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INTERSTATE COMMERCE COMMISSIOJ

REPORT OF THE DIRECTOR OF THE BUREAU OF SAFETY IN RE IN-
VESTIGATION OF All ACCIDENT THICH OCCURRED Ol THE SOUTH-
WEST MISSOURI RAILROAD NEAR LOWELL, KANS., ON MAY 3, 1S4

¥ay 26, 1924

To the Comrission.

On ¥ay 3, 1924, there was a heau-end collision between
two passenger tralns on the Southwest Misscurl Hailroad
near Lowell, Kans., which resulted in the aeath of 2 pas-
sengers, and the injury of 48 passengers and 1 employee

Location and method of operation

The fouthwest WMigsouri Rapilroad 1is an electric line
extending between Carthage, M¥o., and Picher, Okla., a dis-
tance of 38 73 miles. In the vicinity of the point of ac-
cident, this 1s a single-track line over which tralins are
operated by verbal train orders, transmitted by telephone,
the conductor calls the dispatcher from the various tele-
phone stations along the line, receives an order, repeats
back to the dispatcher, and 1f correct 18 so told, and
then delivers the order verbally to the motorman. A dic-
taphone in the digpatcher's office records his conversa-
tion but does rnot record that of the conductors Jo wrait-
ten record of train orders 1s made, and no time-table,
train-sheet, train-order book, or block signal system 15
1n use In lieu of =2 train sheet, a board in the dis-
patcher's office represents the entire system, with prin-
cipal points, passing tracks, etc., movementa of cars be-
ing recorded by means of pegs numbered to correspond with
the numbers of the cars in operation.

The accioent occurred at a point approxwumately 4,000
feet west of the station at Lowell, Kans., approaching this
point from the east the track is tangent for 3,400 feet,
followed by a 3° curve tc the left 1,000 feetv 1in length.
The collision occurred near the middle of this curve, the
track 1is tangent for more than 1 mile west of this curve,
The track 18 level at the point of accident, and the gauge,
surface and alinement were 1in good condition Poles sup-
porting the overhead trolley wire restrict the view across
the inside of the curve on which the accident cccurred.

The weather was clear at the time of the accident, which
occurred at 4:30 P U,



Degeription

Testoound passenger car No 35 of steel underframe
construction, in charge of Coanductor Surber and Motorman
Crump, aeparcted from Tebb City, 1ts initial station, at
320 P M., with ordera to run to Blendville It depart-
ed from Blendville at 3:55 P L., after receiving an or-
der which the dispatcner sald was as folicws:

"Neet 69 at Tanyard, 61 at Riceville and go to
Lowell "

Conductor Surber 8aild the order received at Blend-
ville provided for the meet w1tk 32 at Tanyard and w®ith
61 at Riceville, but enaed by directing nim to proceed to
Baxter, the nextv station west of Lowell., This car proceed-
ed westwgrd, passed Lowell and collided <sith car do. 65
while traveling at a speed of between 15 and 20 miles an
hour.

Eastbound passenger car No. 65, of all-steel con-
struction, in charge of Conductor Wailler and Motorman
Brooks, departed from Picher, Okla., at 3:85 P M , with
orders to proceed to Military, tahe second station west of
Lowell, on arzival at walch point the following order was
recelved:

"Meet No 8, meet two cars at Baxter ama g0 to
Lowell ©®

The first two provigions of this order had been fulfilled
and this car was approaching Lowell when i1t collided with
car No 038 whaile traveling at a speed of 8 or 10 miles an
hour

Both cars came to rest in an upright position with
only one pair of wheels of car No. 65 derailed Car No
65 telescoped car lo. 38 a distance of about 15 feet, tne
wreckage taking fire and resulting in car No 36 belng
practically destroved

Summary of evidence

Dispatcher Cruse stated that at 3:55 P M. he issued
and the conductor of car No., 36 repeated back to him the
order for that car to go to Lowell, previously quoted, and
that at about 4-30 P ¥ he 1ssued to the comductor of car
8o B85 the order which also instracted the crew of that
traln to ga ta Lowell, the 1ntent and pucrpose of these or-
ders being to establish a meeting point for the two cars
at Lowell. The dictaphone recori in operatlon 1in the dis-
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patcher's office at the time the order was 1ssued to Con-
ductor Surber, of car No 36, was reprocucsa on three dif-
ferent rachines, but in each reproduction 1t was 80 1ndis-
tinct that 1t was nct possible to identify it as the order
in question, however, 1in all reproductions the words "go
to Lowell" were very dilstinct As previcusly stated, the
@1ictaphone does nos record the words of conductors in re-
peating orders to ths dispatcher, but irn this conne¢tion,
however, the dispatcher's testimony 1s substantiated by
the testimony of Conductor Lieb, who stated that he was at
Blendville between 3:45 and 4.00 P ¥., in charge of one-
man Smelter H:ill car No. 1, shich met car No 36 at that
point. He said that as his car passed within 15 feet of
the telephone, moving very slowly, he heard Conductor Sur-
ber repeating the order to the dispatcher, and that while
he did not understand the numbers of the cars to be met he
understood the oraer as repéeated by the conductor of car
EO %6 as "Meet one at Tanyard, one at Riceville and go to
owell,

Conductor Surber, of car No 36, stated that upon ar-
Tiving at Blendville at 3:55 P, U , he received the follow-
ing verbal order

"Meet car Mo 59 at Tanyard, 61 2t Riceville and
go to Baxter "

He repeated the order as above, ending with the words "go
to Baxter," to shich the digpatcher replisa "correct " The
motorman of his car was 1n a nearby drug store when the or-
der was received and repeated, and upon his return he re-
peated the order verbatim as he sald 1t was received His
car proceeded toward Picher, met car llo. 829 at Tanyard,

met car No. 81 at Riceville, passed Lowell, and was running
at a speed of about 25 or 30 milee an hour weet of that
point, when the notorman suddenly attempted to stop the
car, this being his first knowledge of the car approach-
ing from the opposite direction, the cars colliding short-
ly afterwards Conductor Surber algo sald that a one-man
city car wag at the end of the double track, about 50 feet
distant from the telephone, while the order was being Te-
ceived and repeated, and that the conductor of that car
could not have heard his conversation with the dispatcher

Motorman Crump, of car No 38, stated that at Blend-
ville he received an order to "meet 69 at Tanyard, 61 at
Riceville and go to Baxter ™ He said he first received
this order fror the conductor before leaving Blendville
and a second tire about % mile from there, 1t being his
custom to have the conductor repeat orders a second time



His train had passed Lowell and shen approaching the point
of accident he had snut off +he power, and upon reaching a
road crogsing 287 feet east of the point of accident had
Te-applied the power, when he saw car Zo. 55 approaching,
it then belng about % rile digtant Hdis o#n car was mov-
1ng at a speed of about 30 miles an hour, and he estimated
its speed to have been about 15 miles an hour at the time
of the cellision

Conductor Miller, of car Bo 65, said he first saw
car No 36 approaching when 1t was about 800 or 700 feet
digtant, he did not know how fast his own car was travel-
ing at the time, but sald 11 had nearly stopped at the tiume
of the collision, this latter statement was corroborated
by statements of passengers in his car to Assistant Super-
intendent of Transportation Gray at the scene of the acci-
dent shortly after its occurrence. MNotorman Brooks esti-
mated the speed of his car at from 35 to 40 miles an hour
at the time he first saw car NHo 36 approaching about 800
or 700 feei distant, and he said he immediately shut off
power and applied the air brakes in emergency, and then re-
leased the brakes and reversed the motor, which reduced
the speed of his car to a speed of less than 10 miles an
hour at the time of the collision

The brak ing power of both cars was sitated to have been
in good condition, having been inspected durlng the night
previous to the day of the accldent

Concluslons

Thie accident was caused by the misunderstanding of a
train order, for which 1t i1s believed that Conductor Surber
of car No. 36, 1s responsible.

Under the system of operation in effect on this rail-
road, there is no written record of train orders, while the
record made by the dictaphone, 1in the dispatcher's office,
Tecords only the daspatcher's conversation, and in this par-
ticular case was not sufficiently clear to make 1t absolute-
ly certain thatv the words "go to Lowell" represent the cOH*Qjﬂ
clusion of the train order involved Conductor Matder, how- _Lf~
ever, said he heard Conductor Surber repeat the order, and
that 1t contained the i1netructions claimed by the dispatch-
er Under these circumstances, the welight of evidence 1s
against Conductor Surbver, and it seems apparent that he re-
ceived the order correctly but conveyed the wrong informa-
tion to the motorman, resulting in the car proceeding be-
yond Lowell without authority for such movement
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Attenticn 1s callea to the fact that under rule 10,
of the Rules and Regulationg for the Government of Con-
ductors ano sotormen, 1t 1ig provided in part as follows.

"Therever 1t 18 practicable motormen will stop
their cars with front platform opposite the phone
where orders are being received and give undivid-
ed attention to orders being repeated back by the
conductor "

Instead of remaining where he could aear Conductor
Surber repeat the order oack to the alspatcher, Motorman
Crump went into a nearby drug store, had he complied with
the rule he would have heard the correct wording of the
order and the accident probably would not have occurred

While this railrcad 1s not of sufficient size to re-
quire an exiensive system for the operation of 1ts trains,
there is no dourt that an added element of safety would be
provided were conductors required to write out the orders
received by them, their motormen veing required to repeat
them back to the dispatcher. Had an arrangement of thie
kind been in force, it 1s probable that the error of the
conductor would have been detected, in which event the ac-
cident gould “ave heen prevented This 18 an accident
which also could have been prevented had an avtomatic
train-control system been 1in use

With the exception of the conductor of car llc 65, the
employees involved were experienced men, at the time of the
accldent they had been on duty from 1 to 3~ hours, after
off-duty periods of from 14 to 153 hours

Resgpectfully submitied,
T. P, BORLaJD,

Director



