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I N RE INVESTIGATION OF AN ACCIDENT WHICH OCCURRED ON 
THE Ni:i"T ORLEANS, TEXAS & MEXICO RAILROAD HE.hR 
CLEAR CREEK, L A . , ON AUGUST 8, 1921 . 

September 34, 1921. 

On Augus t 8, 1921, t h e r e was a d e r a i l m e n t o f a 

f r e i g h t t r a i n on the New O r l e a n s , Texas & M e x i c o R a i l r o a d 

n e a r C l e a r Creek , La* , which r e s u l t e d m the dea th o f 3 

t r e s p a s s e r s , and tne i n j u r y o f 1 employee and 4 t r e s p a s s e r s 

A f t e r i n v e s t i g a t i o n o f t h i s a c c i d e n t t he C h i e f o f the 

Bureau o f S a f e t y r e p o r t s as f o l l o w s : 

L o c a t i o n and method o f o p e r a t i o n . 

The Second D i s t r i c t o f t h e L o u i s i a n a D i v i s i o n , upon 

wh ich t h i s a c c i d e n t o c c u r r e d , e x t e n d s be tween De Qumcy 

and A n c h o r a g e , L a - , a d i s t a n c e o f 135.9 m i l e s . I t i s a 

s i n g l e - t r a c k l i n e o v e r vihich t r a i n s a r e o p e r a t e d by t i n e -

t a b l e and t r a m o r a e r s , no b l o c k - s i g n a l sys tem b e i n g m 

u s e . The speed o f f r e i g n t t r a m s i s r e s t r i c t e d by t i m e ­

t a b l e r u l e t o 35 m i l e s an hour- The a c c i d e n t o c c u r r e d 

a t a p o i n t a p p r o x i m a t e l y 834 f e e t e a s t o f the s t a t i o n 

s i g n a t C l e a r C reek . A p p r o a c h i n g the p o i n t o f a c c i d e n t 

f rom the w e s t the t r a c k i s t a n g e n t f o r s e v e r a l r i l e s , t he 

g r a d e i s s l i g h t l y d e s c e n d i n g f o r eas tbound t r a i n s t o w i t h i n 

about 400 f e e t wes t o f t h e p o i n t o f a c c i d e n t , beycnd which 

p o i n t i t i s l e v e l . The t r a c k i s l a i d w i t h 75—pound r a i l s , 

33 f e e t m l e n g t h , s i n g l e - s p i k e d t o an a v e r a g e o f about 20 

c y p r e s s and t r e a t e d p i n e t i e s t o t n e r a i l - l e n g t h ; t i e p l a t e s 

a r e used o n l y on c u r v e s . The t r a c k i s b a l l a s t e d w i t h 
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mixed g r a v e l and s n e l l , aoout 18 m c n e s m depth.. At 

the po in t of acc ident the tracK i s oh a f i l l about 8 

f e e t i n h e i g h t , urtnle 587 f e e t eas t of this p o i n t i s a 

t r e s t l e about 300 f e e t in l ength and approximate ly 25 

f e e t in h e i g h t . The weather was c l e a r at tne time of 

•che a c c i d e n t , which o c c u r r e d a t about 10:50 a.m. 

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

Eastbouna f r e i g h t t r a m e x t r a 88 cons i s t ed of 43 

c a r s ana a caboose, hauled by engine 88 , ana ftas m charge 

of Conductor S mi t her man and Engmeman F i t z g e r a l d . A c ­

cording to the t r a m shee t , i t l e f t De Quincy at 9:35 a . m . , 

l e f t F u l t o n , 8 .7 miles from C l e a r Creek and the l a s t open 

t e l e g r a p h o f f i c e , a t 10:30 a . m . , and was d e r a i l e d near 

C l e a r Creek while running at a speed v a r i o u s l y est imated 

to have been between 25 and 35 miles an hour. 

The^ engine ana f i r s t 5 cars and the r e a r 15 cars 

and caboose were n e i t h e r d e r a i l e d nor m a t e r i a l l y damaged, 

the r e a r truCKs of tne s i x t h , and both trucks o f the 

seventh and e ighth cars .tere d e r a i l e d , but the cars r e ­

mained coupled to the f o r w a r d p a r t of the t r a m and came 

to r e s t a shor t d i s tance east o f the t r e s t l e in an u p -

n g n t p o s i t i o n and m g e n e r a l l i n e ftith the t r a c k , a l though 

i n c r o s s i n g the t r e s t l e the d e r a i l e d trucks des troyed the 

guard r a i l s and t i e s . The n i n t h car oroke i t s coupl ings 

and came to r e s t to the north or l e f t of the t r a c k and 

near the ftest end of the t r e s t l e u p s i d e aown. The next 
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17 c a r s were a l s o d e r a i l e d t o t h e n o r t h , b e f o r e r e a c m n g 

t h e t r e s t l e and were d e s t r o y e d by f i r e , w h i l e the f o l l o w ­

i n g oar, came t o r e s t about 150 f e e t e a s t o f t h e p o i n t o f 

d e r a i l m e n t but remained m g e n e r a l l i n e w i t n t n e t r a c k . 

Summary o f e v i d e n c e . 

Engmeman F i t z g e r a l d s a i d he f e l t a s l i g h t j e r k 

b e f o r e the e n g i n e r e a c h e d t n e t r e s t l e and on l o o k i n g back 

saw dust f l y i n g so t h i c k l y as to obscu re n i s v i s i o n , he 

then sarf c a r s t u r n i n g o v e r t o tne l e f t , flhich seemed t o 

t a k e f i r e i m m e d i a t e l y , and s a i d he l e l e a s e d the b rakes 

and oegan t o work s team m o r d e r t o g e t as much as p o s s i b l e 

o f the t r a m a c r o s s the t r e s t l e - F i reman C l a r k n o t i c e d 

t h e c a r s t u r n i n g o v e r on h i s s i d e o f the t r a c k and s a i d 

he i m m e d i a t e l y n o t i f i e d t he engmeman , he a i d no t n o t i c e 

t h e engmeman r e l e a s e the c rakes o r work s team, and e x ­

p r e s s e d the o p i n i o n t ha t the t r a m was b rough t t o a s t op 

as q u i c k l y as p o s s i b l e . Head 3rakeman ^ a s o n , v."ho fas 

r i d i n g cn t he head end o f the t e n t h c a r , had n o t i c e d an 

unusual amount o f dust t oward tne head end o f the t r a m , 

out the f i r s t c a r he knew t o be d e r a i l e d . as tne one on 

which he was r i a m g ; i t seemed t o l unge f i r s t t o the r i g h t 

and tnen t o rebound to tne l e f t , t h r o w i n g him t o the g round . 

Conduc to r Smitnerman ana t e a r Brakeman R o o m s o n were 

r i d i n g m the c a b o o s e , tne c o n d u c t o r thought tne t r a m 

s l o w e d down as though the engmeman naa a p p l i e d t he b rake r 

t h i s b e i n g f o l l o w e d oy a rebound cvhich. d i d n o t seem t o be 



s e v e r e , w h i l e the r e a r orakeffian s a i d tne re was a v i o l e n t 

shock and tha t he then saw the c a r s l e a v i n g t h e r a i l s , t he 

f i r s t o f w h i c h was a box c a r - The c o n d u c t o r e s t i m a t e d 

the speed t o have oeen f rom 20 t o 25 m i l e s an hour , w h i l e 

a l l o f t h e o t h e r emp loyees thougnt i t was about 25 m i l e s 

an hour . None o f them e x p r e s s e d any o p i n i o n as t o what 

caused tne a c c i d e n t . 

Wreck Foreman Dunham and Carman Brown, .vho a s s i s t e d 

m c l e a r i n g the w r e c k a g e , s a i d t ne r&ar t r u c k Qf the s i x t h 

c a r and the f o r w a r d t r u c k o f the s e v e n t h c a r were d e r a i l e d 

t o the r i g h t and were a s t r i d e the r i g h t o r n o r t h r a i l , 

A n i l e t he r e a r t ruck o f the s e v e n t h c a r ana b o t h t rucks 

o f t h e e i g h t h c a r were be tween tne r a i l s . 

There were two pe r sons s t a n d i n g nea r tne t r a c k rvnen 

the t r a m p a s s e d C l e a r C r e e k , one o f t h e s e s a i a ne heard 

a n o i s e which sounded l i k e the r u b o i n g o f p i e c e s o f me ta l 

a g a i n s t each o t h e r , m i l e t h e o t h e r n o t i c e d n o t h i n g u n ­

u s u a l . The second p a r t y e s t i m a t e d the speed t o have been 

35 m i l e s an hour . 

E x a m i n a t i o n o f the t r a c k d i s c l o s e d p e c u l i a r marks a p ­

p e a r i n g on the r a i l s a t tnre 'e o r f o u r p o i n t s ffi t m n a d i s ­

t a n c e o f about 900 f e e t o f the p o i n t o f a c c i d e n t . These 

marks were f rom 30 t o 40 f e e t m l e n g t h , snowed on b o t h 

r a i l s a t t h e sane t i m e , ana. a p p e a r e d t o nave been made by 

m e t a l o f some k i n d rubb ing a g a i n s t t n e ex t reme o u t e r edge 

o f tne b a l l o f tne r a i l . These mar^s a i d no t appear m 
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the immediate v i c i n i t y of the po in t of acc ident and there 

were no marks on tne t i e s near then- Tne i n v e s t i g a t i o n 

a i d not deve lop what caused tnese marks or how they were 

made. 

The f i r s t a e f m i t e i n d i c a t i o n of dera i lment was a 

f l a n g e mark about 10 f e e t m length on the head of the l e f t 

r a i l , b e g i n n i n g near the gauge s i d e and ex tend ing d i a g o n a l l y 

to the l e f t to the outs ide edge. The next mark appeared 

on a spike head on the out s ide of the r a i l on the next t i e 

to the e a s t , beyond t h i s p o i n t tne tracic was p r a c t i c a l l y 

demolisned f o r a d i s tance of 1,034 f e e t . Measurements 

made of the surface of the t rack f o r a d i s tance of 55 

r a i l - l e n g t h s west of the p o i n t of derai lment d i s c l o s e d 

c o n s i d e r a b l e i r r e g u l a r i t y , due i n many cases to bent r a i l s . 

I n a d i s tance of approximate ly 200 f e e t west from the 

p o i n t of a c c i d e n t , the f i r s t j o i n t on the r i g h t s ide of tne 

t r a c k was l e v e l wi th tne center of the oppos i t e r a i l , w h i l e 

the next f i v e j o i n t s on the r i g n t s ide were un i formly 

lower than the centers of the oppos i te r a i l s , the v a r i a ­

t ions be ing from 5/8 to 7/8 £>nch. Proceeding westward 

from the p o i n t of dera i lment , swing ing or churning t i e s 

were in evidence as f o l l o w s , f i r s t r a i l , 3 t i e s on nor th 

s ide j u s t m advance of po in t of d e r a i l m e n t , n i n t h r a i l , 

3 t i e s , t enth r a i l , 8 t i e s , e l eventh r a i l , 4 t i e s , t w e l f t h 

r a i l , 3 t i e s . The foundat ion vvas good under each of these 

t i e s , none of which was swing ing more than 3/4 of an inch . 

Sect ion Foreman Groom s a i d he went over th i s p o r t i o n of 



t h e t r a c k on tne day p r e c e d i n g the a c c i d e n t and tha t i t 

a p p e a r e d t o be m normal c o n d i t i o n and s a f e f o r the speed 

p e r m i t t e d . Roadmaster Green, ,vho went o v e r t he t r a c k on 

a motor c a r on August 5, founa the t r a c k t o be m good 

c o n d i t i o n a t t ha t t ime and s a f e f o r the e p e e d p e r m i t t e d . 

E x a m i n a t i o n o f t h e 6 th , 7 th , 8th and 9 t h c a r s , uhich 

were tne f i r s t 4 ca rs t o be d e r a i l e d , d i s c l o s e d marks 

i n d i c a t i n g tna t the f o r w a r d t r u c k o f the 7th c a r , N . O . , 

T . & M. t ank c a r 6174, l o a d e d w i t n o i l , had been d e r a i l e d 

and s l u e d t o the l e f t , none o f tne e t h e r t r ucks under t h e s e 

c a r s appea red t o have s l u e d a f t e r d e r a i l m e n t ! Th is same 

t r u c k was a l s o found t o have a s i d e - b e a r i n g c l e a r a n c e o f 1 

i n c h . No o t h e r d e f e c t s were d i s c o v e r e d w i t h the e x c e p t i o n 

o f a s l i g n t l y ben t a x l e on the f i r s t p a i r o f w n e e l s o f the 

f r o n t t r u c k o f tne n i n t h c a r , whicn was a box c a r ; t h i s had 

r e s u l t e d m uneven f l a n g e wear on one o f the whee l s and 

i n d i c a t e d t h a t the a x l e had been m t h i s c o n d i t i o n f o r some 

t ime- E x t r a 88 was i n s p e c t e d b e f o r e i t s d e p a r t u r e f rom 

De Q u m c y , no d e f e c t s b e i n g found w i t h the e x c e p t i o n o f 

some ca r s on which the a i r b r a k e s -;ere cut o u t . 

Tci.nk c a r 6174, b e l i e v e d t o have been the f i r s t t o be 

d e r a i l e d , had a c a p a c i t y o f 100 ,000 pounds, o r 10,974 g a l l o n 

and was e q u i p p e d w i t n t r u c k s o f the Vu lcan t y p e -

C o n c i u s i o n s . 

Th i s a c c i d e n t i s b e l i e v e d t o have been caused by ex—• 

c e s s i v e speed , i r r e g u l a r t r a c k , and the e x c e s s i v e s i d e -

b e a r i n g c l e a r a n c e o f t he f r o n t t r u c k of the tank c a r . 
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W h i l e Engmeman F i t z g e r a l d s a i d he v/orked steam a f t e r 

the dera i lment in an attempt to get across the t r e s t l e , 

t h i s statement i s d i s p u t e d by that of tne f i reman. Re­

g a r d l e s s of these c o n f l i c t i n g statements , when i t i s taken 

into c o n s i d e r a t i o n that 1? of the c a r s ^ere p i l e d up m a 

d i s tance of about 300 f e e t , and that the head end of the 

t r a m t r a v e l e d a d i s t a n c e of approximate ly 1,000 f ee t a f t e r 

d e r a i l m e n t , i t i s c l e a r that the speed at the time of the 

acc ident must have been much h i g h e r than the r a t e of 35 mile 

an hour permit ted by t i m e - t a b l e r u l e . This e x c e s s i v e speed 

coupled with the i r r e g i l a r t r a c k and swinging t i e s j u s t m 

advance of the point of a c c i d e n t , and tne e x c e s s i v e s i d e -

b e a r i n g c l e a r a n c e of the tank c a r , undoubtedly caufeed tnat 

car to rock to such an extent that the forward truck became 

d e r a i l e d , damaging the t rack and r e s u l t i n g m the subsequent 

d e r a i l m e n t of the t r a i n . 

A l l of the employees invo lved were exper ienced men, 

a t the time o f tne acc ident they had been on duty l e s s than 

3̂ > hours , p r e v i o u s to which they had beer, o f f duty 15 nours 

or more. 


