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IN RE INVESTIGATION OF AN ACCIDENT WHICH OCCURRED ON THE 
LOUISVILLE & NASHVILLE RAILROAD AT THEODORE, A L A . , 
ON JUNE 3 , 1 9 3 1 , 

July 1 2 , 1 9 3 1 . 

On June 3, 1 9 3 1 , there was a reax-end c o l l i s i o n , 

between a passenger t r a i n and a f r e i g h t t r a i n on the Lou i s ­

v i l l e & Nashv i l l e Ra i l road at Theodore, A l a . , which re*-

s u i t e d in the death of 1 employee, and the i n j u r y of 3 

Passengers and 1 employee. A f t e r i n v e s t i g a t i o n of t h i s 

acc ident the Chief of the Bureau of S a f e t y repor t s as 

f o l l o w s : 

Locat ion and method of o p e r a t i o n . 

The New Orleans and Mobi le D i v i s i o n , on which t h i s 

acc ident occurred, extends between New Orleans , L a . , and 

M o b i l e , A l a . , a d i s tance of 1 4 0 . 3 6 m i l e s . For the most 

par t t h i s i s a s i n g l e - t r a c k l i n e , and t r a i n s are operated 

over i t by t i m e - t a b l e and t r a i n o r d e r s , no block-Bignal 

system being in u s e . Under the r u l e s , t r a i n s moving in 

the same d i r e c t i o n are spaced 10 minutes a p a r t . Approach­

ing the point of acc ident from the south , there i s a 1 -

degree curve t o the l e f c 4 , 1 7 0 f e e t l o n g , f o l l o w e d by a 

tangent extending beyond t h e point of acc ident , 3 , 3 1 3 

f e e t d i s t a n t . At the p o i n t of acc ident the track, i s 

p r a c t i c a l l y l e v e l and i s l a i d on a fill 5 or 6 f e e t h i g h . 

the view i s o b s t r u c t e d by t r e e s on the i n s i d e of the 

curve and by a bank on the west s ide of the t r a c k , but 

a c l e a r view i s had from the south end of the tangent t o 

the po int of a c c i d e n t . The weather was c l e a r at the time 
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of the a c c i d e n t , which occured at 1 2 . 3 8 a.m. 

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

Northbound f r e i g h t t r a i n f i r s t No. 78 c o n s i s t e d of 

40 cars and a caboose , hauled by engine 7 6 3 , and was i n 

charge of Conductor Franc§ and Engineman HcNamara. I t d e -

Parted from Sa int Elmo, 6 . 0 4 m i l e s south of Theodore and 

the l a s t open o f f i c e , at about 1 2 . 0 9 a . m . , 3 hours and 57 

minutes l a t e , a r r i v e d at Theodore a t 1 2 . 2 0 a . m . , and while 

e n t e r i n g the south pass ing t r a c k swi tch i t s rear end was 

s t r u c k by t r a i n So. 2 . 

Northbound passenger t r a i n No. 2 c o n s i s t e d of 1 

express c a r , 2 baggage c a r s , 2 coaches , 5 Pullman s l e e p ­

ing c a r s , and 1 chair c a r , hauled by engine 2 9 9 , and was 

i n charge of Conductor Raborn and Engineman Winnow, The 

8 t h and 10th cars were of s tee l -underframe c o n s t r u c t i o n , 

wh i l e the o thers were of a l l - s t e e l c o n s t r u c t i o n . Tra in 

No. 2 passed S a m t Elmo at 1 3 . 2 3 a . m . , 3 minutes l a t e , 

and c o l l i d e d withthe rear end of t r a i n f i r s t No. 78 while 

running at a speed v a r i o u s l y es t imated at from 45 t o 6 0 

mi les an hour . 

The caboose of t r a i n f i r s t No. 78 and 3 cars were 

des t royed , and 4 other cars c o n s i d e r a b l y damaged. The 

engine of t r a i n No. 3 came to rea t i n an upright p o s i t i o n 

about 350 f e e t beyond the po int of a c c i d e n t , and was q u i t e 

badly damaged. No damage was sus ta ined by the equipment 

of t r a i n No. 2 . The employee k i l l e d was the engineman 

of t r a i n No. 2 . 
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Under a requirement of the t i m e - t a b l e , the minimum 

running time f o r northbound f r e i g h t t r a i n s between Sa int 

Elmo and Theodore i s 14 minutes , while under operat ing rul£_ 

8 6 , i n f e r i o r t r a i n s are r e q u i r e d to c l e a r the t ime of 

s u p e n c » t r a i n s in the same d i r e c t i o n in not l e s s than 

10 minutes. I t i s a l s o provided m operat ing r u l e 90-H 

t h a t a t r a m must not l eave a s t a t i o n t o be passed at the 

next s t a t i o n by a superior, t r a i n un les s i t has the f u l l 

running time al lowed between s t a t i o n s i n add i t i on t o the 

c learance t ime . Engineman McNamara and Conductor Franco, 

of t r a i n f i r s t No. 7 8 , knew when t h e i r t r a i n l e f t Sa in t 

Elmo that i t was only about 10 minutes ahead of the 

schedule of t r a i n No. 3 and that they d id not have t ime 

t o reach Theodore ani c l e a r t r a i n No. 3 in accordance tfith 

the r u l e s above re f erred t o . Engineman McNamara, how­

e v e r , s a i d he thought he cou ld reach Theodore in 10 

minutes , while Conductor Franco s a i d that inasmuch as 

the t r a i n was running well and going down grade he 

thought i t would be in to c l e a r at Theodore at 13.17 a.m. 

As a matter of f a c t the t r a i n stopped at the south p a s s ­

i n g - t r a c k switch at about 13.20 a .m. , and a f t e r the head 

brakeman had opened the swi tch some de lay in s t a r t i n g the 

t r a i n was encountered, i t being necessary to :take s l a c k 

s e v e r a l t i m e s . The t r a i n had entered the passing t r a c k a 

d i s tance of 4 or 5 c a r - l e n g t h s when the acc ident occurred . 

Engineman McNamara s a i d he d id not sound the whis t l e 

s i g n a l for the flagman t o p r o t e c t the t r a i n as he thought 

the flagman would attend t o t h i s duty . The engineman, 



conductor , and head brakeman had seen the r e f l e c t i o n of 

the head l igh t of the engine haul ing t r a i n No. 2 , ttut d id 

not see the flagman or a f u s e e . Conductor Franco f i n a l l y 

saw the flagman jump from the caboose with a l i g h t e d fusee 

i n h i s hand at about the time the t r a i n s t a r t e d t o move 

i n t o the passing t r a c k , about 1 / 2 minute before the 

acc ident occurred. Flagman ilott s a i d he had been r i d i n g 

on the caboose p la t form n e a r l y a l l the way from S a i n t 

Elmo, that i n the v i c i n i t y of Fowl R i v e r , nearly; l j mi le s 

from the point of a c c i d e n t , he not i ced the h e a d l i g h t of 

the engine haul ing t r a i n No. 2 and immediately threw o f f 

a l i g h t e d 10-numite f u s e e , and he s a i d the r e f l e c t i o n of 

t h i s fusee remained v i s i b l e a l l the way to Theodore, 

a l though Conductor Franco s a i d he had looked back but had 

not seen the r e f l e c t i o n of the f u s e e . Flagman Mott f u r ­

ther s t a t e d t h a t as h i s t r a i n approached Theodore he got 

o f f while i t was moving at a low ra te of speed, from 6 

t o 10 miles a n hour , l i g h t e d a f u s e e , and at about t h i s 

time s a w t r a i n No. 3 approaching at the southern end of 

the tangent . He s a i d he then s t a r t e d toward i t , waving 

the l i g h t e d f u s e e , and tha t he was back about 30 c a r -

l engths when t r a m No. 3 passed him; at t h i s time f i r e 

was f l y i n g from the wheels , i n d i c a t i n g that the brakes 

had been a p p l i e d . Flagman Mott thought he had gone back 

as f a r as p o s s i b l e in the time at h i s d i s p o s a l and con­

s i d e r e d that the acc ident *as due to t h i s lack of t i m e . 
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Fireman Palmer, of t r a m No. 2 , s a i d that f o r some 

d i s t a n c e he had been on h i s s e a t box looking ahead, but 

t h a t he d id not see any f u s e e s and d i d not have any 

E a r n i n g of the t r a i n ahead u n t i l h i s t r a i n rounded the 

curve south of Theodore, t r a v e l i n g at a speed of about 

55 or 60 miles an hour. He and the engineman sa* the 

caboose and the l i g h t e d f u s e e , apparent ly on the r i g h t 

-.steps of the caboose , and the engineman immediately a p ­

p l i e d the a i r brakes . The brakes were i n good c o n d i t i o n 

and no trouble had teen exper ienced with them. 

Conductor Raborn, of t r a i n No. 2 , s a i d that when hit 

t r a i n stopped he mnt immediately t o the door of the f i r s t 

coach , in which ne was r i d i n g , and at that time saw 

Flagman Mott , who vvas then only about 2 c a r - l e n g t h s south 

of the point where the caboose had been s t ruck . The 

statements of both Conductor Raborn and Flagman Burnet t , 

a l s o of t r a i n No. 3 , i n d i c a t e d that only a few seconds 

e l a p s e d between the time the a i r brakes were a p p l i e d and 

the time of the c o l l i s i o n . 

Dispatcher Simmons s a i d that i t i s not usual f o r 

f r e i g h t t r a i n s t o leave a s t a t i o n only 10 minutes ahead 

of a Passenger t r a i n and that he f r e q u e n t l y caut ions cnews 

aga ins t doing s o , but he had j u s t come on duty and d i d not 

c a u t i o n the crew of t r a i n f i r s t No. 78 because he had not 

had time to take in the s i t u a t i o n . 

Conclus ion . 

This acc ident was caused p r i m a r i l y by f a i l u r e t o 

prov ide propeT f l a g p r o t e c t i o n f o r the rear of t r a i n f i r s t 
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No. 7 8 , for which Flag nan Mott and Conductor Franco are 

respons ib le . A contr ibut ing cause A a s the operation of 

th i s t rain on short time ahead of t ra in No. 3 , fo r which 

Conduct or Franco and Engineman HcN=Tua are respons ib le . 

Notwithstanding the statement of Flagman Kott 

that he got o f f before h is t rain stopped and went back as 

far as posŝbjiUe m the time at his d i s p o s a l , the weight 

of evidence indicates that h i s t rain reached Theodore at 

or before the time train No. 3 passed Saint E I U D , that he 

did not s tar t back immediately to pro tec t his t ra in and 

that he was back only a few car-lengths when the engine 

of t r a in No. 3 passed him. Conductor Franco knew that 

hie t ra in was on snort time, and under these circumstances 

should have been par t i cu la r ly careful to plaafl himself 

in pos i t i on to see that proper f lag p ro t ec t i on «*as p r o ­

v ided . 

Conductor Franco and Engineman McNamaxa were 

extremely negl igent in allowing their t r a in to leave 

Saint Elmo, and in so doing they v io l a t ed rule 9 0 - H , p re ­

v ious ly referred t o , and c l e a r l y displayed their intent ion 

e i ther of v io la t ing rule 8 6 or the t ime-table r e s t r i c t i o n 

of I * minutes between Saint El no and Theodore. 

The eingineman and fireman of t ra in No. 3 could 

have seen the caboose of t rain f i r s t No. 7 8 for distances 

of 3 , 3 1 3 and 3 , 7 3 0 f e e t , r e spec t ive ly , and had they be­
come aWare of the t ra in ahead as soon as i t was poss ib le 

for them to hive done s o , i t is be l ieved that the engine-



man could ha"ve brought h is t r a in to a stop or at leas t 

have reduced i t s speed T i a t e n a l l y before c o l l i d i n g with the 

t r a in ahead. The reason why Fngineman fl'mnow did not 

e a r l i e r see tne rear end of t r a m f i r s t No. 78 could not 

be ascertained. 

Conductor Franco was employed as a brakeman in 

September, 1906, and promoted to conductor in November, 

1915; in 1919 he had operated his t r a in ahead of tfcaln 
No. 3 without su f f i c i en t running and clearance time. Flag­
man Mott was employed as a brakeman in February, 1884. 

At the time of the accident no member of ei ther crew had 

been on duty in v io l a t i on of any of the provis ions of the 

Hours of Service law. 

This inves t iga t ion indicated that the flagging 

and 10-minute spacing rules are not always obeyed on th is 

d i v i s i o n . An instance was noted where a freight t ra in 

stood at a s ta t ion for more than 30 minutes while the f l s g -

mar) instead of going back to protect^ the t rain, was en­

gaged in Packing a hot box . It was a l so noted that the 
i 

records of tijain movements are not accurate ly kept, an 

ins/tance being noted wh^re one passenger t ra in c l o s e l y 

fol lowed anoither passenger t ra in for a considerable d i s ­

tance, the t ra ins leaving one s t a t i on only 3 minutes apart, 

although the t ra in shee/t covering the movements of these 

t ra ins indicated that "£hey »vere spaced 10 minutes apart 

in accordance with the r u l e s . The inves t iga t ion a lso ae-
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v e l o p e d that Flagman Mott could ne i ther read nor w r i t e , 

a l though he s a i d he could t e l l the names of the s t a t i o n s 

and the time of t r a i n s as shown in the time—table; he had 

not been examined on the r u l e s s ince 1 9 1 4 . 


