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INTERSTATE COMMERCE COMMISSION 

REFORT OF THE DIRECTOR OF THE BUREAU OF SAFETY IN RE 
INVESTIGATION OF AN ACCIDENT ViHICK OCCURRED ON THE 
GREAT NORTHERN RAILWAY NEAR RED EAGLE, MONT. , ON 
NOVEMBER 12, 1927. 

January 7, 1B28. 

TO THE COMMISSION' 

On November 1?, 1927, there Fas a d erailment of a 
T P I I trdin on the Great Northern Railway near Red Eagle, 
Mont., v'hioh resulted m the death of t»o employees and 
the injury of five mail cl°rks. This accident wg s in­
vestigated m conjunction "^ith a representative of the 
Montana State Railroad Commission. 

Location and method of operation 

This accident occurred on the First Sub-division 
of the Kalispell Division extending betveen Cut Bank and 
Wbitefish, Mont., a distance of 12^.95 Tiles, m tbe vi­
cinity of th*3 point of accidpnt this is a double-track 
I m p over which trams are operated by time-table, t r ^ m 
orders and an qutomatio block-signal svstcri The acci­
dent occurred at a noint approximately If* wiles east of 
Red Eagle, approaching this point frorr the east the track 
is tangent for a distance of 1,967.4 feet, followed by 
a 3° 30' curve to the right 5*1.4 feet m length, 257.5 
feet of tangent, and then a 10°curve to the left 842.8 
feet m length, known as curve 187, the accident occur­
ring on this curve at a point 674 2 feet from its east­
ern end. The grade is descending for westbound trains, 
being 0.40 per cent at the point of accident The speed 
limit for first-class trains m the territory m which 
the accident occurred is restricted to 45 Tiles per nour, 
m addition, there is a speed-limit sign on the engine-
man' s side of the track further restricting the speed 
to 35 miles per hour on the curve on which the accident 
occurred, this sign being located 1,720 feet east of 
the curve. 

At th-p n o m t of accident the track is laid with 
1^0-nound rails, ^3 fepf m length, laid m 1??"*, "'ith 
20 ti°s flnd R r»il anchors to thp rail-length, tie-
plated, pnd ballasfpd with about 12 inches of grav°l, 
thp rails ?r° doublp-snikpd 'on each si^p. The e"»ue:e on 
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the curvp on ^'hicb the accident occurred varied from 4 
fppf ei inches to 4 fp^t 8-5- inches, whil° thp elevation 
"as nearlv uniform at 4 inches. The trs»ck was "iam-
tainpc) m excellent condition. 

It was snoring at thp time of the accident, which 
occurred at about 1.33 p.m. 

Description 

Westbound mail tain No. 27 consisted of one refrig­
erator car, three baggage cars, one mail car and three 
baggage cars, m the order named, hauled by engine 1717, 
and 'as m charge of Conductor Martinson and Engmeman 
PlanK This t r a m massed Walton, the last open office, 
15.65 miles east of Red Eagle, at 1.16 p.m., two hours 
and one minute late, and was approaching Red Eagle when 
it was derailed vhile traveling at a speed estimated to 
have been between 35 and 40 riles per hour. 

The engine came to rest on its right side at the 
bottom of a ?5-foot embankment and about 70 feet from the 
track, with its head end 259 feet fTOT the u o m t of de­
railment, and was badlv damae-ed The t°nder cistern 
'as torn from its fra^p and cam p to r°st a short distance 
m th^ rear of the engine, th^ tender fram^ r e a m e d 
coupled to th" <Tfin o, T h a first car ca^^ to rest partly 
down thp embankTPnt, at right anrl^s with thp track, IT— 
mediafply m the rear of the tender. The spcond car con­
tinued along on th^ t m s a distance of T48 feet before 
going down tr><° embankment and coming to rPbt at right 
angles with th.p track m an upright position, aptvron-
mafply 90 fe°t beyond the hepd end of the pngmp. The 
following fivp cars ^eie also derailed but remained on 
thp roadbed m an uianght position. Thp pn?ine truck 
was found on th^ ton of tb° fill, bottom UP, 57 fppf be­
yond t h o spcond car Th° employ nes killed wer p the p n -
e i n ° T 8 n and fireman. 

Summary of evidence 

Conductor Martinson stated that the speed of the 
t r a m was about 40 or 45 mil-^s per hour ^hen it ap-
proachpd curve 1&7, and that th° brakes werp applied east 
of the curve on ^hich the accident occurred but were re­
leased '"hen the tram had reached a point about 400 or 
500 feet distant from the curve. At that time he did not 
knov what curve the tram was approaching but inferred 
from the releasing of the brakes that the engmeman had 
the t r a m under control. He estimated the sneed at the 
time of the accident at 35 miles per hour, and said he 



looked at his ^atr-r about one minute after it occurred 
and t^pt the tim 1 then »as 1.^7.30 p . m . Conductor Martin­
son further Ftp^-nd t^pf the t r a m 'as well handled ^hilr 
en rou+p and almoupb be ' R S rot familiar with this par­
t i c u l a r rrigi^^pr,! p T^thod brakine- ^ noted that the 
brakes wcT^ p-oplmd Wh<m a.rjPTOacrmg' p11 curves ^rex" it 
was c u s t o v R T v t o u b " the brpV^s, b u t as r ^ ^ i y he could 
]udgp fh~ m F i n Q m a n seamed + o r^l^ese th° b r a k e s before 
passing pround th^ cur i T as and did not s^err to steady the 
train as 'as the practir p with the r°gul=rlv assirned m -
einfT?n. Conductor Martinson ssid t h D speed limit had not 
been e x c e e d e d prior to reachmp curve 187 PYc^nt wren 
passing o v ^ r a ppuntl p +-track bridge about 10 mil p s to the 
eastward, the t r a m passing o w r this bridge ? t a speed 
0"17 10 or 15 iiihs r-er hour T I I p thrt speed limit was 5 
miles r m hour He further pf^t^d t h a t it was sno" m e 
nuite hprd pf tb r t tim a of t lm a c c i d e n t but he did not 
thirk the vipibilitv of signals pnd sp^d-limit si^ns v^s 
obscured to pny great e x t e n t , th"r° ¥ a s approximately 1 
foot of eno1' on tb° ground a t the tim° of the accident. 

Read Prakempn Schneider stated that for a portion 
of th ° trip re had b e m riding m the cab of the ^ngine 
and during this tim^ he h.pd not noticed anything unusual 
™ ith the engine-man o r any unusual sre rd "ben rounding 
curves, and hi vas of the opinion that there 'as no un­
usual ppndlmg of the t r a m from th^ time i t left Cut 
Eank until the O c c i d e n t occurred At the time of the 
accident he i p S riding m the r e a r car and he said that 
an application of t h e brakes fas made on approaching curv^ 
187 and that this application was not released until the 
engine "as a considerable distance around the curve. He 
estimated th a spe<~d of the t r a m at the time of the acci­
d e n t to have been 35 or 40 m i l e s p e r hour. He did not 
thank SIFIIPIS, signs, etc., verr obscured on account of 
the sno1" Tbich w^s f'llmr at the tim° of the accident. 
Prakeman Schneider further stated that as soon a s the 
t r n n came to p «ton thp conductor looked pf his w p t c h and 
sfpt^d the time^bich h° understood "̂o be pitb Dr l.^ p or 
l. 7? p.m. , h° d i d not look a t hie, o 1 F n " t o 1 1 until some 
time aftervards. 

Re^r EraKerran whitney stated that the tram seemed 
to b e hand led properly b e t w e e n Cut Bank and the curve on 
vhiph the accident occurred and that he did not notice 
any unusual rate of spp p d . HI" p a i d no attention to th D 

number of applications of the brakes en route but did 
notice thpf the brakes ^ere r e l e a s e d just about the time 
tb n eng-in0 e n t e r e d on curve 187. He could not closely 
^sti^afe th" sn^^d if the +"ivtip of the accidmt, but 
thoumt it i'RS m the neighborhood o^ 40 mil ne u pr hour. 
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Disp^tch^r 11 ptson, on duty at tr~ tim" o^ thp ^c^i-
(?nrt, p+^t^d tb^t th^ t r ? m sb-pt indicated tb"r^ r^g no 
unusual ^oy-yr^r\t of t m n No. 21 t^t^ 0 T . Cut B=mk and 
Helton, Vaitor is 7?.92 mil-s fro"" Cut B^nk and 15.88 
miles ^rom R^d ^ g l e . f-̂  si id tb^rp is ^ bell circuit on 
the " °stbound tr^ch for th Q puroos - of snnouncmg trains 
to thp operator ^t Red Eagle "b^n they r aach a point about 
3 mil^s east of that station pnd th^ operator immediately 
notifies thp dispatcher recordmply. About one or tvo 
minutes pift^r Dispatcr^r Y.atson had be-nn notified that 
t r a m No. 27 bad entered tb = circuit something happened 
which caused his telephone receiver to become noisy, at 
1.33 o.m , and be not°d the time of tn D disturbance on the 
t r a m sbe^t B ° m g unpblt to call anv office east of Red 
Eagl^ and realizing that something had happened to the 
vires be notified the I'ITO chief to this effect. Ke ,|,ras 
positive fis to th ̂  tiT* th-p first indication of T ire 
trouble occurred ^ N not-d th11- time bv his 1 Fatcb, ''hich 
w^s ^5 s rconds fast wh^n obs^ri'^torv ti^p received ?t 
10 3.m. that cpy. 

V ire Chic,"F yorgm stated th = t th" t~lppbon c circuit 
m the t^rritorv m i*hicb th-p accident occurred "as lost 
at 1.37 p.m., »nd shortlv af t^r™ ̂ rds tr° dispatcher nlso 
notified hiir that ti"rr<= i"s "ir r trouble. Fe th^n ^^nt 
to fbp switchboard r«nd ^bout five winut^s l^ter, pft^r 
ascertaining tr° location of thp trouble, tp ^^de a nota­
tion m hie log book to that effect, rntin? tr° ti™p ?t 
Thicb hp firs+ le=rn ad of the trouble, this time bavine 
been ascertained ^rom a clock the ti^e , rhich checked 
a- onrTPct bv the ti^e sirn^ls received ^t 10 a.m on thpt 
date, 

Sectior T T o T P ^ ^ n Fettm^to stated that i rhen train No. 
27 passed hi^ h° ^^s working at a point approximately 4 
miles ppst of vherp the t r a m subseouently "as derailed, 
and he notic pd that it v'ss running pretty fast but not 
faster th^n usual m th^t locality. As soon RS he learned 
of the accident he proceeded to the scene and tested the 
gaup° and elevation of the tracks on the curv= past of 
There th a train W R S derailed. H p found the gaug~ to be 
fencrally 4 f~pt Q\ inches, with a f"1" places wher° it "as 
4 fept B% inches, vuhilp th° elevation i as 4 inches except 
m tv o or three places irherr h^ found it to be 4tj inches. 
He said th^ last vork performed on this curve was about 
thre° ,f e^ks prior to the accident, he had passed over it, 
hov ev=r, =?bout 8.15 a.m on th" day of the accident, at 
vtnch ti me the track appeared to be m good condition. 

The stete^^nts of Road raster D^iphton corroborated 
thoP1"1

 o f T T n T ^ ^ q n pptti^nto ^ s to tr^ck conditions Fe 
said t ^ p firs + w^rks o f derailment » T T ^ "hp pl ^prks which 
Q-OID "srpd o n ti°, n n th n outsid° n - f ti-p outer rail, =ibout 



2 feet " e s t of a rail joint and PPQ fe<=t fro"" the eastern 
end of the curve; these ^arks ^ e r e Ptk inches fro™ the 
rail and there were similar marks on the inside of the 
opposite rail, all of the™ leading toward the outside of 
the curve. Some of the rails * e r p turned over but the 
fastenings r e n a m e d intact and T'hen making rppairs these 
rails w e r e sii r P t ) i q C P Q [ i n the track except one which 
" a s sliffb+lv kinked. Fe said that the track is maintained 
m pood condition and iras of the opinion that the curve 
' a s safe for a speed of ?5 miles p pr hour. I T also ap­
peared fro1" hi? statements that one telegraph pole had 
been broken bv the w T P Cifage and that all the w i r e s w?re 
down. 

Foster M E C H A N I C Lown ay stated that engine 1717 was 
given class 5 repairs m May, 1??7. After the accident 
H E inspected all vbeels of t h e p n n n ° and tender and 
found the flang°s showing only slight ve^r. Th° engine 
truck ' a s intact, but the No ? axle , Bas bent as a result 
of the accident to such an extent that the wheels could 
not b e again placed on the rails, a l l th p other parts vere 
in first-class condition, and his inspection disclosed 
nothing that could have contributed to the cause of the 
accident. The e n g i n e vas eouipped 1 rith a speed recorder 
but this was detached from T H E engine m the accident, 
the tape had been blovn from the instrument by steam and 
" a s found m pieces in the vicinity "ith no legible ^arks 
on the t a p e to indicate the speed of the train. Master 
M e c h a n i c Lo^ney said I T ""as possible that the releasing 
of the brakes at t h p beginning of the curve could result 
m the tunchin?" of slack against th° e n f i n ° pnd contri­
bute to the o c c i r r e n c ^ o f t b c derailment on th° sharp 
curve. In his opinion, h o w e v e r , th" accident w ag due to 
excessive speed. 

Superintendent LaBertei- stated that at the time he 
arrived at the scene of accident ther° ' a e about 1 foot 
of loose snow on the track but that it was not packed 
do vn m T H E flange^ay. He wag of th° opinion that the 
accident w P S caused by excessive s p e e d , basing h i s c o n ­
clusions on the 'r D-d marks ^ound on T H E t i e s and t h e 
abs°nce of anv flange marks on t h e rails. 

E x a m i n a t i o n of t h ° track disclos°d t h a t th n first 
marks of derailment F e r e flange "-arks on th*^ tie S about 
6* inches f r o ^ th'" rails leading towards T H C T outside of 
t h e c u r v e . These marks e x t e n d e d f o r a distance of 180 
feet to the point ' ' h e r e they r a n off the «nd s of t h e 
ties, indicating t h a t it was m this immediate vicinity 
that T H E enpme went down the embankment. There we re 
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several broken t m s and four rails were overturned on 
the high sidp of the curve There was no indication of 
dragging eauipir^nt or of any obstruction on the rails, in 
fact, nothing, was found to indicate either that track 
conditions or tne condition of the equipment could have 
contributed to the occurrence of the accident. 

There vas considerable conflict m the evidence as 
to the ex^ct time at which the accident occurred The 
t r a m disrjstchpr noticed an interruption thp wire 
S P T v i c p at 1.?^ o.m. ^nd noted this trme on his t r a m 
shppt, t^ 0 enpine^an 1 s fptch stoor"=d at l.^E TO m. , the 
conduetor t r a m No. p 7 said he looked at his watch 
very shortlv after tr<= t r a m caiip to a stoo and estivat^d 
thp tir̂ o of thp accident at about 1 ^fi.^O TO.T., while the 
wire chief noted th° tim<= as l.?7 v.**. According to thp 
record of th Q dispatcher the t r a m covprpd the distance 
between Talton end the coint of accidrnt, slightly rorp 
than 14 miles, at an average soe^d of nearlv 50 miles 
per hour, whilp from the r e c o r d of tr» vITP chief i t 
tiavlrd between thps p points at en av^raee sp^pd of 
sliehtlv mor^ than 40 miles o°r hour. According" to the 
gtptp^nnts of th^ diSTDPtchPr, lndiratmp that th° acci­
dent n o c H T T - p d at 1 , ^ TT.T , and + h m piloting three 
irinutpp for th° t r a m to haw 1 tr^v a l p d thp distance of 
l ess than 9 TII^S from the -point of accident to R^d 
Tagl p, it would aTonpar that tr-° run from Walton to Red 
Eagl^ would hpvp bean Trade m 30 minutes, a g a m of nine 
mmutps over th Q time-table schedule, and yet betweem 
Cut Bank and ^alton, a distance of 7B.P3 miles, t r a m No. 
27 had rrad13 up only four minutes on its scheduled running 
time The dispatcher was sitting at his dpsk with his 
watch and the t r u n sheet directly m front of him, with 
a loud speaker which greatly amilified all conversation 
or noise, and it is believed his figures are more nearly 
correct. 

Conclusions 

This accident was caused by excessive speed on a 
sharp curve. 

Two westbound trams had massed over th* track a 
short ti^p r n o r + o thp occurrence of the accident and 
tr<=> C T ^ T o f m o R " trains r^oortpd nothing unusual as to 
track conditions m th^ vicinity of th^ c o m t pccid°nt, 
whil-"1 careful p-ra"^matron o^ tr r track after th"3 accidpnt 
disclosed nothing that Tould bavo contributed to its oc­
currence. Careful examination o* -mp-mp 1?1 7, ss w p n g@ 
t t n otn^r npuiOTpnt involved foilrd to develop anything 
whicr could have causpd thp accident. On t h e oth^r hand, 
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hoover, it is cl^ar that train No. ?7 had be^n making 
no considerable t n p aft^r rassine Vraiton, and according: 
to th° statements o f the thre^ ti •embers 0 - f t b o train cr°w 
thp sue^d was b^t^e^n ^e t*vd A5 miles per hour at th? time 

th* accident, ^lthoup-b the spe^d limit for curve 1 9 7 
is only ?5 mil^s rfr hour Th^ elevation of thp curve 
"aa maintained b e t w e e n 4 and 4^ ln^h^s, which is m line 
with the rpco^^pnded -practice of th° American Railway F n -
g m e p r m g Association, the exact elevation according to 
their formula being 4 1/6 inches For a speed of 35 miles 
per hour, however, pb alevation of 8 l/S inches w o u l d 
havp been needed, while a s c e e d of 45 miles per hour w o u l d 
have c a l l e d for an elevation of more t h a n 1? inches, 
some thine which is obviously impossible It seems a p ­
parent that Engineman Plank failed to restrict the s n e e d 
as reouired b y t h e speed-limit board and attempted to 
round the curve at an excessive rate of s p e e d . 

There is a rule m effect reouinng engmemen in 
passenger - t iam service to maK^ a light application of 
the air brakes for the purpose of steadying their trains 
when rounding sharp curves, especially vhen running at 
hi£?h rates of soppd. Therp was evidence to indicate 
that Tnp-mPTPan Plank applied the air brakes and then re­
leased t h e ^ e]_ther r^Tior to reaching1 th 0 curve or as the 
t r a i n started around the curve, resulting" m th a slack 
running m against th*7* nnpinp Regard "1 epg Q-F the p f f p c t 
of handling the ?ir br^k^s m this Tanner, bo'°vpt, it 
is beli^v^d thp sneed " g s sufficiently hieh to account f o r 
the accident Without the aid of otr"=r influences, although 
it is barely possible tr^t had the brakes bP en kept ap­
plied this rate of so°pd m ^ h t have been reduced suffi­
ciently to enable the t r a m to round the curve m safety. 

The emplo i rpe S involved wer? e^en^nced men and at 
t h " time o^ tb^ accident none of them had b e m on duty m 
violation of any 0^ the provisions of the hours of service 
law. 

R e s i o e c t f ully, submitted , 

1. F. Borland, 

Director. 


