Commissioner:

Cn January 26, 1941, there was & derailment of a
passenger train on the Western Pacific Rallroad near Merlin,
Calif., which resulted in the probable death of one employee
and the injury of one employee.
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Under authority of section 17 (2) of the Interstate Commerce
Act the above-entitled proceeding was referred by the Commission
to Commissloner Patterson for consideration and disposition.
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Location and Method of Operation

Thig accident occurred on that part of the Western
Division cesignated as the Third Subdivision which extends
between Portola and Croville, Calif., a distance of 116.3 miles.
In the viecinlty of the point of accident this is a single-track
line over which trains are operated by timetable and train
orders; no form of block system ie in use. The accident
occurred zbout 4,060 feet wvest of the west siding-switch at
llerlin. ALc the point of accident is approach2d from the east
there are, in succession, a 5°30!' curve %o the left 473 feet
in length, z tangent 73% feet, end a 3°43!' curve to the left
4Cl feet. The derallment occurrsed on the latter-mentioned
curve at po;1t 251 Test Tfrom its eastern end. At the point
of accident Tae grade for iject-bound trezins is 1 percent
descending.

LA

In %the vicinitvy of the »oint of accident the track
parallels the north wank of the nortn forx of Feather River.
The tracy is laid on a Lill-~ide cut and is 135 feet above the
level of tn g

8

16 shors 1ine cf iie riv er and 160 feet bo“lzontally
istant. The top of the slope is

dirtant firom the centzr of tre +rdck On the nortn side of the
track, in the immediate vicinity of the point of accident, the
toe of a wall of granite is 13 feet from the center of the
traclz, "™e wall rises to a height of sbout 6C feet and 1its

top i5 22 feet horizontally ietan®t from the center of the
track. ALbove the wall “he ground-line slopes gradually north-
ward a conslderable distance.

The track sIiructure conslsts of 112-pound rall, 39 feet
in Jength, lai¢ in 1936 on 24 tiss tc the rail length; 1t lis
double-spiked on the outside and single-spiked on the inside

the rails, fully tieplatsd, provided with 8 raill anchors to
ths rail length, ballasted with 12 inches cf crusned rock and
gravel, and well malintained.

Becavee of track curvsture the view from ths right side
of the cab of a west-bcund engine of the point where the accident
oceurred was res*ricted to a distance of less than 200 feed,
from the left side of the cab an unobstructed view could be had
a distance of about 975 feet, and from a point 1,210 fest dis-
tant thz view {rom the left side was partly obstructed by a pole
line.

The maximum authorized speed for passenger trains in the
vicinity of the point of accident is &5 miles per hour.

The weather was clear at the time of the accident, which
occurrec. a2bout 4:20 p. m.
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Description

o 3%, a Tirst-clars west-bound passenger train, with

tor Borirkle and Ergineman Loucks in charge, consisted of
5 T the £-8-2 t,pe, one baggage car, one coach, one
ar, two tourliet cars, one dining car, two Pullman slecp—
S, and ore lounge car, in the order named; all cars were
of steel coratruction. This trailn Geparted from Portola, 73.83
riles east of lerlin, at 2:05 p. m., according to the train
sheet, 1 lhour 10 minutes lats, passed Belden, 12.5 riles east
of Merlin and the last oven Telegraph oifice, at 3:36 P. M.,

1 hour 10 minutes late, and .5 derailed whils moving at a
spsed varliourly estimated 2% & to 20 miles per hour.

£

e
car, badly camaged, stopped
m

e 3 The tender wers derailed %o the left and
stopped on ths: % gidsc Zown the embankmens, at a 45-degree
angis to tre track. The front end of the engine was 119 feet,
and tie rear end of the tonder 65 fzoet from the center of the
tracz. Tue front end of the encine was 98 feet and the rear
end of ths vonder 50 feet below the level of the track. The
engine was bhadly damaged. The Tirs

e
-~

practicaelly upright and partiz_ly erged in *qe river; its
front end was 195 feet and it- rear end 165 feet horizontally
distant from the center of the *rack. The front truck of the
second car wac deralled to the south.

After the accident occurred the baggageman was missing
ard his btody probably was carried down the river; the employee
injured was thz enginsman.

Summary of Evidence

Ensineman Loucks stoted that at Portola a terminal air-
brake test was made, a running test was made after the trailn
departsi rrom That point, and the brakes functioned pronerly
en route. Wnen the train was approaching the point where the
acciient occurred the speed was between 25 and &0 miles per
hour, the iead¢1glt was lig-ttec, and he and the fireman were
maintaining a lookout ahe_u. The first he knew of anything be-
ing wrons was when the Tirenan called a warning that there was
a rock slide on ths track n:ad. The engineman immediately
applied The air brakes in rsrg enCJ but the distance was too
chors for stopping the train. n the engine neared the rock .
slide i erg? ineman obeerved that the track was out of normal
alinernent and when the enging, moring at a speed of 5 miles
per hour, reachad the slide it became deralled to the left;
however, the engine did not strike thec slide. Because cf
degecending gradss and curves, it is necessary to apply and to
release the brakes frequently; however, the brakes had been



relegrel 1ong enough Tor the braZe-pine pressure to be restored
to 90 pounds before the emergency application vas made. In the
1ate afrernoon, snadows materially restrict vieinility in the
canyon. He said that he had operated trains in the Feather River
Sanvon territory ror 20 yeare and this was the first instance
that ae ad eXperienced difficulty on account of a rock slide at%
Trnis POinTe

Fireman Hecker stated that as his train approached the
point where tre accident cccurred the apesd was about 30 miles
per hour end he was maintaining a lookout ahead. The weather
wac clear; however, shadows in the canyon made it difficult %o
distinguish objects. Seeint en object ahead, he studied it
insently ceveral seconds before he wss certain it was a rock
slice on the track and that thne track was out of normal alinement.
He called a warning to the encineman, who immediately placed the

rake valve in emergency position. At that time the speed was
about 30 milss per hour and the engine was about 700 feet east
of the rock slide. The fireman jumped just before the engine
bscame deralled. He said that winlle traversing the canyon in-—
volved ne mainteins a lookout for obstructions on the track.

or ESprinkle statvted tihat when his train was approach-

where the acciden< occurred he wes in the fourth

peed was about 30 or 33 miles per hour. The first

knew of anything being wrong was when the alr brakes were

iled in emergency. The train stopped abruntly at 4:20 p. m.

oughout the trip he observed that the brakes conitrolled the

ed of The ¢rain »nroperly a%t 211 peints where they were used.

s nis oninion that the wires were torn doun by the derailed
5 He raid that the weather was clear. Throughout a

21 yeears the greatsr part of his service has been in

River Canvon territory; during that time he nad ssen

es but this was the first instance wherein 2iffi-

n experienced on account of a rock slide at the
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The steternent of Flagman Kilgour added nothing of impor-

srintendent Leary stated that tae wires failed at

Car Inswmector Thnomas stated that he agsisted in conducting
an alr-brale test on No. 39 at Portola and thz brakes appliec
and releaszsd proverliye.
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. ﬂac;egoczzlger nﬂ?e”SOﬂﬁftdt?d-fhat about 2 p. m.,"January 25,-
Ae Pacged Lr 2irt =fhere ~7& <lide afterward occurred and at

2 e looked at the wall of the cut and observed nothing .
ar. Water was trickiin, from under the rock.

L, stated that his zection is 5
dxles ir L,nﬁuh and his gang nsists of three laborers, He
arrived a% thne scene avout - %o.™ 10 minutss after the accident
ocgurred. He observed that atous 68 feet of rail was missing
and the trz3X was moved out of ncrmal alinsment, toward the
river, a QL‘ of ahout & feet. There wae no indicetion
that She en: truck trhe roes. He thought the =iide was
caused Ly :' - teing loosened by water.

Secilon Foreman Wilkincon
-

f

Roecdmaster McNeill ¢ ed that nis duties recuire Lim to
make numerocuc tripe past the peint whare the rock slide occurred.
He hed revzsr found a dangerous ccndi'ion there. On January 24
anc z5 e rode over the tracim involv. and at that time there
was no incizaticn iopending o - slide. The rock rorma-
tions anc tae slo differ in various parts of the canyon. For
the most jpart Cif ulty wish rocx slidec 1s expsasrienced at points
about 80 or 70 mwi east of Merlin. It wae his opinion that
water Washing ben 1
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Roadraster z__iott stated that on January 23 he
e curve involved on his '*ack motor—-car, 2nd on
c3ed that point on an east-tound frelght train;

ins no L.usual condition of the rock wall

d thne rock slide knocked the track out of

Mas? er lechanic Gl=ason stated that he arrivad st the scene
of the accident absut 7 p. m., January 27, and examined the
engine. It wzs his owinion t..at since the p“iot beam was not
damazed thne engine was deralli«d before it reached the point
where the rocz obs ructed the track.

Tr-ipresser Stapp stated *that no previous trouble had been

2

) o
expsrienced from rock slide: at the point involved.

Division Ingineer Williams stated that the rock slide was
approximately 50 feet in lengtia and that it fell from the wall. ‘
A szam extended upward and away from the track %o a height of

from 23 to 53 feet and at an envle of about 45 degrees. Above
this ssam there was a similar ceam hich sloped in the opposite
direction anc reached a height of £7 feet above the track.
Vertical seams also were present. -..0ts had grown into the ceams
and water had been running through ilne cracks. This condition
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conirisvied o tie elippege of the rock. Thae rock was composed
of pgractically solid granits, measured approrimately 5,420 cubic
i 'y 800, Dased on a wp¢gnu of 170 pounds vper cubdbic foot

2l £80 tons. An overhanging piece of rock which rvmalnﬂd
in Tre wvall measured approximately 22 feet in éepth and from 3
To J2 Ieet in thiclnees. There was no indica%ion of decomposi-
tion 1in the rock. EKe sald thet before the railroad was ccn-
structed there was a solid rock wail at this particular locacion
and thls rock was blasted in order to form tae roadved. He
thought The seams, on which this piece of rock slipped, probably
had been opened during olesting operations =7 the time the rail-
road was coasiructel, tinen roois greiv 11To the seams and opened
them, and wat@r entered “he seems; Tiis conditlion finally
resuited in the large pisce of rock becoming dislodged. For
some time immediately m\,ced1 the dey of the accldent, light
blasting operatlions 1ers being nonduotmd by a public utility
commany, at 2 noint atout 1/4 nile escst of the point vhere the
slide occurrsd and below ‘the level of the track; however, he
did not taink thie blasting contriduted to the occurrenc: of the
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clide. He szid that oriinarily he magses over this section of
trecl about every 2 vwesks, and that he was last over 1t on
January 7. A trock valler is assigned to inspect this section
of trock regularly, and all ssction foremcn have instructlons
to assign as many ftrack valkers as nccessary; during storms. No
trouble had been exoerienced previously with a slide at this
point. He thought the acciden® vould have besn averted if the
ped wisd

i
line Lad been eguip: ith an autcmatic block-signal syster.

~ccording te information Furnished by the carrier, the
lagt *rain to pass the point involved before the slide occurred
tae an east-pound train, which passed that point about 2:58

P. M., Cr I nour £2 minutes prior to the Time the accident
occurret.

The carrier furnished inTormaticn also that during th

5 rears rocx elides on tizis subdivision, including the rock
e 1nvolved in this accilent, were the cause of 12 derail-

s, which resulted in a total vroperty damage of $107,416.65.
siifes and mud slides occur frequently each year during the
rainy sesson. ERmployees dcsignated as rock rollers are assigned
to first-clazg trains during stormy weather for the purpose of
removing obstructions. A& rock roller poarded No. 59 at Keddie,
23.3 niles east of Merlin. The slide area extends between mile-
posts 207 and 319, and slides occur most frequently beftween
mileposte 218 and 279; *thne accident involved occurred at mile-
nost 248.42. On January Z0, 1941, the installation of a slide-
detector fence was comdleted 2t milepost 235.4, which point 1is
10 miles west of the point of accident.
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- ST lvely, wert aad east of the point of accident; the
rrovssly Jdanags amcunted to morz than $109,000.00.

Ceuse
I 1s 7ound tha’t tris sccident wae cauesed by damage vo
vie tracl, as a rerult cf a rock clide.

Deved 21 Washington, D. C., this first day of April, 1941.

B, <vhe Ccmmlesion, Commigsiorner Patterzon,

o/

W. P. BARTEL,

wn
grl

) Secretary.



