INTERSTATE COMIMERCE COMMISSION

REPORT OF THE DIRECTOR OF THE BUREAU OF SAFETY CONCERNING AN
ACCIDENT ON THE MICHIGAN CENTRAL RAILROAD AT VERMONTVILLE,
MICH.,, ON AUGUST 10, 1S34.

September 14, 1934,
To the Commission:

On August 10, 1934, at Vermontville, Mich., a passenger
train on the Michigan Centrzl Railroad struck an automoblle at
a grade crossing and was derailed, resulting in the death of 4
occupants of the automobile and 1 trespasser, and the injury
of 5 passengers, 2 employees and 1 tresnasser.

Location and method of operation

This accident occurred on the Grand Rapids Branch of the
Michigan Division, extending between Jac.uson and Grand Rapilds,
Mich., a distance of 94.47 miles; 1in the vicinity of the point
of accident thig i1s a siagle—~track line :-ver which treins are
operated by time table, train orders, aril ~a m=auel block—signal
system, The accident occurred 375 feet cast of the depot where
South Main Street crosses the main line and a wnassing track;
approaching from the east, the track is tangent for 1,762 feet,
followed by a 0°30' curve to the right 587 feet in length and
then tangent track a distance of 510 feet to the crossing and
for a considerable distance beyond that point. The grade is
practically level at the crossing.

The highway crosses the tracks almost at right angles,
from south to north, 1t passes over first thLe main track and
then the passing track. The crossing 1s protected on each side
of the tracks by ar advance crossing signal of the disk type
with reflex buttons, and also by a flashing light signal; on
the south side of the track the advance crossing sign 1s located
on the east side of the highway about 360 feet from the crossing,
while the flashing light signal, cross—bar sign and bell, all
located on the same mast, are also on the cast side of the high-
way and immediately south of the crossinz. There is also an
overhead electric street light located 40 feet south of the
crossing. The grade for north-bound vehicular treffic 1s practi-
cally level to and over the crossing. The highway is of gravel
construction, fairly wide and maintained in good condition.

When o north-bound automobile reaches a point 415 feet froa
the track an epproaching west-bound train can be seen for a dis-
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tance of + mile, and theu the view of the automobile driver is

obutructed by trees and brush until witain about 75 feet of the
tracl <5 from which point an unobstructed view of a train can e

nad for 260 feet.

The weather was clear and it was dark at the vime of the
accldent, which occurred about 7:20 p.m.

Description

West-bound Hassenser Train No. 109 consisted of 1 beggare
car, 2 coaches and 1 Pullman parlor car, in the order nemed,
hauled by engine 8530, and wes in charge of Conductor Bell and
Engineman Howland. The first car was of steel-underfraue con-
struction, while the others were of all—steol construction.
Tais tLaln left Charlotte, 11.11 mrles east of Vermontville, at
7:08 p.m., according to the train sheet, 8 minutes late, and
struck the automobile at the crosaing at Vermontville while
traveling at a smeed estimated to have been between 50 end &0
wiles per hour.

The automobile struck by the train was a 12287 Pontiac sedan,
operated by Dale McClintcck, Charlotte, lich., who was accom-
Janled by three passengers The automobile, proceeding north-
vard on the hlghway, stopped just south of the crossing,and while
standing at this point, waiting for the train to pass, 1t Wa.s
struck in the rear by a north-bound 182¢& Chevrolet coach, oper-—
ated by George H. Swift, of Vermontville, lich., and was knocked
upon the track, just to the right of the crossing and 17 fcet
from where it had been standing, directly in front of th
approaching train.

The automobile, whicn was practically demolished, was car-
ried on the pirlot of the engine s distarce of avout 1,000 feet
to the frog of the west SWleh of the passing trach, a trailing-
ooilint switch for west—-bound trains, following which the track
was completely torn up for a distance of about 331 feet to the
west house—track switch, where the engine went dovmn a 10-foot
11l on the north side of the track and stopped bottom up, vith
the tender behind the ensgine. All of the cars were derailed,
but they remained upxz 1ght on the roadbed. Flange marks appesred
on the north side of each rail starting at a voint 34 feet west
of the center line of the crossing, markiung tie plateb and spike
heads until the frog of the west switch of the passing track was
reached. The employees injured were the engineman and fireman.

Summary of evidence

On account of injuries which they recelved, Engineman
Howland and Fireman Dennis were not interrogated. Conductor



3ell, however, stated that i1m:edlately after the accident he
talked with the enginewan and was btold by hiwa that as the ftrain
approached tiae crossing he saw an automoblile standing limcediately
south of tne track, as though wsiting for tiue train to vass;

just before the train reached the crossing the automobile sudden-
1y darted unon the track directly in front or the engine; the
enrinenan anniied the air brakes in emergency, the deraillment
occurring immediately afterwards. Conductor Bell was 1in the
gecond car at the time of the accident and thec first ue knew of
anytalng wrong was when the alr brakes were suplied in exmergency;
nc estimated the speed to aave Deen eoont 80 miles per rour.
ATter the accident the flashiirz lights at the crossiag vere work-—
in< and at that time the driver of ftue sutomobile that struck

the standing sutomobile told him thet no tall lignt was burning
on the standing car and that he did not see thet car ahead of

nirm until his own car struck 1t.

Harry S. Power, a trespasser, was riding on the back end of
the tender, facing south; tuo other trespassers, one ol whom was
illed in the accident, also were riding on the tender. Ir,
rover said that when in the vicinity of the whistling post the
engineman sounded the regular crossinz whistle signal, following
viich another whistle signal was sounded. He saw the automobile
standing just south of the crossing z.ad Just before the enzine
regcncd tanc crossing tuhe autowohile sudcenly moved unon tae track
directly in front of the train. Thonas L. ‘lyers, the other
surviving trespasser, added that the nesdli ht on the enzine was
burning brightly, that the eungiine tell was ringing, and that the
engineman sounded an alarm signal on the whistle just before the
automoblile was strucx.

Georze H. Swift, 33 years old, owner and operator of the
Chevrolet coach that strucikt the rear of the Fontiac sedan, stated
that he 15 a farm hand. Accowmanied by two other young men,
Cecil R. Rnot and Morris Allen Huruiel, he was driving nortawsrd
o South Uain Street, travelinz at the rate of about 10 milee
~er aour, with the headlights on his car burniagz dialy; on reach-
ing a point about 10 rods soutn of the crossing he saw the {lash-
1ng lichts of the crossing signal and reduced smeed to =2bout 4orb
s1les mer hour. He did not see tiie auntomobile nhead, staad
rear the ceuter of the road and about 1C feet s»outh of the
ing, vntil his ovm car was gbout 3 feet from 1%, saying tin
te1l 1ight wes burning on that car. His car struck the re
the stending car and %Ynocked 1t upon the track directly 1
of toe fTast approaciing passenger train, when the sn-ine -as
sbout 50 feet east of the crossirg. He btaought the sutomobile

ahead had just stooped at the crossing; he was familiar with the

crogsing. He said the brakes on hig car were in good condition,
and that he could have stopped without difficulty had he seen the



-

cer at the time he firet saw tne flashing i1ignts. He dird not
cerr insurance on als car.

Cecil R. Root, age 18, stated that he was riding on the
Tront seat of the car and that their speed was uot very ilgh.
The Tlashing lizhts were working and as taelr automooile neared
the crossing 1t seemea as though Ttne speed was reduced. He did
0t see tus automobile standiny 2% the crossing, however, until
just after the right front fender of their car struck 1ts left
rear fender, knockinzg that cer upon tane track. The encine bell
wos ringing, as was also tae crogsing bell. He did not kaow
vhether there wasaotall licht burning on the standing eutomobile,
vut sald that ne did not motice auy tall light.

Morris Allen Euamcl, age 18, wes lying down on the rear
seat of thr car driven Ly Swift, wartly asleep, and was unaware
of anything wrong until he weas uizcred off the rear seat and
struck the froatv seat, brulsinz ais cnest, and he did not know
wnat had haprered uatil after tiae sccicent occurrec.

William D. Soutnern, Jr., a regident of Vermontville, il1ch.,
statea that he and his vife were »roceecing northward 1n their
avtomobile on South if2in Street at & speed of between 20 and 235
saLles per hour and two automeobiles travelinz 1n the sr.e direc—
tion passed his car when 1t was Ifrcx 1,000 to 1,500 feet south
of the crossing. Both of the other cars were travelin: Just
Tast enouga to overtake nis own car a2nd the seconda car of taese
two cars tnen overtook rnd possed the first car. He tlought he
osserved the flashing licots et the crossing just before these
two cars passed Hiw and he alsc sald the usual engine whistle
slenal was sounded, the neadlignt of the engine was buruing, and
the crossin® bell vas ringing as the trein approached. When his
owmn car reacued a moint arout 100 feet from the crossing the car
nearest the crossine suddenaly shot ghead upon the traci and was
struck by the trai... He did not ¥now whetner the tall lights
were burnin.g on either of the two automobiles ahead of aim.

Signel Meintainer HoKeouin arrived at the scene of the
accident within 1% hours after its occurrence, at whicl time the
flashing ligants and crossing bell were still in operation due to
the track circuit teinz hrozen as a result of ths sccident; test
disclosed tnem to be in nromner worving order.

Concluaions

This accident wvas caused ¥y Trein Fo. 102 striking an
adtomobile which had becn shoved unon the track by a following
automobile striking 1t ir the rear whiie 1% ves standing at a
highway grade crogsing weiting for ths train to pass.
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The driver of the following automobile, G.H. Swift, clesimed
that he was driving at a speed of about 10 miles per hour
approaching the croscing, with his headlights burning dimly,
and that on seeing the flasnlng lights of the crossing 1”nal he
reduced speed to about 4 or 5 miles per hour but did not see the
autonovile standing at the crosning ahead of him until 1t was
only about 3 feet distsnt, saying that there was no tairl light
turning on the rear of thet car; his car then strucxk the standing
car and knocked 1t upon the track 1mmediately in front of the
apnroaching train. It also anpeared frow this driver's state-
sments that he was fauwrliar withh the crossing and that tne nrakes
on his car were in zood condition. Not ounly does Swiftls state-
ment that he did not see the car anead of him until 1t was only
3 feet distent indicate that ne wag not maying sny attention to
where he was going, but the fact that his car struck the stonding
car with sufficient force to knock it shead a distance of at
least 17 feet indicates thot his specc was considerably higher
than stated by him and that had hc not struck the stan 1d1ng car
his own car would have run unon the crossing, directly in front
of the espnroaciuing train.

There is no excuse for the occurrence of an accldent of
this character. The cvidence 1ndicated that the flashing lights
were working wnroperly es tane traln apnroached, thet tue crossing
Hell was ringing, the engine whistle Pnd bell sounded, and the
headlignt burning bri gbtl walle there was en electric street
light ohly 4C feet south oI the crossing. Under such circun-
stances 1t was nothlng but gross carelessness for Swift to be
paying so little attention to wiere he was goiar as to fail to
see the automobile standing gt the crossing in time to avoid
striking it, particularly an 1t had vpassed his own car only a
ghort distance south of the crossing.

Regpectfully subaitted,
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Director.



