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IN RE INVESTIGATION OF AN OCCIDENT WHfCH OCCURRED ON THE 
CHICAGO & NORTH WESTERN RAILWAY NSAF BELLE PLAINE, IOWA, 
ON SEPTEMBER I S , 1931. 

September 2 9 , 1931. 

On September 16, 1921, t h e r e was a d e r a i l m e n t o f 

a p a s s e n g e r t r a i n on the C h i c a g o & N o r t h Wes t e rn R a i l w a y 

nea r B e l l e P l a m e , I o w a , which r e s u l t e d m t h e dea th o f 

3 e m p l o y e e s and 1 t r e s p a s s e r , and t h e i n j u r y o f 1 p a s s e n g e r , 

3 e m p l o y e e s , and 2 t r e s p a s s e r s . A f t e r i n v e s t i g a t i o n o f 

t h i s a c c i d e n t t h e C h i e f o f t h e Bureau o f S a f e t y r e p o r t s 

a s f o l l o w s : 

L o c a t i o n and method 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 on s u b d i v i s i o n 3 o f t h e 

Iowa D i v i s i o n , e x t e n d i n g be tween B e l l e P l a m e and Boone , 

I o w a , a d i s t a n c e o f 86 .4 m i l e s . T h i s i s a d o u b l e - t r a c k 

l i n e o v e r which t r a m s a r e o p e r a t e d by t i m e - t a b l e , t r a m 

o r d e r s , and an a u t o m a t i c b l o c k - s i g n a l sys tem. T r a i n s on 

d o u b l e t r a c k keep t o the l e f t . The a c c i d e n t o c c u r r e d a t 

a p o i n t about 3 . 4 m i l e s w e s t o f B e l l e P l a i n e . A p p r o a c h i n g 

t h e p o i n t o f a c c i d e n t f rom t h e eas t t h e t r a c k i s t a n g e n t f o r 

more than 1 m i l e , t h e g r a d e i s u n d u l a t i n g and i s 0 . 38 p e r 

cen t a s c e n d i n g a t the p o i n t o f a c c i d e n t . The t r a c k i s l a i d 

w i t h 100-pound r a i l s , 33 f e e t i n l e n g t h , w i t h abou t 30 oak 

and t r e a t e d hardwood t i e s t o t h e r a i l - l e n g t h , b a l l a s t e d 

w i t h about 13 i n c h e s o f s t o n e . A t 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 on a f i l l o f about 13 f e e t on t h e sou th s i d e 

o f t he t r a c k and 6 f e e t on t h e n o r t h s i d e . I t was r a i n i n g 

a t t h e t i m e o f t h e a c c i d e n t , which o c c u r r e d a t about 3 .00 

a. m. 



D e s c r i p t i o n , 

The t r a m i n v o l v e d m t h i s a c c i d e n t was westbound 

p a s s e n g e r t r a m No. 7 , w h i c h c o n s i s t e d o f 1 deadhead coach , 

1 b a g g a g e c a r , 4 s l e e p i n g c a r s , 1 o b s e r v a t i o n c a r , and 1 

s l e e p i n g c a r , m the o r d e r named, a l l o f s t e e l c o n s t r u c t i o n , 

h a u l e d by e n g i n e 1590, and was m c h a r g e o f Conductor Speer 

and Engmeman Lea . T r a m N o . 7 d e p a r t e d from B e l l e P l a m e 

a t 3 .42 a . m . , 6 minutes l a t e , and was d e r a i l e d by a washout 

w h i l e t r a v e l i n g a t a speed e s t i m a t e d t o have been about 35 

m i l e s an hour . 

The e n g i n e came t o r e s t on i t s l e f t s i d e a t t h e 

f o o t o f t he embankment, t h e t e n d e r c i s t e r n was t o r n from t h e 

frame and l a y be tween t h e e n g i n e and t h e wes tbound t r a c k . 

The f i r s t t h r e e c a r s w e r e d e r a i l e d , t h e f i r s t b e i n g t o r n 

f rom i t s t r u c k s and t i l t e d a t an a n g l e o f abou$ 45 d e g r e e s . 

The employees k i l l e d were t h e engmeman and f i r e m a n . 

Summary o f e v i d e n c e . 

When t r a i n No. 7 a r r i v e d a t B e l l e P l a m e , Conductor 

Speer was i n f o r m e d by Engmeman Lea t h a t i t had been r a i n 

i n g v e r y hard and t h a t w a t e r -was runn ing o v e r t h e t r a c k m 

a cut about 1̂ - m i l e s e a s t o f B e l l e P l a m e ; Flagman A t s e n 

a l s o s a i d he saw w a t e r runn ing o v e r t h e t r a c k a t t h a t p o i n t 

and t h a t he sent word t o t h e crew o f eas tbound t r a m N o . 2 6 , 

wh ich had a r r i v e d a t B e l l e P l a m e a few minutes b e f o r e t r a m 

No . 7. The s t a t e m e n t s o f t h e conduc to r and f l agman , as w e l l 

a s t h o s e o f Baggageman F r e y and Brakeman Dugan, i n d i c a t e d 

t h a t t h e r e was l i t t l e or no r a m f a l l i n g a t B e l l e P l a m e 



w h i l e t h e i r t r a i n was t h e r e . Conductor Speer a l s o s a i d t h a t 

t h e crew o f t r a i n No . 36 n o t i f i e d h i s e n g i n e crew t h a t i t 

had been r a i n i n g hard wes t o f B e l l e P l a m e , but t h a t t h e 

t r a c k c o n d i t i o n s seemed t o be good- None o f t h e s e emp loyees 

knew t h a t t h e r e was a n y t h i n g wrong u n t i l t h e a c c i d e n t o c 

c u r r e d , nor had any o r d e r s b e e n i s s u e d t o them r e l a t i v e t o 

t r a c k o r w e a t h e r c o n d i t i o n s . They d i d n o t see any w a t e r 

runn ing o v e r t h e t r a c k s i m m e d i a t e l y a f t e r 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 , Baggageman F r e y e s t i m a t i n g t h a t t h e wa te r 

was about 3^ f e e t b e l o w t h e t o p s o f t h e r a i l s . 

D i s p a t c h e r A l e x a n d e r , on d u t y a t t h e t i m e o f the 

a c c i d e n t , has j u r i s d i c t i o n wes tward f rom B e l l e P l a m e t o 

Boone . He s a i d t h a t s h o r t l y a f t e r coming on du ty a t mid

n i g h t he r e c e i v e d r e p o r t s o f r a m a t Marsha l i t own, 34 .7 

m i l e s wes t o f B e l l e P l a i n e . S h o r t l y a f t e r w a r d s h e a v y r a i n s 

w e r e r e p o r t e d from d i f f e r e n t p o i n t s and as a p r e c a u t i o n he 

p l a c e d an o r d e r a t M a r s h a l l t o w n f o r a l l westbound t r a m s 

t o run c a r e f u l l y on account o f h e a v y r a m , l o o k i n g out f o r 

bad p l a c e s , and a l s o n o t i f i e d two eas tbound t r a i n s t o l o o k 

out f o r h i g h w a t e r . He was unab le t o g e t m communicat ion 

w i t h B e l l e P l a m e u n t i l about 3 . 4 0 a . m . , a l t h o u g h he had 

h e a r d o f h i g h "water near t h a t p o i n t . 

D i s p a t c h e r B e l d e n , whose j u r i s d i c t i o n e x t e n d s 

e a s t w a r d f rom B e l l e P l a m e , s a i d t h a t when he r e c e i v e d word 

f rom the o p e r a t o r a t B e l l e P l a m e t h a t t h e crew o f t r a i n Ho. 

7 had r e p o r t e d wa t e r i n the cut e a s t o f B e l l e P l a m e , t h i s 

was h i s f i r s t i n f o r m a t i o n o f any hard r a m , and t h a t he t o l d 
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t h e o p e r a t o r a t t n a t p o i n t t o h o l d t r a i n s N o s . 7 and 26 , out 

t h e t r a i n s d e p a r t e d b e f o r e t h e o p e r a t o r was a b l e t o s t o p 

them. D i s p a t c h e r B e l d e n f u r t h e r s t a t e d t h a t t h e d i s p a t c h e r ' s 

w i r e f a i l e d a t about 12 .30 a . m . , w h i l e t h e t e l e g r a p h w i r e 

was out o f commiss ion f rom 12 .45 a. m t o 1.30 a.m. As t i m e 

p a s s e d , bo th t e l e g r a p h and t e l e p h o n e communicat ion became 

w o r s e , and a t t i m e s t h e r e w e r e no means o f communicat ion. 

S e c t i o n Foreman Ryan s a i d h e was c a l l e d out a t 

1 2 . 3 5 on account o f h i g h w a t e r c o n d i t i o n s and on r e a c h i n g 

t h e y a r d o f f i c e a t B e l l e P l a m e was i n f o r m e d o f the a c c i 

den t t o t r a m No. 7. On r e a c h i n g t h e p o i n t o f a c c i d e n t , h e 

found about 150 f e e t o f roadway washed out under t h e t i e s , 

l e a v i n g t h e south r a i l o f t h e westbound t r a c k unsuppor ted . 

He had n e v e r e x p e r i e n c e d any h i g h w a t e r a t t h i s p o i n t du r 

i n g a p e r i o d o f 14 y e a r s . Roadmaster K r a t o s k a s a i d t h e 

roadway was e n t i r e l y washed out from unde r the t i e s f o r a 

d i s t a n c e o f 300 or 400 f e e t ahead o f t h e w r e c k a g e , a t some 

p o i n t s t o a maximum dep th o f 5 o r 6 f e e t . 

Engmeman M a s t e r s o n , o f t r a m No . 2 6 , s a i d he d i d 

no t n o t i c e any i n d i c a t i o n s o f h i g h w a t e r west o f B e l l e P l a m e 

wh ich caused him t o t h i n k the t r a c k u n s a f e e i t h e r f o r e a s t -

bound or westbound t r a i n s , and a t no p o i n t nea r where the 

a c c i d e n t o c c u r r e d d i d he s e e any w a t e r runn ing o v e r the 

t r a c i c Engmeman O l n e y / o f t r a m No. 2 , which p a s s e d t r a m 

No. 7 a t a p o i n t about l / 2 m i l e e a s t o f where t h e a c c i d e n t 

o c c u r r e d , d i d not n o t i c e a n y t h i n g t o i n d i c a t e t h a t t h e t rac ic 



was s o f t , n e i t n s r d i d he s e e any w a t e r o v e r the t r a c k , he had 

dimmed the h e a d l i g h t o f h i s e n g i n e wnen a p p r o a c m n g t r a i n No . 

7 and s a i d t h a t t n e engmeman o f t h a t t r a m d i d l i k e w i s e , and 

t n a t i f t h e r e v,as any w a t e r o v e r t h e t r a c k wes t o f B e l l e 

P l a m e he must have pas sed i t w h i l e t h e h e a d l i g h t was dimmed. 

Engmeman B a j r d , o f t r a m No. 35, t h e l a s t wes toound t r a i n 

t o pass t h e p o i n t o f a c c i d e n t , s a i d h i s t r a m l e f t B e l l e 

P l a i n e a t about 1.25 a . m . ; he d i d n o t n o t i c e any v .a te r on 

or near t h e t r a c k s . 

A s t a t emen t o f 0 . C. Bur rows , o b s e r v e r f o r the 

U n i t e d S t a t e s Weather Bureau a t B e l l e P l a m e , was t o t h e e f 

f e c t t h a t t h e r e was a l i g h t shower b e t w e e n 11 .30 p . m . , Sep

tember 15, ana 12 .30 a . m . , September I S , and t h a t neavy ra i r i 

f e l l i n t e r m i t t e n t l y b e t w e e n 1.45 a.m. and 7 a . m . ; t h e t o t a l 

r a i n f a l l d u r i n g t h e n i g h t amounted t o 3 .73 i n c h e s . 

On t h e n o r t h s i d e o f t h e roadway t h e r e i s a d r a m -

a g e a r e a , w i t h a w a t e r c o u r s e running th rough i t a t r i g h t 

a n g l e s t o t h e roadway about 350 f e e t wes t o f t he p o i n t o f 

a c c i d e n t , t h i s i s d i v e r t e d t o a s h a l l o w d i t c h e x t e n d i n g e a s t 

ward a l o n g t h e n o r t h s i d e o f t h e roadway . The s o i l i n the 

v i c i n i t y i s o f a sandy n a t u r e and u s u a l l y absorbs t h e w a t e r . 

On t h e n i g h t o f t h e a c c i d e n t , h o w e v e r , the h e a v y r a i n f a l l r e 

s u l t e d i n t h e w a t e r m t h e d i t c h r i s i n g t o such an e x t e n t as 

t o f l o w a c r o s s t h e t r a c k from n o r t h t o sou th , wash ing out t h e 

roadway on t h e south s i d e , h a l f way under some o f the t i e s 

and under o t h e r s p r a c t i c a l l y t h e i r f u l l l e n g t h , f o r a d i s 

t a n c e o f about 600 f e e t . 
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C o n c l u s i o n s . 

T h i s a c c i d e n t was caused by a washout . 

The e v i d e n c e i n d i c a t e d t h a t s h o r t l y b e f o r 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 t h e r e was an u n u s u a l l y heavy 

r a i n f a l l i n t h i s v i c i n i t y , r e s u l t i n g m the roadway b e i n g 

washed out a t a p o i n t where no p r e v i o u s d i f f i c u l t y had been 

e x p e r i e n c e d . A t t h e t i m e o f t h e a c c i d e n t s t e p s w e r e a l 

r e a d y under way t o make su re t h a t t h e t r a c k s w e r e s a f e f o r 

t h e p a s s a g e o f t r a i n s , the s e c t i o n foreman a t B e l l e P l a m e 

h a v i n g been c a l l e d out about l / 3 hour b e f o r e the a c c i d e n t 

o c c u r r e d , w h i l e one o f t h e d i s p a t c h e r s had t r i e d t o h o l d 

t r a m N o . 7 a t B e l l e P l a i n e f o r the pu rpose o f w a r n i n g t h e 

crew as t o t h e g e n e r a l c o n d i t i o n s p r e v a i l i n g . 

A l l o f t h e employees i n v o l v e d w e r e e x p e r i e n c e d 

men. At t h e t i m e o f the a c c i d e n t t h e y had been on du ty about 

4 h o u r s , p r e v i o u s t o which t h e e n g i n e crew had been o f f d u t y 

about 3 1 h o u r s , and t n e t r a i n c rew 18 hours or more. 


