
INTERSTATE COMMERCE COFMSSION 

REPORT OF THE DIPEOTOP OF THE BUREAJ OF SAFETY IK RE I N ­
VESTIGATION OF AlT ACCIDENT WHICH OCCURRED ON THE 
GULF, COLORADO & SAN^A FE RAIL'UY NEAR BIG CREEK, 
TEX., ON JUNE 21, 1924. 

August 1, 1934. 

To tne Commission: 

On June 21, 1924, there was a derailment of a 
work t r a m on the Gulf, Colorado & Santa Fe Railway near 
Big Creek, T e x . , r e s u l t i n g in the death of one employee 
and the in jury of t-vo employees. 

Loca t ion and method o f opera t ion 

This acc ident occurred on that pa r t of the 
Beaumont D i v i s i o n extending between Somerv i l l e and S i l s -
bee , T e x . , a dis tance o f 153.3 m i l e s , in the v i c i n i t y of 
the p o i n t o f acc iden t th is i s a s i n g l e - t r a c k l i n e over 
which t r a m s are opera ted by t ime- t ab le and t r a m o rde r s , 
no b l o c k - s i g n a l system being in use . The accident 
occur red on a f i l l about 10 f e e t m he igh t , at a point 
643 f e e t north o f the north swi tch o f the s i d i n g at B ig 
Creek, Approaching the po in t o f accident from e i t h e r 
d i r e c t i o n the t rack is s t r a i g h t and p r a c t i c a l l y l e v e l . 
The t rack is l a i d » 7 i t h 85-pound r a i l s , 33 f e e t in l eng th , 
w i th about 20 to 23 x ies to the r a i l - l e n g t h , s i n g l e - s p i k e d , 
t i e - p l a t e d , and b a l l a s t e d with g r a v e l , about 13 inches m 
depth, and is w e l l maintained. Under t ime- t ab le ru l e the 
maximum speed l i m i t for f r e i g h t t ra ins is 25 miles an hour; 
no fur ther r e s t r i c t i o n m the case of an engine backing 
up is p r e s c r i b e d . The weather was cloudy at the time o f 
the acc iden t , which occurred a t about 5.15 p.m. 

Desc r ip t ion 

Southbound work ex t r a 158 cons i s t ed of engine 
158, backing up, haul ing one bunk car, one d i t che r , and a 
caboose, m the order named, and was m charge of Con­
ductor McCarty and Engmeman Stevens . A f t e r complet ing 
work f o r the day th i s t r a m proceeded to Cleveland, the 
southern point c f i t s working l i r r i t s , where orders were o b -



-2 -

t a m e d to run ex t ra to S i l s b e e , 57.3 miles d i s t an t ; a l so 
orders were r e c e i v e d requiring; speed to be reduced to 10 
miles an hour at four d i f f e r e n t points between Cleveland 
and the point o f acc iden t , these orders were made complete 
at 4,38 p m. The t r a m departed at about 4,40 p . m., 
and a f t e r having proceeded a dis tance of aoout 14^ mi les 
was d e r a i l e d whi le t r a v e l i n g at a speed v a r i o u s l y e s t ima t ­
ed from 12 to 35 miles an hour. 

The tender and engine came to res t on t h e i r l e f t 
s i d e s , coupled but badly damaged, at a p o i n t 244 f e e t 
south of the f i r s t mark of dera i lment , the rear por t ion 
of the engine being across the t rack . The bunk car was 
d e r a i l e d to the west and came to res t on i t s r i g h t s i d e , 
w i th i t s head end down the embankment, and just north of 
the eng ine . The d i t cher and caboose were a lso d e r a i l e d 
but remained upr ight on the roadbed, the wheels s tanding 
on the web of the over turned east r a i l . The employee 
k i l l e d was the engineman. 

Summary of evidence 

Fireman Be l t s t a t e d that as soon as the con­
ductor d e l i v e r e d the t r a m orders to the engmeman at 
Cleveland the t r a m departed, at 4.40 P, M. Just b e ­
fo re the accident occurred the engineman made a l i g h t 
a p p l i c a t i o n of the brakes, reducing speed from about 
20 mi les to not more than 15 miles an hour, and just as 
the brakes were r e l ea sed Fireman Be l t saw the rear of 
the tender on the engmeman's s i d e r i s e and then drop , 
a f t e r which the engine turned o v e r . When the engine 
came to r e s t Fireman B e l t was burned by escaping steam; 
he worked his way through v e g e t a t i o n at the s ide of the 
roadway to the t rack ahead of the d e r a i l e d locomot ive , 
and because o f his burns he s t a r t e d to remove his c l o t h e s ; 
wh i l e doing so he noted that i t was 5.17 p . m. He fur ther 
s t a t e d that there *ere about 1,200 or 1,300 gal lons of 
fue l o i l and about 800 ga l lons o f water m the tender at 
the time o f the acc iden t ; that the a i r brakes worked 
p r o p e r l y en route , that m his opinion the water and f u e l 
o i l be ing low and the tender be ing smal l , on encountering 
a low spot in the t rack , the tender rocked s u f f i c i e n t l y to 
cause i t s dera i lment . 

Conductor McCarty s t a t e d that ex t r a 158 l e f t 
C leve land at about 4.35 p . m,, however, th is was three 
minutes be fo re the orders addressed to his t r a m at that 
po in t were made comple te . He a l so s a i d the accident 
occurred between 5.24 and 5.25 p . m., but in his t e l e g r a p h i c 
r epor t to the r a i l w a y company s h o r t l y a f t e r the accident 
occur red he gave the time o f the accident as 5.20 p . m. 
He fur ther s t a t e d that the speed was on ly about 15 mi les 



- 3 -

an hour when the a i r brakes were applied just before tne 
derailment occurred and between 12 and 15 miles an hour 
at the time of the accident, that about f ive minutes 
after the accident occurred he saw the fireman standing 
in the middle of the track about a hundred feet south 
of the engine; and that in his opinion the accident was 
caused by excessive surging of the fuel o i l and water 
in the tender. 

The statements of Head Brakeman Hawkins and 
Flagman Williams prac t i ca l ly corroborated those of Con­
ductor McCarty. Flagman Williams also sand tnat there 
seemed to be a low spot in the track about two ran1-lengths 
north of where the caboose stopped, at a cattle guard, the 
tender climbing the r a i l about a half ra i l - l ength from the 
low j o i n t . None of the members of the crew knew of any 
defect about the engine or tender; the engine had frequent­
l y been operated backward in work-train service during 
several days preceding and no trouble had been experienced. 

Section Foreman Anderson stated that after the 
accident a member of the crew of extra 158, on returning 
to Rayburn, informed him in substance that the t r a m was 
running rather fast at the time of the accident. On the 
day pr ior to the accident he removed t ie plates wh|ch had 
been used as shims under the west r a i l at the catt le guard, 
located just north of where the accident occurred, and r e ­
placed them with wooden shims to obtain a better bearing; 
after this had been done this r a i l was about one-quarter 
inch higher than the east r a i l at this point . 

Trainmaster Donnelly stated that ear l i er in the 
day of the accident he passed over the track in the v ic in i ty 
of the point of accident at a speed of 30 or 40 miles an 
hour, r id ing on the caboose of a freight tra in , and at that 
time noticed no unusual track conditions. He sa id the 
speed of engines backing up is l e f t to the judgment of the 
conductor and engineman, who are expected to exercise 
part icu lar caution when operating an engine backward, 

Division Engineer Brady and Roadmaster Koonce 
stated that the i n i t i a l marks of derailment were very 
l i g h t , indicating high speed at the time they were made. 
There were no marks on top of the east r a i l , from which 
they concluded that the rear tender wheels jumped clear 
over i t , the f i r s t marks appearing on a t ie p late . The 
engine came to rest 244 feet from the i n i t i a l mark of 
derailment, skidding on the r a i l s for about 50 feet of 
this distance af ter turning over on its l e f t s ide . The 
brake valve on the engine was prac t i ca l l y in f u l l r e ­
lease posit ion, the throttle about half open, and the 
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reverse lever in backward motion at a point on the 
quadrant where an engine is general ly worked when the 
tra in is running at f u l l speed backing up. There was no 
indication of dragging equipment. There was a wheel 
flange mark on a t ie p la te , just outside the base of the 
east r a i l and about 31 feet south of the catt le guard; 
there was no corresponding mark near the west r a i l . This 
mark continued for a distance of 20 feet to the ends of 
the t i e s . At this point corresponding wheel marks ap­
peared on the t ies on the gtuge side of the west r a i l , 
leading gradually toward the east for a distance of 
about 84 feet where the east r a i l was struck and turned 
over, the fol lowing three r a i l s were also turned over. 
The west r a i l was only s l i g h t l y out of alignment. North 
of the i n i t i a l mark of derailment there were only s l ight 
i r r e g u l a r i t i e s in elevation. 

Road Foreman of Engines Holloway stated that he 
inspected engine 158 after the accident but found no de­
fects that in any way could have caused or contributed to 
the derailment. The throttle and reverse lever were about 
in the positions where they would be operated with a l ight 
tra in . He was of the opinion that the accident was caused 
by excessive surging of the water and fuel o i l in the ten­
der, due to the speed of the engine, which caused the 
tender to rock and resulted in the derailment. 

Engine 158 is of the 4-6-0 type, having a tota l 
weight, engine and tender, loaded, of 195,800 pounds. The 
tender has two four-wheel trucks, and a loaded weight of 
70,700 pounds, i t has been converted for use with an o i l -
burning locomotive, the o i l tank being ins ta l l ed where the 
coal compartment o r i g i n a l l y was, and an aux i l iary tank 
extending 2 feet 2 inches above the top of the water 
c istern, its top being 10 feet 3 inches above the r a i l s . 
The tender has a water capacity of 5,000 gallons, and a fuel 
o i l capacity of 1,948 ga l lons . There were no awash 
plates in the water cistern, with the exception of what 
appeared to nave been a brace board applied across and neaT 
the top sheet or covering, while in the auxi l iary o i l tank 
there were norBwash plates to guard against surge. 

Conclusions 

This accident is bel ieved to have been caused 
pr imari ly by an engine being operated at excessive speed 
while running backward. 



- 5 -

The tender involved m this accident was o r i g i n a l ­
ly constructed to carry coal but had la ter been converted 
for use with an o i l -burning locomotive, an aux i l i ary f u e l -
o i l tank 36 inches in depth being placed above the water 
c i s tern . This aux i l i ary tank had no swash plates and the 
evidence indicates the f u e l - o i l m the tank at the tine 
of derailment j-as about s ix inches m depth, water in the 
c istern was low, and as a consequence conditions were such 
as to cause or to promote excessive rocking or o sc i l l a t ion . 

Inspection of the track at this point disclosed 
no condition which under normal operating conditions would 
be dangerous, but in this case the rocking of the tender 
due to running at re la t ive ly high speed and the s l ight 
i r r e g u l a r i t i e s in the track were augmented by the surging 
of the f u e l - o i l in the auxi l iary tank on top of the c istern, 
the rocking which resul ted from these combined forces 
being suff ic ient to cause the derailment of the tender. 

Widely d i f f er ing estimates of the rate of speed 
at the time of derailment appear in the evidence. Members 
of the crew estimate the speed to have been 15 miles an 
hour or less at the time of the accident. However, accord­
ing to Fireman Bel t ' s statement, the t r a m traveled the 
distance of about 14^ miles between Cleveland and the 
point of accident m approximately 35 minutes . According­
ly, the average speed 6f this t r a m for a considerable 
distance closely approximated the maximum speed allowed by 
ru le , and it is a reasonable conclusion from the evidence 
that instead of exercising part icu lar caution because o f 
the fact that the engine wâ s being operated backward the 
maximum speed l imit prescribed for freight trains was ex­
ceeded, In order to maintain this average and to comply 
with slow orders effect ive at four points within this 
distance i t was necessary materia l ly to exceed this 
average rate at some points en route. From the character 
of the f i r s t marks of derailment, the condition of the 
wreckage, the distance the equipmenttraveled after i t b e ­
came derai led, and the manner m which i t came to rest i t is 
bel ieved that at the time of derailment the speed was in 
excess o f the maximum speed allowed by ru l e . 

The record in this case contains evidence f u r ­
nished by a train-master who was r iding another fre ight 
train which materia l ly exceeded the prescribed l imit , 
apparently without special authorization and without c r i t i ­
cism by the o f f i c i a l who observed this infract ion of the 
r u l e . 

I t therefore appears that exist ing speed regu­
lations on this road are not being ooserved or enforced. 
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I t i s common p r a c t i c e to p r e sc r ibe d e f i n i t e and more 
r i g i d speed r e s t r i c t i o n fo r engines being opera ted back­
ward than when headed m the d i r e c t i o n of movement but 
th i s was not done on this road. Had the speed o f the 
t r a i n i n v o l v e d m the derailment been maintained wi th in 
proper l i m i t s , th i s accident would undoubtedly have been 
preven ted . The r a i l r o a d company should promptly take 
necessary measures to provide and to enforce proper 
speed r e g u l a t i o n s , the need o f which has been d i s c l o s e d 
by the i n v e s t i g a t i o n o f th i s acc iden t . 

A l l o f the employees i n v o l v e d were exper ienced 
men. At the time of the acc ident they had been on duty 
10 hours and 30 minutes, previous to which they had been 
o f f duty 12 hours and 20 minutes. 

R e s p e c t f u l l y submitted, 

I , P . BORLAND, 

D i r e c t o r , 


