
I N T E R S T A T E C O M M E R C E 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 

JUIY3 1920 

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

senger trains on the Southern Pacific Company's lme neai Beitha, 
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 investigated jointly with the Public Service Commission ot 
Oregon, and as a lesult of this investigation I respectfully submit 
the following repoit 

This accident occurred on the West Side Branch of the Junction 
City Subdivision of the Portland Division, a single-tiack electnc 
line extending between Portland and Whiteson, Oreg, a distance of 
55 7 miles Trains are operated by time-table and tiam oiders trans­
mitted by telephone, no block-signal system being in use The acci­
dent occurred 571 feet east of the east passing-track switch at Beitha 
Approaching tins point from the east there is a short tangent, fol­
lowed by a cuive to the right of 10° 42', this cmve being 943 feet 
in length, the accident occuired on the curve at a point 174 feet 
from its western end Appioachmg the curve from the west the 
tiack is tangent for a distance of 1,754 feet There is an embank­
ment on the inside 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 othei The 
grade at the point of accident is 1 02 per cent descending for east-
bound trains About 1 400 feet west of the point of accident is a slow 
board restricting the speed of eastbound trains while rounding the 
curve to 20 miles an houi Illusti ation No 1 is a view showing how 
fai the point of accident is visible from a train approaching from the 
east, illustration No 2 is a view approaching the curve from the 
west, the man in the middle of the track on the curve is standing 
approximately at the point of accident The weather at the time of 
the accident was cleai 
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Westbound electnc passenger tiam No 107 consisted of one motoi 
combination coach, one tiailer coach, and one motor coach, all of 
steel constiuction, in charge of Conductoi Johnson and Engineman 
Bland, and was en route from Portland to McMmnville, neai White-
son It left Portland at 10 a m , with a copy of tiain oider No 
204 which provided that tiain No 107 should take siding and meet 
train No 124 at Beitha This ordei read as follows 
To C & E No 12 ̂  

No 107 
Motoi olo Reednlle taie No 123 
No 124 Keodville Lftie extia 513 east 

Motoi 515 lun e x t i a . Itperhille to Mam Stieef a n d letuin to Reedville lias 
light oiei No 234 Keednlle to Hillsboio and w a i t at Iteednlle until nine 
tneuty (9 20) a in No 107 take M d i n g and meet No 124 at Beitha No 123 
ii ait a t Poitlnnd u n t i l eight f o i t y (8 40) a m f o i No 106 

Train No 107 n as clue to arrive at Bertha at 10 22 a m and was 
approaching that station, tiaveling at a speed estimated to have been 
about 15 or 20 miles an houi, when it collided with tiam No 124 
at about 10 23 a m 

Eastbound electric passenger tram No 124 was en route from 
Eeedville to Portland, on its return tup, when the accident occurred 
This tiain is operated as train No 123 from Poitland to Eeedville, 
a nontelephone station 15 5 miles fiom Poitland, from Eeedville it is 
operated as an extra to Mam Street and return, Mam Stieet is 4 miles 
beyond Eeedville and is also a nontelephone station On its leturn 
to Eeedville the tiam assumes the schedule of tram No 124 for the 
lemamder of the return tup to Portland The airangement extend­
ing this inn fiom Eeedville to Mam Street and return had been in 
effect since April 29, 1920 Befoie leaving Portland on train No 
123, Conductoi Phans leceived a copy of tiam ordei No 204, quoted 
above, this order being made complete to him at 8 '6A a m , togethei 
ii ith a copy of tram order No 218, leading as follows 

Motoi 502 i n s t e a d o f 515 uiu o n o i d e i 204 

Leaving Eeedville en route to Portland as tram No 124 the tram 
consisted of one motor combination coach and one motor coach, both 
of steel construction, m charge of Conductoi Phans and Engineman 
Willett It left Beai erton, 5 *5 miles we=t of Bertha and the last 
open telephone office, at 10 10 a m , made seveial stops en route, 
including a scheduled stop at Beitha, and about half a mile east of 
the station at Beitha it collided Tilth tiam No 107 while 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 
tincks and foiced towaid the outside of the curve The front end 
of cai 503, the leading car of train No 107, was raised above the 
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floor of cai 502, of train No 124, telescoping that cai a distance of 
about 19 feet on its right side and about 13 feet on its left side 
None of the other cars was badly damaged Illustration No 3 is 
a general view, taken from the embankment on the inside of the 
curve showing the leading car of tram No 107 on the left and 
the two cars of train No 124 on the right Illustration No 4 shows 
the manner in 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 been moved to the 
shops With the exception of an employee off duty, who was 
riding in the front end of car 503, all of the persons killed were 
riding in car 502 The employee on duty who was killed was 
Engineman Willett, of tram No 124 

The crew of tram No 107 estimated the speed of their train 
appioaching Bertha to have been from 20 to 25 miles an hour 
Engineman Peebler, who was off duty, was ndmg on the left side 
of cai 503, and due to his position on the outside of the cuive he was 
the first to see tiain No 124 approaching, he called to Engineman 
Bland, who at once applied the an brakes in emergency Engine-
man Bland estimated tiain No 124 to have been about six cai 
lengths distant when he fiist saw it >The conductor of tram No 107 
estimated that the speed ]ust before the biakes were applied was 
about 25 miles an hour, the accident occurred within a very few 
seconds after the biakes were applied, and he thought the speed at 
the time of the accident was only 8 or 10 miles an hour According 
to these employees, Beitha was the usual meeting point for these 
tiams and theie was nothing unusual about tram older No 204, 
similar orders had been issued for several years, while Engineman 
Bland stated that the receipt of orders of this character had re­
cently been a mattei of daily occurrence 

Conductor Pharis received tram order No 204 before leaving Port­
land on train No 123 and clearly understood the contents of the 
order, which he considered to be in proper foim and similar to othei 
oiders he had leceived to meet tiain No 107 since he had been on 
this lun When Engineman Willett whistled for the station at 
Beitha, Conductor Pharis pulled the signal cord once for the purpose 
of calling attention to the fact that the tram 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 Phans 
gave a proceed signal by means of the air whistle Although he T\ as 
looking out for the purpose of identifying tram No 107, Conductoi 
Phans first realized that the "train was running by the meeting 
point when it 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 arrived, ,ind although lie said lie had intended to plill the emei-
gency cord he v as unable to say w hethei 0 1 not he did so 0 1 whether 
he even leached the cord, his only definite statement as to his actions, 
at that time being that he staited ton aid the head end ol the tiain, 
and that the brakes weie applied ]ust as the accident occurred 
Conductor Pilaris' statement that he gave the oideis to Biakeman 
Fisch at Poitland was denied b> the biakeman, who claimed that he 
had not seen the oideis and had had no conversation about them 
with the conductoi although he knew that it nas customary to meet 
tiam No 107 at Beitha Brakeman Fisch stated that a test of the 
'in brakes w as made at Beitha and he thought the tiam attained 
a speed of about 40 miles an houi aftei leaving that point Hp did 
not notice anj application of the an biakes befoie the accident 
occuned The statements ol Conductoi Phans indicated that when 
coining into ReedviUe on the leturn tup to Poitland lie had talked 

lth Engineman "VViUett about meeting tiam No 107 and that 
Engineman TTiIlett appealed to be in good health, although he had 
complained about not feeling well the pieiious night and of not 
having had a good night's lest 

The statements of a budge caipenter v ho had been employed 
since January, 1920, an assistant budge foieman of seven yeais' ex­
perience, and of a passengei who had had experience m tram seivice, 
all of whom weie passengeis on tram No 124 indicated that the 
speed of that tiam approaching the point of accident was 40 or 45 
miles an houi, while Engineman Senders, aFo a passengei on that 
tiam, did not think the speed exceeded 30 miles an houi Engine-
man Senders had talked with Engineman TTiIlett befoie leaving Mam 
Stieet and at that time Engineman Willett appealed to be in noimal 
physical condition and did not say anything about not feeling well 

The evidence is not clear as to whcthei the an biakes weie applied 
on tiam No 124 pnoi to the accident Conductoi Phaiis thought 
they weie applied at the time of the accident, Biakeman Fisch and 
the two budge employees said they were not applied, while two 
engmemen who were deadheading and foui passengers, one of whom 
had had previous expenence in tiam seivice thought they were ap­
plied a lew seconds pnoi to the occunence of the accident 

Dispatchei McLaidy stated that while he cleaied tiam No 123 
at Poitland, tiam oidei No 204 had been issued by the dispatchei 
on the pievious trick Dispatchei McLardy consideied tiam oidei 
No 204 to be concct and piopei in ei eiy respect and stated that since 
April 29 he had issued a srmilai order to tiain No 123 nearly eieiv 
day According to Dispatcher McLardv the reason foi issuing one 
oiclei coieimg the round tup of the ciew on tiains Nos 123 and 
124 was that the teiminals of tiam No 123 at Keechille and ol the 
extia at Mam Stieet aie nontelephone stations 
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This accident was caused by the failure of Conductoi Pharis and 

Engmeman Willett of tram No 124 to obey tram order No 204, 
which established a meeting point between their train and tiain No 
107 at Bertha 

The evidence indicates that Conductor Pharis had talked "with 
Engmeman Willett about the order and that the engmeman fully 
undeistoocl its contents, that Engmeman Senders had talked with 
Engmeman Willett at Mam Street, at which time he seemed to bs 
in noimal physical condition, that Engmeman Willett acknowl­
edged the conductor's meeting-point signal when approaching Bertha, 
and that a stop was made at that time and a test of the an biakes 
made In view of these facts, and also in view of the fact that the 
controllei of cai 503 was equipped with a device known as " dead 
man's control," which cuts off the current and applies the biakes 
in case the engmeman becomes physically incapitated and his hand 
is removed fiom the controller, any attempt to assign a definite 
reason foi the failuie of Engmeman Willett to comply with tiain 
order No 204 and bring his tram to a stop befoie passing the east 
passing-tiack switch, at which point tram No 107 was to have taken 
the siding foi his tram, lesolves itself into a matter of mere con-
jectuie That Conductoi Phaiis was not paying pioper attention 
to the operation of his tram was evident f iom the fact that his 
tiam was near the east passing-track switch, running at a speed esti­
mated by him to have been about 35 miles an hour, before he realized 
that the lequirements of the meet order were not being observed, 
while the accident occuired befoie he had taken anj effective steps 
tow aid bringing his train to a stop Knowing that after leaving 
the station at Bertha his tram would have to stop withm a distance 
of less than one-half mile for the purpose of meeting tram No 107, 
it is inconceivable how Conductor Pharis could have letmned to the 
inside of his tiam and have become so engiossed with other matteis 
as not to know that the meet older was being disregarded 

Engmeman Willett was employed as a fiieman in April, 1698, and 
piomoted to engmeman in 1902 He had been disciplined on two 
occasions for improper handling o± tram orders Engmeman Willett 
was consideied to be an unusually efficient engmeman, while investi­
gation failed to disclose anything to indicate that he had not made 
proper use of his period off duty Conductoi Pharis was employed 
as a brakeman in 1900 and promoted to conductor m 1904 His record 
was good At the time of the accident the ciew 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 tiams involved in 
this accident, weie built in 1913 They were 55 feet 4 inches in length 
over the buffer beams and weighed 100,200 pounds Their tiont 
ends were not equipped with vestibules, thus placing the engmeman 
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at the extieme fiont of the cai The passengers in each car were 
separated from the front end of the car by a baggage compartment 
10 feet J inch in length 

This accident again directs attention to the inherent weaknesses of 
the time-table and tram-ordei method of operation as compared with 
the block system Two other head-end collisions occmring on the 
lines of the Southern Pacific Co in this locality have been investi­
gated, one m 1915 and one m 1918, which were cine to similar causes 

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

I'll* No b—Trucks, of Poi t land Division m u e i m t j oC Po i l l and 

lines there is a laige volume of tiaffic including a consideiable num­
ber of subuiban tiams Following the Riveidale accident m 1915 
the block system was installed on the line from Jeffeison Street De­
pot, Poitland, to Oswego, and at the time of the accident neai 
Oswego m 1918 an appiopnation had been made foi extending the 
block system wrest of that point The traffic on these lines is of 
such character, including tiains making frequent stops and attain­
ing compaiatnelv high speed between stations, that piopei piotec-
tion can be furnished onlv bv block signals and a code of block rules 
adequate to meet the traffic leqinrements In this i lcinity, in eleo-
tnc tiam seivice, the volume of tiaffic fluctuates fiom day to dav, 
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paitjculdily at week ends and in holiday seasons, and it was bi ought 
out at the investigation that it is frequently necessary to extend 
schedules m clectnc zones TJndei these circumstances the train 
01 deis foi dnectmg the movement of traffic are particularly sus 
teptible to misunderstanding, mismteipretation, 01 othei erroi, and 
the necessity lor the block system is apparent The Southern Pa­
cific Co lias i e c o g n i 7 e d this necessity by the installation of the block 
system on a portion of these lines On the line wheie tins accident 
occuued, between Poitland and lieedi die, there are 20 fust-class 
tiams opeiated daily in both directions, m addition to six othei nibt-
dass tiams which are opeiated ovei a poition of this temtory "With 
the exception of one tiam, which leaves Poitland late in the evening 
all of these 26 tiains arc operated withm a penod of approximately 
17 houis Tiaftic of this density on a single-track road warrants 
the installation of an adequate block-signal system, and it is lecom-
tnended that such a system be promptly placed in opeiation on this 
line, m oi dei to liisuie piopei piotection foi the operation of tiams 

Respecttnlh submitted 
W P BOBIAND 

Chief, Bureau of Safety 
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