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Synopsis 

On June 2 1 , 1 9 7 8 , at approximate ly 1 0 : 0 5 a . m . , a head­
end c o l l i s i o n occurred between a Union P a c i f i c f r e i g h t t r a i n 
and the locomot ive uni t of a yard switch assignment on the 
Union P a c i f i c Ra i l road at Idaho F a l l s , Idaho. At the time 
of the a c c i d e n t , the weather was c l e a r . 

Cause 

The c o l l i s i o n was caused by the f a i l u r e of the f ront 
end crew members of the eastbound t r a i n to comply with the 
yard l i m i t ru le and maintain a lookout ahead; and f a i l u r e 
of the switch crew t o a t tend a main track switch as p r e ­
s c r i b e d by c a r r i e r r u l e s . 

C a s u a l t i e s 

The engineer and the f ront brakeman of the yard a s s i g n ­
ment were s e r i o u s l y i n j u r e d . The engineer s u f f e r e d a 
f r a c t u r e d s k u l l , b r u i s e s and c o n t u s i o n s . The f r o n t brakeman 
sus ta ined a f r a c t u r e d s k u l l , a f rac tured p e l v i s , b r u i s e s 
and c o n t u s i o n s . 
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Location and Method of Operation 

The acc ident occurred on that part of the r a i l r o a d 
known as the 4th Subdiv i s ion of the Idaho D i v i s i o n extending 
from B u t t e , Montana to P o c a t e l l o , Idaho, a d i s t a n c e of 262 
m i l e s . This i s a s i n g l e track l i n e over which t r a i n s are 
operated by t i m e t a b l e and t r a i n o r d e r s . There i s a block 
s i g n a l system in use on p o r t i o n s of t h i s s u b d i v i s i o n , but 
not in the acc ident a r e a . At Idaho F a l l s , 213 m i l e s e a s t 
of B u t t e , Montana, yard l i m i t s extend from 1 3 , 9 5 1 f e e t west 
to the po in t of a c c i d e n t , and for a cons iderab le d i s tance 
beyond the po in t of a c c i d e n t . 

A spur t r a c k , 1 , 1 0 0 f e e t in length and des ignated as 
the Del Monte spur , p a r a l l e l s the main track on the north 
s ide of Idaho F a l l s with a fac ing po in t switch for eastward 
movement from the main t r a c k . The po in t of c o l l i s i o n was 
on t h i s spur t r a c k , 345 f e e t eas t of the main track s w i t c h . 

A wye track i s l o c a t e d approximately 900 f e e t e a s t 
of the switch of the Del Monte spur t r a c k . 

Tracks 

From the west yard l i m i t s ign on the main track at 
Idaho F a l l s , there are s u c c e s s i v e l y a 3 , 2 4 8 foo t tangent , 
a 4 3 0 ' curve 1 , 1 5 0 f e e t to the l e f t , and a tangent , 7 , 0 4 7 
f e e t in l e n g t h , to the Del Monte spur switch and for 1 , 9 9 4 
f e e t beyond. The grade of the main track i s l e v e l from 
the west yard l i m i t s ign to the spur . The turnout of the 
Del Monte spur i s a No. 10 turnout . From t h i s turnout , 
the track grade on the spur track descends 1% eastward to 
the po int of c o l l i s i o n . 

Entrance to the Del Monte spur i s c o n t r o l l e d by a hand-
thrown switch with a high switch stand l o c a t e d on the north 
s i d e of the main t r a c k . The p o s i t i o n of the switch i s i n d i ­
cated by a painted red d i s c 14 inches in diameter which 
i s ne i ther r e f l e c t o r i z e d nor l i g h t e d when the track i s 
l i n e d for the Del Monte spur . 

Sight Distance 

Eastbound, the main track i s tangent for 7 , 0 4 7 f e e t 
approaching the po int of a c c i d e n t , and the view to the switch 
of the Del Monte spur i s unobstructed . The view of equ ip ­
ment on the spur i s r e s t r i c t e d by the curvature and descending 
grade of the spur , and by b u i l d i n g s and fences nearby. 
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From the spur t r a c k , the view westward of the main 
track i s r e s t r i c t e d because of bui ld ings and fences along 
the r i g h t - o f - w a y . The view of the engineer and the switchman 
r id ing on the locomot ive un i t as i t backed out of the spur 
was further r e s t r i c t e d , s ince the long end of the locomot ive 
un i t was to the west and the trainmen were l o c a t e d on the 
south s i d e . From t h i s p o s i t i o n , a view of the main track 
to the west was comple te ly blocked u n t i l that locomot ive 
un i t reached the swi tch . 

A p p l i c a b l e Rules 

7(A) A l l employees must keep a constant lookout for s i g n a l s . 

Whi le the engine i s moving, members of the crew in 
the cab of engine must be in p o s i t i o n to keep c a r e f u l 
lookout in the d i r e c t i o n of movement and must g ive 
the engineer prompt n o t i c e of any hand, l a n t e r n , fusee 
or f i x e d s i g n a l or o b s t r u c t i o n which may a f f e c t the 
movement of the t r a i n or eng ine . A l l members of the 
crew must be a l e r t to r e c e i v e s i g n a l s from members 
of the crews of other t r a i n s . (Union P a c i f i c Company 
Operating Rules) 

34 A l l members of the crew in cab of engine must communi­
c a t e to each o t h e r , by i t s name, the i n d i c a t i o n of 
each s i g n a l a f f e c t i n g the movement of t h e i r t r a i n 
or engine as soon as i t becomes v i s i b l e or a u d i b l e . 
I t i s the r e s p o n s i b i l i t y of the engineer to require 
compliance with t h i s r u l e . 

93 (R-2) . . . A l l t r a i n s and engines except f i r s t c l a s s 
must move within yard l i m i t s prepared to s top 
wi th in o n e - h a l f the range of v i s i o n , but not 
exceeding 20 m . p . h . , un less main l i n e i s known 
to be c l e a r by block s i g n a l p r o t e c t i o n . . . 
(Union P a c i f i c System Timetable No. 1) 

Rule 104 . . . Unless otherwise prov ided , the normal p o s i t i o n 
of a main track switch i s f or main track move­
ment and i t must be l i n e d and locked in that 
p o s i t i o n except when changed for immediate 
movement. During switching o p e r a t i o n s , an 
unattended main track switch must not be l e f t 
open unless i t i s known that no other t r a i n 
or engine w i l l pass over the s w i t c h . (Union 
P a c i f i c Company Operating Rules) 



4 

Circumstances Prior to the Accident 

Extra 3185 East 

On the day of the a c c i d e n t , the crew c o n s i s t i n g of 
a conductor , f lagman, f ront brakeman, eng ineer , and an 
e n g i n e e r - t r a i n e e , went on duty at D i l l o n , Montana, at 5 :00 
a.m. The crew had the required o f f duty p e r i o d . D i l l o n 
i s a crew change p o i n t , l o c a t e d 142 mi l e s west of the acc ident 
s i t e . The t r a i n c o n s i s t i n g of f i v e locomot ive u n i t s ( a l l 
EMD-SD-40 ' s ) , 70 empty ore c a r s , and a caboose , arr ived 
at D i l l o n and stopped on the main t r a c k . The crews were 
changed, a t e s t of the a ir brakes was made, and the t r a i n 
departed at 5 : 3 5 a.m. 

Approaching the scene of the acc ident the eng ineer -
t r a i n e e was operat ing the c o n t r o l s at the r i g h t s ide of the 
c o n t r o l compartment of the lead locomot ive u n i t . The f ront 
brakeman was r id ing on the forward seat on the l e f t s ide 
of the same c o n t r o l compartment. The engineer was s i t t i n g 
on the sea t behind the brakeman. The conductor and the 
flagman were r id ing in the caboose . 

Yard Switch Assignment 

A r e g u l a r l y ass igned crew c o n s i s t i n g of an eng ineer , 
a footboard yardmaster (at smal l t ermina l s on the Union 
P a c i f i c where no yardmaster i s employed, the employee in 
charge of a switch crew i s given the added r e s p o n s i b i l i t y 
of recording movements and expedi t ing the handling of loaded 
and empty cars within the yard . This employee i s c l a s s i f i e d 
as the footboard yardmaster) and two switchmen went on duty 
at 7 : 0 0 a.m. a t Idaho F a l l s on the day of the a c c i d e n t . 
The crew was ass igned locomotive uni t No. 2 7 0 , an EMD-GP-
9 , to perform normal d u t i e s in the Idaho F a l l s yard . A 
short time be fore the a c c i d e n t , the locomot ive was used 
to p u l l two cars toward the west end of the yard where the 
wye and Del Monte spur are l o c a t e d . The crew intended to 
spot one of the cars on the Del Monte spur , and then turn 
the other car on the wye. 

The Accident 

Extra 3185 East 

As the t r a i n approached the Idaho F a l l s yard l i m i t s , 
the engineer used the rad io to ask for any i n s t r u c t i o n s 
for h i s t r a i n . Someone in the yard o f f i c e r e p l i e d that 
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the t r a i n should proceed on the main t r a c k , and reminded 
the crew that two locomot ive un i t s were to be l e f t at Idaho 
F a l l s . According to both the engineer and the e n g i n e e r -
t r a i n e e , that conversa t ion was fo l lowed moments l a t e r by 
a very weak rad io t r a n s m i s s i o n , which they i n t e r p r e t e d as 
o r i g i n a t i n g from the switch crew saying that a car was being 
turned on the wye; the switch crew would c l e a r the t r a i n 
on the wye and that the t r a i n crew should watch out for them. 
The engineer responded "OK, we w i l l watch for you." The 
e n g i n e e r - t r a i n e e asked the engineer for the l o c a t i o n of 
the wye, and was t o l d that i t was one-hal f a mi l e ahead. 
The engineer had stood up and was behind the c o n t r o l stand 
near the center of the c o n t r o l compartment t o answer the 
radio c a l l . Moments l a t e r , the e n g i n e e r - t r a i n e e noted that 
the switch to the Del Monte spur was open, and appl i ed the 
t r a i n brakes in emergency. Speed recording dev ices of two 
of the locomot ive un i t s i n d i c a t e that the speed was between 
25 and 27 mi l e s per hour. The speed of the t r a i n was not 
s u b s t a n t i a l l y reduced when the front of the locomot ive 
c o l l i d e d with the rear of the switch locomotive backing 
out of the spur . 

Yard Switch Assignment 

The footboard yardmaster knew that Extra 3185 East 
was expected wi th in a short t ime, and used h i s p o r t a b l e 
rad io to c a l l that t r a i n and advise i t s crew of the yard 
switch ass ignment ' s movement which c o n s i s t e d of s p o t t i n g 
one of the cars on the Del Monte spur and then turning the 
other car on the wye. He received an answer, "OK, we w i l l 
watch for you." 

One of the two cars was detached on the main track 
west of the west l eg of the wye swi tch . The footboard y a r d -
master remained near the car to l i n e the switch t o the l eg 
of the wye, and to p r o t e c t a nearby grade c r o s s i n g . The 
locomot ive and the other car continued westward on the main 
t r a c k , pas t the switch of the Del Monte spur . One switchman 
dismounted as t h i s movement was being made and walked to 
the spur track entrance of the f a c i l i t y to open the ga te s 
of the p r o p e r t y . The other switchman l ined the spur track 
sw i t ch , and boarded the ear as i t was being pushed i n t o 
the spur . He app l i ed the hand brake on the car and then 
spot ted i t . He then uncoupled the c a r , gave the engineer 
a s i g n a l to move the locomot ive back to the main t r a c k , 
and rode on the south s i d e of the locomot ive uni t a t the 
e a s t end as i t s t a r t e d backing out of the spur . 



Switch stand for Del Monte spur t r a c k . Red 
i n d i c a t i o n for track l i n e d for s i d i n g . 

View eastward from switch to Del Monte spur 
track (on l e f t ) . 
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As the switch locomot ive backed out of the spur t r a c k , 
the engineer and the switchman's view to the west was blocked 
from t h e i r p o s i t i o n on the south s ide of the locomot ive 
with the long end ahead in the d i r e c t i o n of the movement. 
There was no one a t or near the s w i t c h , as the other sw i t ch ­
man had remained behind to c l o s e the f a c i l i t y g a t e s . Nei ther 
the engineer nor the switchman r id ing the locomot ive were 
aware of the approaching f r e i g h t t r a i n . A f t e r the a c c i d e n t , 
the p o s i t i o n of the switch locomot ive c o n t r o l s were found 
to be in r e v e r s e , with the t h r o t t l e in No. 7 p o s i t i o n and 
the brake v a l v e s in r e l e a s e p o s i t i o n . The speed recording 
dev ice ind ica ted the speed to have been between 12 m . p . h . 
and 15 m . p . h . when the c o l l i s i o n o c c u r r e d . 

On impact , the locomot ive u n i t s did not o v e r r i d e , but 
the switch locomot ive uni t was d e r a i l e d and damaged beyond 
r e p a i r . The f i r s t three locomotive u n i t s of the t r a i n were 
d e r a i l e d and h e a v i l y damaged. A l l of the u n i t s remained 
u p r i g h t . 

Damage 

The es t imated c o s t of damage was $ 6 4 , 0 0 0 for the 
locomot ive u n i t s and an a d d i t i o n a l $ 3 , 5 1 6 for the track 
s t r u c t u r e . The t o t a l damage c o s t was $ 6 7 , 5 1 6 . 

Crew of Extra 3185 East 

On the day be fore the a c c i d e n t , the crew of Extra 3185 
East had operated a loaded uni t ore t r a i n from P o c a t e l l o , 
Idaho to D i l l o n , Montana. The crew had been o f f duty for 
e i g h t hours be fore returning to duty on the day of the 
acc ident a t 5 :00 a.m. to handle a t r a i n of empty ore cars 
back to P o c a t e l l o . 

The e n g i n e e r , age 4 1 , was f i r s t employed by the c a r r i e r 
as a switchman in 1 9 6 9 . He was promoted to an engineer 
in September 1 9 7 4 . He was l a s t examined on the Air Brake 
Rules in January 1 9 7 7 . 

The e n g i n e e r - t r a i n e e , age 3 2 , was f i r s t employed by 
the c a r r i e r as a te legrapher in 1 9 6 5 . He commenced formal 
t r a i n i n g as an engineer in January of 1 9 7 8 . 

The f r o n t brakeman, age 3 6 , was f i r s t employed by the 
c a r r i e r in 1 9 7 4 . He was re-examined on the r u l e s in August 
1 9 7 4 . 
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Crew of Yard Locomotive 270 

The eng ineer , age 2 9 , was f i r s t employed by the c a r r i e r 
as a c l e r k in 1 9 7 5 , and was promoted to an engineer in 
March 1 9 7 8 . He had been d i s c i p l i n e d once in 1978 for 
operat ing a locomot ive without h e a d l i g h t s . 

The footboard yardmaster , age 58 with 37 years of 
s e r v i c e , was f i r s t employed by the c a r r i e r in 1 9 4 1 . His 
record was c l e a r . 

Findings 

1 . F u l l compliance with operat ing r u l e s would have 
prevented t h i s a c c i d e n t . These r u l e s were not complied 
with because of the r e l i a n c e each employee p laced in t h e i r 
radio c o n v e r s a t i o n s , and the b e l i e f that a l l concerned knew 
what each crew planned to do . 

2 . The engineer of Extra 3185 East f a i l e d to e x e r c i s e 
s u f f i c i e n t caut ion in h i s i n s t r u c t i o n s to both the eng ineer -
t r a i n e e and the f ront brakeman. He should have ordered 
the e n g i n e e r - t r a i n e e to slow the t r a i n speed in compliance 
with yard l i m i t r u l e and i n s t r u c t e d the brakeman t o maintain 
a c l o s e s u r v e i l l a n c e of the track ahead. 

3 . A major c o n t r i b u t i n g cause of t h i s acc ident concerns 
the use of r a i l r o a d r a d i o s . Radio communication concerning 
planned movements and l o c a t i o n s were r e l i e d on to provide for 
the s a f e t y of t r a i n o p e r a t i o n s in l i e u of f u l l compliance with 
c a r r i e r operat ing r u l e s . 

4 . The f a i l u r e of the crew members of Extra 3185 East 
r id ing in the cab of the lead locomotive uni t to n o t i c e , 
or c a l l o u t , the red switch t a r g e t prevented t imely ac t ion 
from being taken before the t r a i n approached the open swi tch . 

5 . in attempting to i n s t r u c t and monitor the eng ineer -
t r a i n e e ' s operat ion of the t r a i n , the engineer placed himself 
in a p o s i t i o n within the locomot ive cab where h i s view of 
the track ahead was r e s t r i c t e d . 
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Dated at Washington, D. C , t h i s 24th 
day of May 1979 
By the Federal Rai lroad Admini s tra t ion 

J . W. Walsh 
Chairman 
Rai l road Safe ty Board 

6 . In l eav ing the switch to the spur track open and 
unattended, the yard switching crew v i o l a t e d Union P a c i f i c 
operat ing r u l e s , c o n t r i b u t i n g to the a c c i d e n t . 


