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INTERSTATE COMMERCE COMMISSION

REPORT OF THE CHIEF OF THE BUREAU OF SAFETY COVERING
INVESTIGATION OF AN ACCIDENT WHICH OCCURRED ON THE
LINE OF THE SOUTHERN PACIFIC COMPANY NEAR BERTHA,
OREG, ON MAY 9, 1920

Jurv 3 1920

To the Commassion
On May 9, 1920, there was a head-end collision between two pas-

senger trains on the Southein Pacific Company’s hine near Bettha,

Oreg , which resulted in the death of 5 passengers and 3 employees,

2 of whom were off duty, and the injury of 92 passengers, 1 of them

fatally, and 10 employees, 5 of whom were off duty This accident

was 1nvestigated jomntly with the Public Service Commission of

Oregon, and as a 1esult of this investigation I respectfully submit

the following report
This accident occurred on the West Side Branch of the Junction

City Subdivision of the Portland Division, a single-track electiic

Iine extending between Portland and Whiteson, Oreg , a distance of

55 7 miles Trains are operated by time-table and t1ain o1ders trans-

mitted by telephone, no block-signal system bemng in use The acci-

dent occurred 571 feet east of the east passing-track switch at Beitha

Approaching this point from the east there 18 a short tangent, fol-

lowed by a cuive to the right of 10° 42/, this cuive being 943 feet

in length, the accident ocemired on the curve at a pomnt 174 feet
from its western end Apploaching the curve from the west the
frack 1s tangent for a distance of 1,754 feet There 15 an embank-
ment on the mside of the curve which obscuies the view, and a test
indicated that one train could not be seen from the opposing train
until the trains involved were within 433 feet of each other The
grade at the point of accident 1s 102 per cent descendimg for east-
bound trains About 1 400 feet west of the point of accident 1s a slow
board restricting the speed of eastbound trains while rounding the
curve to 20 miles an homr  Illustration No 1 1s a view showing how
far the point of accident 15 visible from a train approaching from the
east, 1llustraiion No 2 1s a view approaching the curve from the
west, the man 1n the maddle of the track on the curve 1s standing
approximately at the point of accident The weather at the time of

the accident was clem
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T'ie No 1—%View appoaching powmndl of aceident fiom (asf

I16¢ No 2—%iew approaclung poind of «ceidsnt fiom west



ACCIDLNT NEAR BFRI'HA, OREG 3

Westbound electiie passenger ttain No 107 consisted of one motor
combination eoach, one tiailer coach, and one motor coach, all of
steel constiuction, 1n charge of Condnctor Johnson and Engineman
Bland, and was en route from Portland to McMinnville, near White-
son 1t left Portland at 10 a m, with a copy of tram order No
204 which provided that tiain No 107 should take siing and meet
tram No 124 at Beitha Tluas ordel read as follows
To ¢ & E No 123

No 107 -
Motor 915 Heedyille caie No 123
Xo 124 Reedville cale exfia 515 east

Motor 515 1un extia Reedville to Mamn Streef and 1etuin to Reedville has
nght over No 234 Heedville to IIillsboro and wait at Iteedville until nine
twenty (9 20) a m  No 107 take siding and meet No 124 at Beitha No 123
wait at Portland until exght foity (8 40) a m for No 106

Train No 107 was due to arrive at Bertha at 1022 a m and was
approaching that station, t1aveling at a speed estimated to have been
about 15 or 20 miles an houi, when it collided with train No 124
at about 1023 4 m

Eastbound electric passenger train No 124 was en route from
Reedville to Portland, on its retuin t11p, when the acceident ocourred
This tramn 15 operated as traimn No 123 from Portland to Reedville,
a nontelephone station 15 3 miles fiom Portland, from Reedville 1t 15
operated as an extra to Main Street and return, Main Stieet 15 4 miles
beyond Reedville and 1s also a nontelephone station On 1ts 1eturn
to Reedville the train assumes the schedule of train No 124 for the
remzainder of the retwin tip to Portland The airangement extend-
ing this run fiom Reedville to Main Street and rettan had been 1n
effect since April 29, 1920 DBefois leaving Portland on tramm No
123, Conductor Phavis 1eceived a copy of train order No 204, quoted
above, this order being made complete to him at 8 33 a m , together
with a copy of train order No 218, 1eaching as follows

Votor 502 mstead of 313 1un on oider 204

Leaving Reedville en route to Portland as train No 124 the tramm
consisted of one motor combination coach and one motor coach, both
of steel constructzon, m charge of Conductor Pharis and Engieman
TWillett It left Beaverton, 35 miles west of Bertha and the last
open telephone office, at 1010 a m, made several stops en route,
meluding a scheduled stop at Beitha, and about half a mile east of
the station ai Bertha 1t collided with tram No 107 wlile tiaveling
at a speed believed to have been at least 20 miles an hour

The front ends of the two leading cais were toin from then
fiucks and foiced towaid the outside of the curve The front end
of ca1 303, the leading car of train No 107, was raised above the
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Fi¢ No & —Car 502, of train No 124, after {ts removal to the shops
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floor of car 502, of train No 124, telescoping that cair a distance of
about 19 feet on its right side and about 13 fect on 1ifs left side
None of the other cars was badly damaged Illustration No 3 1s
a general view, taken from the embankment on the inside of the
curve showing the leading car of train No 107 on the left and
the two cars of train No 124 on the right Illustration No 4 shows
the manner 1n which the fiont end of car 503 was bent, which un-
doubtedly contributed to the telescoping of car 502 Illustration
No 5 shows the condition of car 502 after it had heen moved to the
shops Waith the exception of an employee off duty, who was
riding 1n the front end of car 503, all of the persons killed were
riding 1 car 502 The employee on duty who was killed was
Engineman Willett, of train No 124

The crew of tram No 107 estimated the speed of their tram
approaching Bertha to have been from 20 to 25 miles an hour
Engmeman Peebler, who was off duty, was riding on the left side
ot ca1 503, and due to his position on the outside of the curve he was
the first to see tiain No 124 approaching, he called to Enginemnan
Bland, who at once applied the an brakes in emergency Ingine-
man Bland estimated tiain No 124 to have been about six ca
lengths distant when he first saw 1t \The conductor of train No 107
estimated that the speed just before the biakes were applied was
about 25 miles an hour, the accident occurred within a very few
seconds after the biakes were applhed, and he thought the speed at
the time of the accident was only 8 or 10 miles an hour According
to these employees, Bertha was the usual meeting point for these
tiamns and theie was nothing unusual about tram oider No 204,
similar orders had been 1ssued for several years, while IEngineman
Bland stated that the receipt of orders of this character had re-
cently been a matter of daily occcurrence

Conductor Pharis received train order No 204 before leaving Port-
land on tramn No 123 and clearly understood the contents of the
order, which he considered to be 1n proper form and similar to othex
orders he had 1eceived to meet train No 107 since he had been on
this 1un  When Engineman Willett whistled for the station at
Bertha, Conductor Pharis pulled the signal cord once for the purpose
of calling attention to the fact that the tramm was approaching a
meeting point, this signal being acknowledged by the engineman
The train stopped at the station, some passengers were received, and
a test of the air brakes was made, after which Conductor Phaiis
gave a proceed signal by means of the air whistle Although he was
looking out for the purpose of 1dentifying tramn No 107, Conductor
Phaiis first realized that the tran was running by the meeting
point when 1t was about at the east passing-track switch, traveling
at a speed of about 35 miles an hour He knew that train No 107 had
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not arnived, and although he said he had mtended to pull the emei-
geney cord he was unable to say whether 01 not he did so o1 whether
Le even 1eached the cord, lus only definite statement as to his actions
at that tune bemng that he started towaird the head end ol the tian,
and that the brakes weie applied just as the accident ocenried
Conductor Pharis’ statement that he gave the orders to Brakeman
IFiseli at Poitland was denied by the brakeman, who claimed that he
had not seen the orders and had had no comversation about them
with the conductolr although he Iknew that i1t was customary to meet
ttain No 107 at Bertha DBiakeman Ifisch stated that a test of the
qit brales was made at Beitha and he thought the tiain attained
a speed of about 40 miles an hour after leaving that point He did
not notice any application of the an biakes hefore the accident
ocemrted  The statements ol Conductor Phais indicated that vwlhen
coming mto Reedville on the 1etirn tirp to Portland he had tallked
with Engmeman Willett about meeting tiamn No 107 and that
Engineman Willett appeated to be 1n good health, although he had
complained about not feeling well the pievions night and of not
having had a good mght’s 1est

The statements of a biidge caipenter who had been employed
since January, 1920, an assistant n wdge foleman of seven yemrs’ ox-
perience, and of a passenger who had had eapelilence 1n iram seivice,
all of whom were passengers on train No 124 indicated that the
speed of that tram approaching the pomné of accident was 40 or 43
nules an houi, while Engmeman Senders, alco a passenger on that
tramn, did not think the speed exceeded 30 miles an homr  IEngine-
man Senders had talked with Engimeman Willett before leaving Main
Street and at that time Engimeman Willett appeared to be in noimal
physical condition and did not say anything about not feeling well

The evidence 1s not clear as to whether the an hiakes wele apphed
on tram No 124 prior to the aceident  Conductor Phaiis thought
they were applied at the time of the aceident, Brakeman Fisch and
the two bridge emplovees said they were not applied, while two
enginemen who were deadheading and four passengers, one of whom
had had previous experience m tiamn service thought they were ap-
plied a tew seconds prior lo the occutilence of the aceident

Dispatcher McLaidy stated that while he clealed tiam No 124
at Poitland, train order No 204 had been 1ssued by the dispateher
on the evious trick  Dispatcher MeLardy considered tiam o1der
No 204 to be correct and proper 1 every respect and stated that since
April 29 he had 1gsued a sinnlar order to tram No 123 nearly everv
davy  According Lo Dispatcher MeLardy the reason fo1 1ssuing one
order covering the round tup of the cew on tians Nos 123 and
124 was that the texminals of tram No 123 at Reedhille and of the
catra at Mamn Street ale nontelephone stations

-
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Tlus aceident was caused by the failure of Conductor Pharis and
IEngineman Willett of train No 124 to obey train order No 204,
which established a meeting point between their tran and tramn No
107 at Bertha

The evidence indicates that Conductor Phars had talked with
Engmeman Willett about the order and that the engmeman fully
undeistood 1its contents, that Engineman Senders had talked with
Engmeman Willett at Main Street, at which time he seemed to b2
i noimal physical condition, that Engineman Willett acknowl-
edged the condunctor’s meeting-point signal when approaching Bertha,
and that a stop was made at that time and a test of the an brakes
made In view of these facts, and also 1n view of the fact that the
controller of ca1 508 was equipped with a device known as “dead
man’s control,” which cuts off the eurrent and applies the biakes
mm case the engineman becomes physically incapitated and his hand
is removed fiom the controller, any attempt to ascign a defimte
reason fo1 the failute of Engineman Willett to comply with tiamn
order No 204 and bring his train to a stop before passing the east
passing-tiack switch, at which pomnt train No 107 was to have taken
the siding for hig train, 1esolves itself into a matter of mere con-
jectuie  That Conductor Phaiis was not paying proper attention
to the operation of his train was evident from the fact that his
t1ain wag near the east passing-track switch, running at a speed esti-
mated by hmm to have been about 35 miles an hour, before he realized
that the 1equirements of the meet order were not heing observed,
while the acaident occurred before he had taken any effective steps
toward bringing his train to a stop Knowing that after leaving
the station at Bertha ns train would have to stop within a distance
ot less than one-half mile for the purpose of meeting train No 107,
16 15 1nconcervable how Conductor Pharis could have 1eturned to the
inside of his tramn and have become so englossed with other mattels
as not to know that the meet order was bemng disregarded

Engineman Willett was employed as a fiteman 1n April, 1898, and
promoted to engmeman 1n 1902 He had been disciplined on two
oceasions for improper handling of tram orders Engineman Willett
wasg consideied to be an unusually efficient engineman, while invest1-
gation failed to disclose anything to indicate that he had not made
propet use of his period off duty Conductor Pharis was employed
as a bralteman in 1900 and promoted to conductor in 1904 s record
was good At the time of the accident the crew of tiain No 124 had
been on duty nearly 5 hours, after about 12 hours off duty

Cars 502 and 503, the leading cars on the two tiamns involved n
this accident, were built 1n 1913 They were 55 feet 4 inches 1n length
over the buffer beams and weighed 100,200 pounds Their tiont
ends were not equipped with vestibules, thus placing the engineman
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at the extieme front of the car  The passengers in each car were
separated from the front end of the car by a baggage compartment
10 feet 3 mnch mn length

This aceadent again directs attention to the inherent weaknesses of
the time-table and train-order method of operation as compared with
the block system 'Two other head-end collisions occurring on the
lines of the Southern Pacific Co 1n this locality have been investi-
gated, one 1n 1915 and one m 1918, which were due to sumilar causes

The accompanying sketch indicates the arrangement of the tiacks
of the Poitland division in the vicmity of Portland Over these

1

St Joseph

2\ hiteson

It NO O —Troclks of T'ortland Drivisieon 1 viemnity of Poilland

lines there 15 a laige volume of traffic meluding a considerable num-
ber of subwiban trains Foliowing the Riveirdale accident 1n 1915
the block system was 1nstalled on the Line from Jefferson Street De-
poet, Portland, to Oswepo, and at the time of the accident nea
Oswego 1 1918 an appropniation had been made for extending the
hlock system west o that pomt The traflic on these lines 15 of
such character, inclnding t1aimns making frequent stops and attan-
g compaiatisely high speed Detween stations, that proper pirotec-
tion can be furmshed onlv by blocl signals and a code of block rules
adequate to meet the trafhe 1equirements In this vieimty, 1 elec-
tiie train sexvice, the volume of traffic fluctuates fiom day to dav,
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paiticulaily at weelt ends and 1 holiday seasons, and 1t was brought
out at the mvestigation that 1t 1s frequently necessary to extend
schedules 1 clectric zones Under these circumstances the train
orders for directing the moivement of tiafic are particularly sus
ceptible to misunderstanding, misinte1 pretation, o1 other crrox, and
the necessity tor the block system 1s apparent The Southern Pa-
cihe Co has 1ecognized this necessity by the mnstallation of the block
systermn on o portion of these himes  On the line where this acadent
occurred, between Portland and Reedville, there are 20 fust-class
t1a1ns operated dailv i both dorections, in addition to six other fiist-
class t1ans which are operated over a portion of thisteritory  With
the exception of one tiain, which leaves Portland late in the evening
all of the<e 26 (1a1ns are operated within a perlod of approximatels
17T homs Thaffic of this densily on a single-track road warrants
the mstallation of an adequate block-sipnal system, and 1t 18 1ecom-
mended that such a svstem be promptly placed in operation on this
ime, m o1der to wsure proper proteciion for the operation of tiains

Respectinlly submitted
W P DBooraxp
Olaet, Bureau of Sapety
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