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INTERSTATE COMMERCE COLLI Id°ION 

REPORT OP THS DIRECTOR OP THE BUREAU OP Si .PETY I N 
RE I N V E S T I G A T I O N OP AN A C C I D E N T U H I C H OCCURRED 
ON THE SOUTHERN R A I I / ' A Y NEAR E L K O , A L A . , ON 
MARCH 20, 1926. 

April 19, 1926. 

To the- Comrais s I on 

On March 20, ]9£6, there res a derailment 
of a passenger train on the Southern Railway near 
Bike, Ala., v, hi oh resulted in the injury of one ex­
press messenger. The invest igf t i u n of this accident 
iT.a.s made m conjunction rith representatives of the 
Alabanu Ppblic Service Commission. 

location rrd method of operation 
This accident occurred on that part of 

the Memphis Division ;,hich extends betvcon Citico, 
nea.r Chattan^og* , Tcnn. . anl Shcffiell, A l a . , a 
distance of 167.2 miles. Trams a.re operated by 
timc-t'bDe m l trim orders, no block-sign: 1 system 
being in use. The point i f accident u r s £6 foot 
east of the rest passing-track switch . t E I K O . 
Approaching this p^int from the; >est tne track is 
tmgent fox a. distance of about 2 miles, while the 
grade is alternately kscenling and aseerdmg, 
being 0,67 per cent ascending immeliatcly approach­
ing tho p o u t of accident. 

The track is laid , ith 85-pound rails, 
single-spik-d t" an average of 18 or 19 ties to 
the rail-length; tie plates are not used except at 
switches m d on curves. The track is b* llastel 
with from If to 18 inches of geod ou^lity gravel 
ballast. The ge-nora.l n-intent nee is good. 

Tho -cather ' :.s clear at the time of the 
accident, ,vhich occur re . at 3.55 p. m. 

Description 
Uastbound passenger tram Ho, 36 con­

sisted of one express cm, one combination mail 
and baggage car and three coachws, hauled by en-



gme 1319, e„nd was m c l i T g e of Conductor Forris 
and Engineman White. The express car was of 
wooden construction while the tr lance rere of 
steel construction. This trc I C left Sheffield 
at 1.25 p. o. , on time, left Madison, the 1<_ st 
open office, 4.3 miles irom Elko, at 3.48 p. m., 
five minutes late, and vis derailed just after 
vi ssmg th3 w^st switch at miko while traveling 
at r speed estimated to ha.ve bt^n about 40 miles 
an ho ur. 

The entire tram was derailed to the 
right with the exception of the left engine truck 
wh&els, but all the eeuipment renamed upnp.ht 
with the exception of the tender, which turned 
over on its right side. The he^d end cf tno en­
gine came to rest 495 leet beyond the point of 
dt,rci lment. 

m 
Surf mar y of evidence 

Engmeman ,/hite said he had noticed 
nothing unusual in the track conditions when ap­
proaching Elko, but a.t about the tirau t h ^ engine 
passed over the switch he felt an unusual lurch 
to the right and immediately applied the n r 
brakes m umergoney. ^fter the tram had stopped 
he vent b^ck along the tracx to see if he cc aid 
ascertain t h e cause ex the e.ecident, and .vhile 
he noticed slight irregularities in the surface 
of the tr ok he did net consider them sufficient 
to cause the tram t e be derailed. Ifingmoman 
7hite said he "lso m^de a careful examination 
of tne engine rnd tender but without result; 
he did s^y, however, th-̂ t ho thought the right 
forward tender-truck he^ls U T „ the first to be 
derailed a.nd his ider as to the caus^. was that 
the engine and tender «rc coupled too tightly. 
It further appeared from -mgm^man 'White's state­
ments that "iter the rccidt nt some one approached 
him sa.ying that they 'ere retting up a petition 
complaining of tne condition of the ties end a.skud 
him to sign tnis petition, mieh he refused to do, 
at the same time spying that the °ceident T,as net 
due tc the condition of the ties. 

Jiri ' f i i \\ pies said ho he d net noticed 
r nything unusutl m thd v n y the m g mo rode a l ­
though he he d noticed thwt the tender did not scum 
to be riding pr-pcrly, appr rcntly oemg soac-hat 
rigid on the left B i l e . His first knur lodge of 
anything wrong ,;rs "hen the ^n^me ivde a sudden 
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movcucnt to one- side iimjdi°tc ly following *» hieh 
the engineman . pplicl tho f,ir brakes in emergency. 
FIREMAN Llrplos had O , L.N cer this portion of tno 
road on tho preceding dry, but at that time he had 
not noticed any rough spots M tho trr ok M the 
vicinity of tho •'.est switch, and he stated TH R T he 
consiicrod this particular section of track to be 
maintained m good condition. 

IJastor Mechanic Dyke s id k examined tho 
engine ,nd tender "ftor the accident and "Iso ex­
amined the tra.ek but did not find •-ny thing \ hich M 
his opinion would H_ vc caused the a-ccidcnt. Mr. 
Dyke vas asked \ hat he thought would hapcon if the 
south or right ra.il , ero/loi xor a distance of about 
EC rail-lengths, follo\ ea by i. joint M the left 
rail \ hich V Q S une-h. If ĵ nch J-O' , and h u rL-oliod he 
thought taerc^vould be sdmc rj.bra.tion, but he also 
said it uas his" opinion 4hat tne side-baring 
clcrance and springs should take c^re of the 
situation and o.llô  the tjfngin? to right ITSELF. 
Supervisor Lillians saidfho H&d been ' V e r this 
portion of the road on the dayl prior to the acci­
dent : nd at th"t time th&re a ) nothing about the 
track \hich n^uied attention. | 

IN his f m a rtio'-rt Covering his invest 1-
GC tion of the acoido-NT, Superintendent p-yne said 
THE accident a.'S due to a slight BRO^k in the eleva­
tion jf the trr ek, ccjplqd : ltJi the Set that the 
tender a. s riding rigidly on trfc jentor casting and 
on the loft side be ring § alt M G M the loading 
tender-truck \ncel ON the4?r>5b^ s ide mounting the 
ragEt rail. according to his'report, this wheel 
then R._ n on the br.LL of the rail a distance of 16 
FEET 6 inches BEFORE dropping off on the outside, 
and when the derailed WHEELS encountered THE frog 
of the S 'itch they dTi~GUD it t^ such an EXTENT as 
to cruse the derailment of tho fcllo, ing c^rs. 

C II. Pulley, a resident of Huntsvilie, 
I T S a passenger on train I7R. 36 at the time of the 
accident rxd ho stated that hi. hr d not noticed r ny-
thing unusual T r i o r tc its occurrence. 1.1 r. Pul]uy 
has a. 1-RGC f^rm bent 15 rnLs from Huntsvillo and 
ridos bet\EON this farn and Huntsvillt, T c or three 
tiTes each T~EOK, and ho s id tnat H^ bad often 
aa Iked over TBAT portion UF THE trr ck in tne 
vicinity ~f his farm. He considered tho LIES to 
be M bad condition *" nd said HO had oeon informed 
that the section foremen 'ERE net "11^ ^d to rena­
me rc than five or six ties per r" 11-longth per year. 
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He '„ Is o said that on one occasion he l±"d foand tvo 
spikes \ hich he h^d bct.ii hie bn pall oat of the 
ties by hand, and no thou* et ihis T S a crnditinn 
vhich existed rather gc-n^r-Jly0 Ea had h d no 
track experience of aj.y kind but s ril he considered 
that the : ccidcnt 1 as d ue tc the bad or nd it ion of 
the tra.ck and xhat deeiaelly marc than six ties per 
rail-length v^rc m need of renc cl. 

T 7 . L* Baker, alsc a resident of Huntsville, 
made the cnplnnt to the State Ccrmission v.hich \ as 
the b rsis fur this investigation^ In th"t ccmruaint 
ho said he felt thr t this accident \c.s due to the 
bad condition of the ties, saying that the road 
showed, and he had alsc be M mfurm ad by some of the 
section men, that only six ne1" tics r^rs allowed per 
rail-length per year-. Inn letter cf complaint did 
net indicate any personal kro ledge >f defective 
conditions, rnd on acccjnt of In. Bakorfs r.bsence 
from Euntsvillo at the tine the investigation wa.s 
made, no oppcrtunity I T S offered for personal mter-
vievv. 

L\ ta furnished by tho railroad officials 
showed tho mc as are a^nts of the fa nrface ehj.ch \ ore 
taken for a distance of several hunircd feet i est 
of m e point of accident The^e measurements in­
dicated that at tho initial point of derailment 
t ac so ath or right rail vas ono-ou^rtcr inch lew, 
at tne first joint to tne vest^ard the left rail 
rr.s one-he If inch low, and back cf this point the 
right rail i/rs either level or lo\, for a considerable 
distance, the rail at its 1 eest point being one-
half inch lower than the left rail. with respect 
te the gL uge , the figures sho ,ed that ^s a i hole 
it -,̂ s i_ell maintained, *hile ith respect to the 
condition of t.io ties it rpo.ar.;J th_t i, ithin the 
distance of 6C4 feet lmm^dif tely \ est of the point 
of accident there U T u 35G ties m use , 50 cf v-hich 
had been classified a.s being in bad conditlr-n. The 
examination of the ties by th~ Commission's inspec­
tors, however, indie? tved the t seme of these 5 0 tias 
V'ere still m serviceable ccndition. 

In addition to checking the d t° furnished 
by the officials of the company as a result cf their 
ovn investigations, Lr de shortly after tne occurrence 
of the accident, the Ccrmissicn1 s inspectors cx: mined 
the track fcr a distance of s^v^ral miles fcr the 
purpose cf ascertaining its gon^r" 1 condition. In 
addition to fin ling the i: ta r^icrmd to in the 
preceding paragraph tc he gonerrlly correct, it >as 
found that the conditions there outlined 'ere fair-

http://bct.ii
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ly represent tive o f tnut prevailing Jcivhur^. 
In addition, tne C imrisii'n's inspectcrs ± e and that 
v ithin the d i s L : n e c of 1 r lie i m m e d i a t e l y u s u of 
the p e m t e f accident there- \ v re 3 1 scikeB witch 
co all he p u l l e d out of the tiob b y nend, vhile 
there \ ere 19 ethers which - J o missing or m an 
unserviceable condition- The 0 istr lb ut i nn o f the 
loose and missing spikes 1 as sucn, lia^v^r, as to 
have pr t ctiCtJ ly no effect on tho Security of the 
track structure, and it appeared the t t h e geneial 
condition of the track ,nth rvsp^ct t r rtils^, ties, 
spiking, maintenance of joints, be.lla.st cud sur­
facing -as good, although there one point about 
850 fe^t \est cf the point of accident here the 
drainage i as poor b u t n^t sufficiently sc to make 
the track unsaid. Lt anotner point vh^re the 
track runs taiough the farm of ilr. Pulley theie 
I'cru 14 missing spikes \:thm i distance of ap­
proximately l\ miles, hile tl cr^ u-r^ also a few 
ties which Were to be renewed, b u t here again the 
gcoernl condition cf the tra-ck as good. 

^c cording to the records, engine 1319 
had only travel^ i about 400 miles s m c u leaving 
the shops. At the t irie- cf the investigation of 
this accident by the Gommisjion's inspectors tho 
tender nad nut been r^turn^d tc service and it) .as 
possible to make- t caruful e x - u i in tion of t h e lender 
trucks. It , rs found that a shin h^d been placed 
over the side-bearing c a s t i n g on the left s i d e of 
the fori : rd tiuck in order tc c empens'tw for ex­
cessive si d o - b e a r i n g el n ranee. C^refil exaiii na­
tion of this f e a t u r e , no e v e r , d i e 1 not indicate 
the presence of ny binding rr rigidity as re­
ferred to in the superintendent's report, jiile 
tne rd..r on either side of the center c sting 
referred t" be unif-rn, indicating tn t the tender 
had been r ^ l l b-l.nc^d, m f c t , the investigation 
so far as t h e equipment »as cencerned f; i h 1 to 
develop anything ,hich i t as thmrnt cnuld h. ve 
led t o the- occunence of t n e accident. 

Cenclus i ;ns 
T h e cause of this accident irs n:t 

definitely ascertained. 

The C oi ifi is sir n r s inspectors did not reach 
the scene of this accident until 19 days a^tor its 
occurrence, and of course the neatSsary repairs te 
the track 1 hich had been damage el in tne accident 
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ha.d long since buen completed. The m b xctors 
;orc m l e , ho ^ V e r , to confirm the d~ta furnjsred 
by the cifiaif la t c t < u -ff:ct t J t tho right 
rail i-fs lo T _m turn t.iu lcrt m l for a ccn-
sidermle distance, foil ̂  >d by one- lev joint m 
the left r:ih end i t is entirely possible tnrt 
this abrupt change m the general sar-f ce of t h e 
track A i g r t vo b e e n a f c , t i r e i n crabmg thej 

derailment. Tne ̂ xr mi option ci tne t r E . c k m the 
immediate vicinity of the p< int of acoicent : nd 
also for a distance of several .n . h s e&t t h e r e o f 
did not mdicte the existence ox m y ^argmons 
conditions, m i r i c t , it app^rrcl fh. t the state­
ments tn, t the tics y . m e generally m a E o n or 
loss rotten condition m e uruarrmtei, and thet 
the condition of t n e t r a c K m s filly cqi.<.rl ti tne 
average, if not above tne nvcrr^n, considering 
the traffic move l e n t to uuoh i t is sdbjt.cted, 
consiatirg of abcat six trams daily in mch 
direction. 

Respectfully submitted, 

w. J. PATTERS Oil 

Assistant Director. 


