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REPORT OF THE CHIEF OF THE BUREAU OF SAFETY I N RE I N V E S T I ­
GATION OF AN ACCIDENT TJHICH OCCURRED ON THE GREAT NORTH­
ERN RAILWAY NEAR MONTROSE, MINN - , ON FEBRUARY 2 3 , 1923. 

March 16, 1933. 

To t h e Commission: 

On F e b r u a r y 33 , 1932, t h e r e was a h e a d - e n d c o l l i s i o n 
b e t w e e n a p a s s e n g e r t r a i n and a snow p l o w e x t r a on t h e Great 
N o r t h e r n R a i l w a y near M o n t r o s e , Minn. , r e s u l t i n g m t h e 
d e a t h of 5 e m p l o y e e s , and t h e i n j u r y o f 4 p a s s e n g e r s and 5 
e m p l o y e e s . T h i s a c c i d e n t was i n v e s t i g a t e d m c o n j u n c t i o n 
w i t h r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s of t h e Minneso ta R a i l r o a d and Warehouse 
Commission. 

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 t h a t p a r t of t h e W i l l m a r 
D i v i s i o n e x t e n d i n g be tween W i l l m a r and Long L a k e , M i n n . , a 
d i s t a n c e c f 75 05 m i l e s , wh ich i n t he v i c i n i t y o f t h e p o i n t 
o f a c c i d e n t i s a s i n g l e - t r a c k l i n e o v e r wh ich t r a i n s a r e 
o p e r a t e d by t i m e - t a b l e and t r a i n o r d e r s , no b l o c k - s i g n a l 
sy s t em b e i n g m use . The a c c i d e n t o c c u r r e d about 3 m i l e s 
e a s t of Mon t rose ; a p p r o a c h i n g t h i s p o i n t f rom t h e w e s t , b e ­
g i n n i n g a t o v e r h e a d b r i d g e No. 4 2 . 6 , t h e r e a r e about 2 ,870 
f e e t o f t a n g e n t , f o l l o w e d by a 1 - d e g r e e 59 -mmute c u r v e t o 
t h e r i g h t 1,663 f e e t i n l e n g t h , t h e a c c i d e n t o c c u r r i n g on 
t h i s c u r v e a t a p o i n t 1,474 f e e t f rom i t s w e s t e r n end; ap­
p r o a c h i n g from t h e e a s t t h e r e i s more than 1 m i l e o f t a n ­
g e n t , f o l l o w e d by the c u r v e on w h i c h t h e a c c i d e n t o c c u r r e d . 
The g rade i n e ach d i r e c t i o n i s s l i g h t l y de scend ing t o w i t h i n 
1,000 f e e t o f t h e p o i n t o f a c c i d e n t , f rom which p o i n t s i t 
i s l e v e l . At the 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 
about 18 f e e t m h e i g h t . The v i e w a c r o s s the i n s i d e o f t he 
c u r v e was u n o b s t r u c t e d . The a c c i d e n t o c c u r r e d a t about 5 .05 
p .m. , a t which t i m e t h e w e a t h e r was c l e a r . 

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

Eas tbound p a s s e n g e r t r a m f i r s t N o . 38 c o n s i s t e d o f 
1 m a i l c a r , 1 baggage c a r , 3 e x p r e s s c a r s , 1 smoking c a r , 1 
c o a c h , and 2 s l e e p i n g c a r s , i n the o r d e r named, h a u l e d b y 
e n g i n e s 1454 and 1463, and was m cha rge o f Conductor Strawn 
and Engmemen Johnson and R. A. McDonald. The c a r s w e r e o f 
wooden c o n s t r u c t i o n w i t h t h e e x c e p t i o n o f t h e m a i l c a r , 
which was o f a l l - s t e e l c o n s t r u c t i o n . T h i s t r a i n p a s s e d Mon­
t r o s e , t h e l a s t open t e l e g r a p h o f f i c e , a t 5 .00 p . m . , and 
c o l l i d e d w i t h e x t r a 1517 w h i l e t r a v e l i n g a t a speed e s t i ­
mated t o have been be tween 40 and 45 m i l e s an hour . 
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Westbound e x t r a 1517 c o n s i s t e d of a snow p low, engine 
1517, 1 f l a t c a r , 1 d o s e r , and a caboose , in the order named, 
and was in charge of Conductor McCabe and Engmeman H. G. 
McDonald- This t r a m a r r i v e d at De lano , 6.69 mi les east of 
Montrose , at 4.33 p . m . , where the crew r e c e i v e d a copy of 
t r a i n order No. 56, form 19, r e a d i n g aa f o l l o w s : 

"Engine 1517 run e x t r a Delano to W i l l m a r . 
2nd No. 28, Eng. 1071 and 1409 w a i t at 

Montrose u n t i l F i v e Twenty Nine 5:29 P .M. f o r 
Ex. 1517 West. At Four Forty 4:40 P.M. a l l 
overdue t r a i n s due Delano have passed or are an­
n u l l e d except 1st and 2nd 28. n 

The crew of e x t r a 1517 h e l d no o r d e r s g i v i n g them any r i g h t s 
a g a i n s t the f i r s t sec t ion of t r a i n No* 38, scheduled to 
leave Delano at 10 10 a,m. E x t r a 1517 l e f t Delano about 
5.00 p . m . , and a f t e r h a v i n g proceeded approximate ly 3 .2 
m i l e s was s topped by a b r a k e a p p l i c a t i o n made by the con­
d u c t o r , be ing s truck by t r a i n f i r s t No. 28 almost immediate­
l y a f t e r w a r d s . 

The snow plow was demol ished, w h i l e a l l t h r e e engines 
were d e r a i l e d to the l e f t , thrown down the embankment, and 
were q u i t e b a d l y damaged. The f i r s t f o u r c a r s in the pas sen­
ger t r a i n were d e r a i l e d and s l i g h t l y damaged, w h i l e the two 
c a r s and caboose of e x t r a 1517 uere d r i v e n backwards a d i s ­
tance of about 200 f e e t . The employees k i l l e d were both en-
ginemen and both f iremen of t r a i n f i r s t No. 28 and the en­
gmeman of e x t r a 1517. 

Summary of ev idence . 

Whi l e e x t r a 1517 was t a k i n g water a t De lano , Conductor 
McCabe and Engmeman H. G. McDonald went i n t o the t e l e g r a p h 
o f f i c e , and a f t e r r e a d i n g over the o r d e r s p e r t a i n i n g to e x t r a 
1517, the engmeman remarked that a l l overdue opposing su­
p e r i o r t r a i n s were a n n u l l e d except t r a i n No, 28; at t h i s time 
t r a i n order No. 56, p r e v i o u s l y quoted , had not been i s sued . 
Engineman H. G, McDonald then r e t u r n e d to the engine and b e ­
gan the work of f l a n g i n g out the p a s s i n g t r a c k s m the v i c i n ­
i t y of the s t a t i o n , w h i l e Conductoi McCabe remained i n the 
t e l e g r a p h o f f i c e r e g i s t e r i n g and r e c e i v i n g o r d e r s , among 
which was t r a i n order No. 56. During the p r o g r e s s of the 
work the t r a i n was brought to a stop oppos i t e the t e l e g r a p h 
o f f i c e , and the conductor got a b o a r d the engine and d e l i v e r e d 
a set of o r d e r s t o the engmeman, who, a f t e r r e a d i n g t r a i n 
order No. 56 a l o u d , f o l d e d the set and p l a c e d them in h i s 
pocket . Conductor McCabe re turned to the t e l e g r a p h o f f i c e , 
in t end ing at t h i s time to remain at Delano f o r t r a i n f i r s t 
No. 26, but a f t e r h i s t r a i n had completed i t s work, he board­
ed the caboose as the t r a i n pas sed the s t a t i o n , and then gave 
a proceed s i g n a l , hav ing over looked t r a i n f i r s t No. 38. Af­
t e r r i d i n g on the r e a r p l a t f o r m a short d i s t a n c e he went i n -



- 3 -

S i d e t h e c a b o o s e , ^ h e r e t h e r e w e r e t h r e e brakemen, and 
p a s s e d h i s s e t o f o r d e r * t o Brakeman B a r n e s , who clipped 
them t o g e t h e r and i n t u r n handed them t o Brakeman L a r a o n , 
who r e a d them a l o u d , a f t e r t r a i n o r d e r No . 56 had been r e a d , 
Brakeman Larson i n q u i r e d o f Conductor McCabe as t o t r a i n 
f i r s t No. 38; t h i s i n q u i r y reminded t h e conduc to r t h a t t h i s 
t r a i n had been o v e r l o o k e d , and he i m m e d i a t e l y a p p l i e d t h e 
b r a k e s by means o f t he c o n d u c t o r ' s v a l v e m the c a b o o s e . 
A f t e r the t r a i n had oeen b rough t t o a s t o p , Conductor McCabe 
i m m e d i a t e l y s t a r t e d f o r w a r d , g i v i n g t h e engineman a back-up 
s i g n a l as he w e n t , but b e f o r e t h e t r a m was s t a r t e d t h e 
c o l l i s i o n o c c u r r e d . Conductor McCabe a d m i t t e d t h e t r a m o r ­
d e r i n v o l v e d was e x p l i c i t and t h a t t n e a c c i d e n t was caused 
s o l e l y by h i m s e l f and Engmeman H. G. McDonald o v e r l o o k i n g 
t h e f i r s t s e c t i o n o f t r a m N o . 38. The s t a t e m e n t s o f t h e 
brakemen c o r r o b o r a t e d t h o s e o f Conductor McCabe. Fireman 
D a l i e n was busy w o r k i n g on t h e f i r e a f t e r l e a v i n g D e l a n o ; 
t h e f i r s t i n t i m a t i o n he had o f a n y t h i n g wrong was when t h e 
a i r b r a k e s w e r e a p p l i e d f rom t h e r e a r , and on open ing t h e 
window he saw t h e pas senge r t r a m a p p r o a c h i n g , shou ted t o 
t h e engineman and jumped. He had no t seen any of t h e t r a m 
o r d e r s . None of t n e members o f the t r a m crew o f t r a i n f i r s t 
N o . 28 was aware o f 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 . 

C p e r a t o r Kennedy, on d u t y at D e l a n o , d i d not r e a l i s e 
t h a t e x t r a 1517 was d e p a r t i n g u n t i l he n o t i c e d t h e r e a r end 
o f t h e t r a i n as i t rounded t h e cu rve about one q u a r t e r o f a 
m i l e d i s t a n t ; he was i n communicat ion w i t h the M i n n e a p o l i s 
o f f i c e at t h i s t i m e , but he i m m e d i a t e l y b r o k e t h i s c o n n e c t i o n 
and n o t i f i e d D i s p a t c h e r Johnson of t h e d e p a r t u r e o f e x t r a 
1517, who i n t u rn i m m e d i a t e l y communicated w i t h t he o p e r a t o r 
at Montrose> o n l y t o be i n f o r m e d t h a t t r a m f i r s t No. 28 had 
p a s s e d . 

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 e x t r a 1517 b e i n g o p e r a t e d 
a g a i n s t an o p p o s i n g s u p e r i o r t r a m w i t h o u t a u t h o r i t y , due t o 
t h e f a c t t h a t Conductor McCabe and Engmeman H. G. McDonald 
o v e r l o o k e d t h e s u p e r i o r t r a m . 

T r a m o r d e r No. 56 g a v e e x t r a 1517 t i m e a g a i n s t t h e 
second s e c t i o n of t r a m No. 28 , but g a v e them no r i g h t s 
a g a i n s t t h e f i r s t s e c t i o n o f t h i s t r a m ; on t h e c o n t r a r y i t 
e x p l i c i t l y s t a t e d t h a t a t 4 40 p.m. t h e s e two s e c t i o n s o f 
t r a m No. 28 jvere t h e o n l y ove rdue t r a m s . Under t h i s o r d e r 
e x t r a 1517 s h o u l d h a v e r ema ined a t Delano u n t i l t r a m f i r s t 
N o . 28 had p a s s e d . Conductor McCabe a d m i t t e d t h a t he f o r g o t 
t r a m f i r s t No. 28 , and i t i s apparen t t h a t Engmeman H. G. 
McDonald d i d t h e same, a l t h o u g h i t i s p o s s i b l e t h a t m some 
manner he was under the e r r o n e o u s i m p r e s s i o n t h a t t h e o rde r 
t o w a i t a t Mont rose u n t i l 5.29 p.m. a p p l i e d t o t he f i r s t 
s e c t i o n . 
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Conductor LteCabe and Engineman H. G„ McDonald were 
e x p e r i e n c e d e m p l o y e e s . At t h e t i m e o f t h e a c c i d e n t t h e y 
had been on du ty l e s s than 4 h o u r s , p r e v i o u s t o wh ich t h e y 
had been o f f duty 14 hou r s o r more. 

R e s p e c t f u l l y s u b m i t t e d , 

W. P . 30RLAITD, 

C h i e f , Bureau o f 
S a f e t y . 


