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INTERSTATE COMMERCE COMMISSION

REPCRT OF THE DIRECTOR OF THE BURLAU OF SAFETY IN RE
INVESTIGATION OF AN ACCIDENT WHICH OCCURRED ON THE
GREAT NORTHERN RAILWAY NSAR DEER RIVER, MINN,, ON
AUGUST 20, 1926.

September 27, 1926.

To the Conualssion:

On August 30, 1928, there was a derailment
of a freight truin on the Great Northern Railway near
Deer River, Mimi.,, resulting in the death of one
emplovyee,

Location and methed of operation,

This accident oacuzr@dnon the Fourth Subdivi-
slon of the Mesabi Division, extending between Beylston,
Wis., and Cass Lake, Minn., a distance of 149.40 miles;
in the vicinity of the poing.ef accident this 1s a single-
track line over which trains are opcrated by time-table
and train orders, no hlock-signal system being in use,
The accadent occurred at a point about 2 miles west of
Deer River, at a switch which leads off the main track
toward the north to a stub-end siding known as Erickson
spur, which is 1,518 fcet in length. Apprcaching the
point of accident from either direction thc track 1s
tangent for more than 1 wile, while the grade 1is
practically level. The view 1g unobstructed.

The switch 1s a facing-point switch for west-
bound trains, with the switch ztand on the enginemen's
side of a westbould engine. The switch stend 1s
equipped with a single vertical toarget, the top of the
target being fish-tr:l saaped ond the bottom pointed;
the target 1s painted 1cd, with o white disk in the
center about 6 inchcs in diameter, and i1s only displayed
when the switch 1s lined for tnc spur. The switch
stand 1s also ecquipped with a switch lamp, located above
the tarpet, this lamp, however, was not burning at the
time of the accident, The night indications vhen the
switch lamp 1 burning ore red wWhen the switch 18
lined for the spur and green when lined for the main
track. The spur track 1s equipped with a2 hand-throw
derairl, located 840 fect from the switch points.
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The main track 1s 1v:d with 90- pound rails, with
about 30 ties to the rail-length, tie-plated, single-
spiked except at rail creeper locatione and rail joints,
at which points 1t 1s douple-spiked, and 1t 1s ballasted
with gravel, the traclk 1s well-maintained. The spur
track 1s laid with 774 pound rails.

The weather was clear at the time of the accident,
whiéh occurred at about 11.55 p.m.

Description

Westbound freight train extra 3207 consisted of 75
empty box cars and & cabcose, hauled by engine 3207,
and was 1n charge of Conductcr Clark and Engineman A,
Anderson. It left Deer River at 11.48 p.m., and was
derailed while traveling at a speed estimated to have
been about 25 miles an hour at the ewitch leading to Ericke~
SOTL Spur.

Engine 3207, together with 1ts tender and the first
car 1n the train, entered the spur and were derailed
on striking the dsrail located 240 feet from the switch
points, none of this equipment was overturned. The
next eight cars i1in the train followed the main track and
were derailed in zig-zag fashion, while the balance of
the train remained intact. The employee killed was the
fireman, who jumped fron the left side of the engine
Just after entering the switah.

Summary of ewvidence

Engineman Anderscon estimated the speed of his train
t0 have been about 25 miles an hour approaching the
switch and he said that the switch lamp was extinguished,
When about three car-lengths from the switch he noticed
from the reflection of the headlight that the switch
target showed partly clear anéd partly against hps train,
and i1mmediately shut off steam and applied the air
brakes in emergency, the derailment occurring very
ghortly afterwards, at which time he egstimated the speedj
to have been reduced to between 8 and 10 miles an hour,
Engineman Anderson saicd the engine was in gcod condition
and that there was nothing about 1t that in any way would
have caused or contributed tc the derailment. He
further stated that ordirarily, with the switch lamp
burning, the indication displayed could be seen for about
1 mi1le; that there waeg nothing to distract his attention
from keeping a lookout ahead on this accasion, and that
he was doing so, and that had the switch been fully
lined for the spur, instead of being only partly open, he
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could have seen the switeh target from a cdistance of
about 8 or 10 car-lengths.

The staterients of Head Brakeman R. C. Aaderson
who was riding on the left side of the engine, practically
corroborated those of Enginerman Anderson. Coaductor
Clark and Flagman Nordean were riding in the caboose
and were unaware of anything wrong oricr to the accident.
Immediately after the accident the coadiclor went forward
while the flagman went back tc afforda —eer-end protection,
Shortly afterwards members of the crew eromined the
switch and found 1t to be partly open, with the lever
resting on the quadrant, about midway betwseen each
socket, the lock out of the n~rsp and suspended from the
chain, locked, and the switch lamp extinguished. The
switch points werc undanaged, 1ndicating that they
had not been gplit by a sharp wheel-flnnge, the only
damage to the switch was that the secoad bridle rod was
glightly bent, probably as a result of the accident;
however, this condition did anct 27fect the switch points
in the least.

Section Forewan Backstror stated that the last time
he passed over the ewitch on hig motor car prior to the
derailment was at 4.50 p.m. on the day of the accident,
accompanied by three section laborexs, end at thet time
the ewitch wes closed and locled. On account of the
fact that 1t was daylignt he did nct notics whether or
not the switch lamp was buraing, but he said that the
lamp would burn from four to five days with one filling
cf 011 and that 1t was last filled between 4.30 and 4.50
p.m. on Auvgust 18, two days prior tc the accident, and
at that time the svyitch was operatcd oad tested, as
customaery. He arrived at the scene of the accident
about three hours efter 1ts occurrence and on examining
the switch found 1%t %o he 1n the condition as described
bty members of the crew of extra 3207. He also exanined
the switch lamp and found that the fount was nearly half
full of o1il. Section Foreman Backstren further stated
that no trouble had heen experienced in keeping ewitch
lamps burning and that in hi1s opinion somes one
extinguished the lamp.

The statements of Section Laborers Mathieson, Seaman
and Reigel ccrroborated in substance these of Section
Foreman Backstrom; they also sail that at the time the
switch lamp was inspected, cleaned and filled on
August 18, the switch was tested and that 1t operated
properly, after which 1t was left prorerly lined for the
main track and locked, with the lock in the hagp, and
that Secticn Foreman Backstror pulled on the chain a
couple of times to make certain that the switch lock was
preperly fastened, also that at this time the switch
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lamp was left burning properly. Mone of ths section
laborers possecscd cwiteh keyn, the cnly switch key
assigned to this section forece being 1asued to Section
Foreran Backstron.

Roadmaster Kniffen statzed that on examining the
switch larmp subgequent to the accident he covaerved that
there wes considerable 01l 1n the fount ard Lhat the wick
had not been turncd doun, but, ca the contraiy, apneared
t0 have been cither blown out or snaken cut. The wick
was a round onc, about the sizc of an ordinary lead
pencil, and was amply long, reaching to the bettonm of
the fount.

The last train to pass over the switch pricer to
the accident was westbound freignt train 631, consisting
of 27 cars and a coboose, Wwhicl oasged at about 5.10
D.T., at a speed estimased Lo heve been vetween 30 and
85 m1lce an hour; at that tine none of the meribers of
that crew ncticed anything unusual and the engineuan
was unable to say whether or not the laxpr was burning.

Inspection of the switch cnd 1ts appurtenances made
by the Ccmmission's inspectores subsegusnt to ihe derail-~
rent disclosed that no repairs or chaagce aad been made
since the accident with the exception ¢ aprlyins a new
switch lock, the old one having been reumcved by special
agente ¢f the railroad corpany. The gvisch wae tightly
adjusted and considerable pressurc had ¢ be exerited 1in
order to sgpring the switch lever into either of the
gsockets, which coused the ewitch points to be held
snugly against their respective rails, and also held
the lever tightlv in the sccke$ afwer 1% was scated.

The switch points were 1n gocd conditicn and showed very
little wear, therec being no indication that either point
had been srvlit by a sirip +heel flange. The second
bridle rod wag slightly bent, but this condition did not
affect the switch points, the rod apnarently having been !
bent as a result of the derailment. The track was
gaugaed at the switch poinis eond east thereol aand found
to be standard. The g 1tch lock which had been on tne
switch at the time of the accident was in good condition
and showed no signs cf having been forced or otherwise
tampered with.

A careful inspection was also made of engine 3207,
all wheels and flanges Wwere in good condition and
nothing was found that i1n any way could have causedbr
contributed to the accident.
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Conclusgiong

This accident wag caused by a cocked or nartly
open switch, apparently cdue to malicious tawmpering.

The investigation indicated that tnc switch
light was extinguished and the switch pnztly opened
within less than six hours of the accident, secriimgly
by some one 1n possesgion of o switch rzey. At {ne
time of the investigation, hovever, 1t was not definitely
Getermined who opened the swioch,

Under tne rules, a signol imperfectly displayed,
or tne absence of a signal av & place where one 1s
usually shown, rmust be 1cpgarcena ng a ston sighal.
Engineman Ancderson vas chor.urhly faniliar w.bth the
territory in ths vicinity of “he switch, aad said that
ordinarily the indicaticn couvid e escen for about 1
mile, while tners vas o thiur pboat ftne condition of
the engine to dastr-ct his abteatzion fron marntaining a
lookout ahead. Under theac condsticons, and in vicw
of his staterent that e could nave stopped his
train witnin a dastance of 25 car-lengths, 1% 1s
apparent thet had he been rairuatairsine o proper loockout
ahead he could nave soen that the switch la.p was not
burning and could Lave brought his train to a stop,
as required by the rules, in ample time to nave averted
the accident.

Had an adequate block-signal system been 1n use
oen this line, this accident probably wculd not have
cccurred; an adequate automatic train stop or train
control device would have preveanted 1t.

None of the employees invelved had been on duty
in w1 olation of any cof the precvisions of tne hours of
gervice laws,

Respectfully submitted,
W. P. BORLAND

Director.
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