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REPORT OF THE DIRECTOR OF THE BUREAU OF SAFETY IN RE IN­
VESTIGATION OF AN ACCIDENT WHICH OCCURRED ON THE LOUIS­
VILLE & NASHVIiAE RAILROAD AT ELSIECOAL, KY , ON NOV­
EMBER 16, 1923. 

January 21, 3 924. 

To the Commission-

On November 16, 1923, tnere was a nead-ena col­
l i s i o n between two freight t rams on the Louisvi l le & 
Nashville Rai lroad at Els iecoal , Ky. , which resulted in 
the death of two employees and the injury of seven em­
ployees 

Location and Method of Operation. 

This accident occurred on the Eastern Kentucky 
Division between Hazard and McRoberts, Ky„> a distance of 
57 miles, Neon, 2.8 miles north of McRoberts, being a 
terminal for fre ight trains At the point of accident 
this is a s ingle-track l ine over which t rams are operated 
by time-table and t r a m orders, no block-signal sysberr be­
ing in use, southbound trains are superior by direction. 
This accident occurred approximately 400 feet south of the 
station at Els iecoal , Approaching this point from the south 
there is an 8° curve to the l e f t 1,327.9 feet in length, 
followed by a tangent i52.5 feet long, then followed by a 
7° curve to the right 1,089.9 feet in length, the accident 
occurring on this curve 446 feet from its northern end. 
Approaching from tne north there are several short curves 
and tangents, followed by a tangent 817.5 feet in length 
and the curve on which the accident occurred. The grade 
is pract ica l ly l eve l or s l ightly descending northward at 
the point of accident. The view is restr icted to about 
300 feet on account of the Dank of a cut on the right side 
of th e tr ack. The we atn e r was c1oudy at the tlme of th e 
accident, which occurred at about 4.14 p.m 

Description. 

Northbound freight t r a m No. 30 consisted of 13 
cars and a caboose, haulea Dy engine 1136, ana was m 
chaige of Conductor Harris and Engmeman Sheegog. This 
t r a m l e f t Neon, 31 7 miles south of Els iecoal , at 10.30 
a.m , after receiving a copy of tra in order No. 70, on 
Form 31, reading in part as follows: 



"No 30 Eng 113b meet 3r.d 43 eng 1379 at Kona No 45 
Eng 1054 at Ma/kinz 3rd 43 Eng 2408 at Whitesburg 

29 Eng 3 055 at Hoxana No b§ Eng 1098 at Viper 
Nos 33 and 35 Engs 1 ar.d 2 at Double track north 
of 3.G. Tower" 

This tra in passed Whitesourg, 8.6 miles from E]s iecoal and the 
l a s t open o f f i c e , at 3.45 p.m., and co l l ided with t r a m No. 29 
at El siecoal while running at a speed estimated to have been 
about 20 miles an hour. 

Southbound fre ight t r a m Wo. 29 consisted of 3 cars and a 
caboose, hauled by engine 1055, and was in charge of Conductor 
Moore and Engmeman Eundschu. This t r a m departed from Black-
ey, 8 miles from Els iecoal , at 3.51 p.m., at vhich point two 
t r a m orders not involved m t m s accident were received, no 
copy of t r a m oi^sr ho, 7 0 , previously quoted, having been r e ­
ceived; passed Rcxana, 3,1 miles from Els iecoal and the l a s t 
open o f f i c e , the point at which i t should have met train No. 
30, and co l l ided with t r a m No. 30 at Elsiecoal while trave l ­
ing at a speed estimated to have been between 25 and 30 miles 
an hour. 

The locomotives were considerably damaged but remained 
upright- The f i r s t car of t r a m No. 29 was demolished and the 
second car derai led . Several cars of t r a m No. 30 were de­
r a i l e d and more or less badly damaged, one car oeing destroyed 
The employees k i l l e d were the engmeman of tra in No. 29 and th 
head brakeman of t ra in No. 30. 

Summary of evidence 

Dispatcher McClanahan said he issued tra in order No. 70 
at 10.30 a.m., copying i t m his tram-order book while trans­
mitting, and underscoring the order as repeated by the various 
operators. He said he transmitted the order to Operator May 
at Blackev, at the same time i t -res given to the other opera­
tors and he did not think that he would have entered the op­
erator 's personal signature unless the operator had repeated 
the order back and acknowledged his "OK" to i t , and that while 
he annulled the order at several points,no annallment or ier 
was placed involving the meet oetween trains Nos. 39 and 30. 
Dispatcher IlcClanahan said he was fami l iar with the voice of 
Operator -lay and that the operator answered him for t r a m 
ord^r No. ?0 and also when he subsequently issued tra in orders 
Nos. 84 and 89. He further said that whan he went off duty at 
3 p.m., he made a writ ten +ransfer of a l l t r a m orders out­
standing to the re l i ev ing dispatcher which showed t r a m order 
No. 70 as being outstanding for t r a m No. 29 at Blackey and 
unsigned by the conductor of that t r a m . 

Dispatcher Farmar re l ieved Dispatcher McClanahan and r e ­
ceived from him the book containing the transfer of outstand-



- 3 -

ing and unsigned t r a i n orders , rrhich showed t r a m orders Nos, 
70, 84 and 99, B.11 on Form 31, were outstanding at Bl ackey fo r 
t r a i n No, ?9 and had not been signed. He f a i l e d , however, to 
r e f e r to che order oook and to read the t r a m order when read­
ing the t r ans fe r . He said Operator Disney, wno r e l i e v e d Op­
e ra to r May at 3 p .m. , gave h m the signaturss to the l a s t two 
orders at 3.32 p .m. , and he gave the operator "complete" over ­
l ook ing t r a m oraer 11c. 70, being of the impression that i t 
had been signed before he went on duty. iJispatcher Farmer a l s f 

said that m conversa t ion wi th the operator at the time the 
orders were s igned, he remarked to the ope r? to r , as a reminder 
to the c re \ i i , that t r a m No. 29 met t r a m T̂o* 30 at Roxana and 
t r a i n f i r s t No 36 at Blackey instead of US and that the opera­
to r made nc oonrcent other than to acknovledge the "complete" 
to the order , out v n i l e checking the meeting po in t s of t r a i n 
No. 29 with Operator Disney, the l a t t e r remarked that he d id 
not have the meet order f o r that t r a m at Roxana wi th t r a m Wo. 
30, and Dispatcher Farmer sa id he t o l d the operator he under­
stood that t r a m No. 29 r e c e i v e d tne order at U] van which i s 
a s t a t i on 5.8 miles north of Blackey, 

Operator May, at Blackey, said that on the morning in 
quest ion ne was working on h i s t i c k e t repor t a t a desk in the 
center of the o f f i c e and had not had occas ion to l e a v e tne of­
f i c e between 10 and 11 ami. , nor did he f a i l t o answer the 
d i s p a t c h e r ' s c a l l oetween those hours. He sa id that no one out 
himself worked on t i e wire and that at no t i i a d i d he r e c e i v e 
t r a i n o r i e r No. 70 he r e c e i v e ! t "am orders Nos. 34 and 99 and 
t r ans fe r r ed tnom to the r e l i e v i n g opera tor , Disney, oefore 
go ing o f f duty, 

Operator Disnev said he r e c e i v e d f rop Operator May the 
t r an s f e r showing t r a m or i e r s No. 84 and 99 outstanding and un­
signed by t r a m No 29, no other orders being turned over to 
him, nor d i d he r e c e i v e any a d d i t i o n a l orders f o r that t r a m . 
He said whm the s ignatures or the conductor and engmeman of 
t r a m No. ?9 were o o t a m e d , he t ransmit ted tnem t o the d i s ­
patcher a n d r e c e i v e d "complete" to them. Operator Disney fur ­
ther sam that he had not conversed \ i t h the i i spa tche r vi th 
r e f e r e n c e to t r a m T.Io, 29 meeting t r a i n No. 30 at Roxana as 
s ta ted OY the d i spa tcher , nor 1 1 1 the dispatcher ins t ruc t him 
to say anything to the ere1* of t r a m No. 39. A f t e r he l ea rned 
of the accident he made a search of the of f 1 c 3 out was unaole 
to l o c a t e t r a i n order No. 70. Agent Gregory, at Blackey, said 
he had no know] edge of< the handling of the t r a m orders m 
quest ion and maae unsuccessful search aoout the o f f i c e f o r tne 
t r a m order i n v o l v e d . 

Operator Sowen, at Whitesburg, said he copied and repea t ­
ed t r a m order No. 70 and i t was n i s r e c o l l e c t i o n that ne heard 
tne opera tor at Blackey repeat the order by reason of the f ac t 
that there were so many t r a i n s meeting on the or lev and ne 
noted that a l l of tne o f f i c e s addressed repeated the order cor ­
r e c t l y . He though the operator at BJackey acknowledged the 
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d i spa t che r ' s O.K. g i v i n g nig p r i v a t e s i g n a l . Operator Whisman, 
at North Hazard, said that h e tnoughi he heard the operator at 
Bl ackey repeat tne order bv reason of the f a c t that p r i o r to a 
t ime- tab le change w h i c h he had temporar i ly f o r g o t t e n , i t had 
D^sn customary f o r a meet order t o oe placed at Jef f f o r t r a i n 
No. 39 and he ,?as impressed ^ l th the f a c t that the order ffas 
pi aced at ^ l a c K e y , o r d i n a r i l y wnen t r a m o n e r s were p laced 
j o i n t l y at ' J e f f and h i s s t a t i o n , he f o l l o w e d the operator at 
•Jef f in r epea t ing and on th i s occasion h e -atoned for tne opera­
tor at Je f f and no t i ced that the operator at 3laokey repeated 
the o r d e r . He too tnought the operator acknowledged the d i s ­
pa tche r ' s O.K. Operators Vance at Xona, and C o l o e r t , at Neon, 
said they copied and repeated tne t r a m order m question and 
heard t h e other s t a t ions a id ressed repeat the order but were not 
p o s i t i v e tnat they neard the operator a t Blackey reneat i t . 
Operator Cundiff, at Unites our g who had r e l i e v e d Operator Bowen 
at 3. p .m. , ^aid t h a t at aoout 3.35 p .m. , he overheard a conver­
sa t ion on the te lephone b e t W 3 e n an operator whose v o i c e he d id 
not r ecogn ize and the dispatcher to the e f f e c t that the operate -

said that he d i d r o t have an ordei f o r t r a m No, 39 t o meet 
t r a m No. 30 at Roxana, and tne dispatcher remarked, "I under­
stand that h e g o t i t at Divan 1 1 , Operator R o w e l l , at J e f f , said 
no overheard tne u pne conversa t ion . 

Engmeman Sheegog, of t r a i l No. 30, said he r e c e i v e d a copy 
of t r a m order No. 70 at Neon, Approaching E l s i e c o a l be made 
a l i g h t a i r -brake a p p l i c a t i o n and about 30 seconds l a t e r , when 
on the curve just south of E l s i e c o a l , sa? ; r a in No. 39 apprach­
ing a o o u t 3 car l eng ths a-vay, app l ied the a i r brakes in emergen­
cy and jump 3 d , at ATnich time he est imated the speed to have 
been about 30 mi les an hour. 

Conductor Moore, of t r a m No. 39, said he r e c e i v e d copies 
o f t r a m orders No. 8<i and 99 at Blackey but that he d i d not 
r e c e i v e an order p r o v i d i n g f o r a meet oet veen t r a m No. 30 and 
h i s o vn t r a m at Roxama He said ne -Tas r i d i n g m the cupola 
of the caboose with the three brakemen and sa^ t r a m No. 30 
approaching "hen i t was aoout two oar lengtns away and es t imat ­
ed the T p e e d of n: s t r a m to have oeen aoout 35 miles an hoar 
at the time of t n e c o l l i s i o n . Brakemen ^Vell s and Davis and 
El agman Lanier co r rooora ted the statem°nt of Conductor Moore 
r e l a t i v e to the t r a i n orders r e c e i v e ! Fireman Ilmnich said 
he read t r a i n o r i ° r s No. 84 ani 99, r e c e i v e d at Blackev^ but 
tnat they d i d not hold an o r d e r f o r t h e i r t r a m to meet t r a m 
No. 30 at Roxana. He said the engines were about 100 f e e t 
apart w h e n ne f i r s t sa t t r a m No, 30 at)prcaching at which time 
h i s t r a m ^as running at a speed of b e t veen 35 and 30 mi les an 
hour. 



- 5 -

Concl as 1 oris 

This accident was caused oy the f a i l u r e t o d e l i v e r t r a i n 
order No, 70 t o the crew of t r a m No. 29 at Blackey. 

There i s a d i r e c t c o n f l i c t m the testimony of Dispatcher 
McC] anahan, who asse r t s that he placed the t r a m order at 
Blackey, and Operator i-fey, who denies thac the order was r e c e i v 
ed a t h i s s t a t i on . Other evidence on t h i s poin t i s a l s o con­
f l i c t i n g , and m at tempting to place the r e s p o n s i b i l i t y as be­
tween thase t\ rc employees the issues r e so lves i t s e l f s o l e l y 
i n to one of a quest ion of v e r a c i t y , which in the absence of 
evidence of a mora s a t i s f a c t o r y nature cannot be determine 1, 

Dispatcher Farmer 1 3 at f a u l t f o r h is f a i l u r e to take the 
necessary steps to have the t r a m order issued t o the crew of 
t r a m wo. 29 oefore that t r a i n l e f t Blackey. The order was 
shown on the t ransfe r made oy Dispatcher McClanahan, and Dispat­
cher Farrer admitted tnat he over looked i t . 

Tnis accident again c a l l s a t t en t ion to + he inherent weak­
ness of the t r a in -o rde r method of t r a m opera t ion . Wherever 
t r a m s are operated under t h i s system the oppor tun i t ies f o r 
f a i l u r e s such as th i s are ever present and such accidents may 
be expected. There are 16 scheduled t r a m s operated d a i l y or 
d a i l y except Sundays over t n i s po r t ion of the i i v i s i o n . T r a f f i c 
of such l e n s i t y over a s i n g l e - t r a c k l i n e f u l l y warrants the in ­
s t a l l a t i o n of a b lack-s ignal system, had an adequate c lock-s ig­
nal or automatic t r a m - c o n t r o l system oeen in use on t h i s l i n e 
t h i s acc i l an t unlouotedly would have been aver ted . 

Dispatcher Mo03 anahan was employed as an operator i n 1913 
and vns promoted to dispatcher in 1917. Dispatcher Farmer was 
employed as an operator m Apr i l , 1932, previous t o which he 
had had s ix yea r s ' exper ience as an operator on another r a i l r o ? " 
and vas promoted to dispatcher m March, 1923. The records of 
these dispatchers s ince t h e i r s e r v i c e with t h i s r a i l r o a d , par t i ­
c u l a r l y that of Dispatcher IlcClanahan, were not good. Operator 
May 'vas employed as an operator m May, 1918. 

The CT3W of t r a i n No. 39 had been on duty l e s s than 12 
hours and the crew of t r a m No. 30 l e s s than 7 hours, a f t e r o f f -
duty per iods ranging from 8 to 1 3 hours. None of the other 
employees i nvo lved had been on duty m v i o l a t i o n of any of the 
p rov i s ions of the hours of s e r v i c e law. 

R e s p e c t f u l l y , 

W. P, Borland, 

D i r e c t o r . 


