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The Federal as It arrived In Washington
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By Robert Klara

Klopp answered the telephone at his

desk in the Stationmaster’s Office of
Washington Union Station. The voice of
train director John Feeney, atop “K” Tower
2,000 feet north of the term
over the line: “Runaway tra
at you on Track 16, get the hell out of there!”

lopp had 10 seconds. Yelling “get out,

get out!” to his bewildered coworkers must
have taken up four of those seconds. Over
his shoulder, the nose of a Pennsy GG1
burned though the cold dawn in a cloud of
sparks and brake smoke. Klopp broke for
the door. His co-worker Richard Outlaw
dropped s teegraph and dragged a sream-
ing secretary with him through the

Pennsylvania Railroads nv:mlghl fyer,
the Federal, was coming in.

I twas 8:38 am, Jan. 15, 1953. Raymond

n three days. Cowr\qm WasHiGTon FosT
mbia public Liora

The train which would make perhaps
the most spectacular crash in the history of

merioan ralrouding bad haer! roufincty
assembled nine hours carlier. Thirteen
stainless steel New Haven cars glinted
smartly under moonlight and platform
lamps in Boston’s South Station an hour
shy of midnight. The Federal—No. 173 toy
ping folding schedules and station sign-
boards—had never wooed the ridership like
its all-Pullman, extra-fare sister the Con-
gressional, but that night its coaches and
sleepers were enthusiastically heavy with
passengers. Eisenhower’s inauguration in
Washington would happen in five days.

‘The Federal strode out of Boston under
diesel power and left s second stop in Prov-
idence, Rhode Island, 10 minutes ahead of
schedule—at 11:50 p.m.—but as it rolled
{hrough the marshes near Kingston, en
neer William Matta stopped the train on two
whistles from Ralph Ward, the conductor.

Ward had felt the brakes dragging on the

/0 rear cars, and jumped down to inspect
afer the train camé to & siop. After & palf
hour of unsuccessful brake tests, Matta
climbed down himself and walked back with
his flashlight. The first two coaches yielded

nothing unusual, but at the rear of the third

coach Matta found a closed angle cock. The
discovery wasn' too abnormal to seasoned
railroaders; gradual pressure leakage from
the linebehind  closed angle ock had been
known to hang up brakes every so
Mata corrcted the problem and Federal
‘was again under way—56 minutes late.

At New Haven, Matta’s locomotives cut

the Pennsylvania crew would take over.
When the foreman car inspector asked
‘Ward about the delay, he mentioned the
brakes on the rear two Pullmans. Matta
didn't tell him about the angle cock; nor
did he report it to anyone else.

The Federal idled with its windows
aglow while three cars from the Springfield,
Mass., run were coupled to its rear and an
electric motor locomotive added up front,
It lurched out of New Haven at 3:07 am.

Rowland pressed his motor to the legal lim-
it but made up only nine minutes before the
Federal ducked under the East River and
slid through the switches in Penn Station at
4:28 a.m. Rowland’s engine shunted off,
conductor Ward filled out the customary

delay slip, and the Federal was p
the final leg of its journey.

In the oily darkness of Pennsylvania’s in-
terlock, GG1 No. 4876 was flexing its 238
tons of electric muscle near the Hudson
River Portal. Inside was Harry William
Brower, a crack engineer of 66 who had
logged 17 years at the controller Fireman
John Moyer, just three years in
the service, shared serative
chat common to trainmen at work in the
wee hours. Brower would later recall noth-
ing unusual about the few minutes during
the coupling. Something of a collective gasp
would issue from the hearing room of the
USS. Senate Office Building four days later:

ed for

Senator Pastore: “Were you apprised in
New York when you assumed your post as
engineer that there had been an experience
of diffcltyin Kingston,

Brower: “Nobody told us N mmg about it,
oftheir having trouble up the
Senator Tobey: “Did you know about the
stopping at Kingston, K12

rower: “Nobody said a word.”

A scattering of crew stood on the platform
as the engine pulled into the tunnel, its
headlamp ablaze, an eerie glow fall
about the painted red keystone and
gold striping.

Soon Brower was speeding south with
the Federal' 400 sleeping passengers,
stopping at Iphia and Wilmi
‘A gray sunrise spread outsde the windows

ng
rim

3 few minutes befor the stop at Baltimore.
The brakes were working pertctt

“They lek Baltimore ot 7:59, snd from
there it was a straight shot to Washington.

The pantograph crackled under the Penn-

sylvanias catenary as Brower brought his
locomolive up (o 80 mpl, where he would
leag it or the nex hotx o hak
o miles outside of Union Station, the
Federal was speedi
dual curv

previous by
had ezslly tlgh(ened the reigns on the Fed-
eral between New York and Baltimore.

Bt the tain st il paling 70, bl
ing towards 'C” interlocking here (he
peed imit was a scrpulous 55, The Fed:
e Shot down the ne 5800 e of vk
in the nervous space of a few seconds. Just
beloreth tower, Brower hut he controler
down and threw valve into emer-
Eony Aot ot o oo The
Federal slowed almost impercepibly as the
engine’s brakes seized up and started
shrieking. Brower stared dazed out the cab
window as the catenary poles whizzed past
450 mph. As Brower yelied across the cab
“I can't hold the train!” Moyer threw the
fireman’s valve into cmcygcncy. but the line
pressure was gone. A , both
en reaized the incvitabe. Browers hand
reached for the horn.

p “C" Tower, the assistant train direc-
tor looked up from his logs when he heard
the rapid hom bleats. The Federal tripped
across the first interlocking right below him
at nearly double the mandated speed,
throwing the cars into a nauseating sway.
The train blew past with Brower [mntlcally
waving his arms from the cab window. “
Towers dirccior resched Torthe phone and
called John Feeney down at “K”.

Conductor Joseph Murphey had been
walking up through the third car to lock
the lavatories and announce the last stop
when the Federal hit “C” interlocking,
knocking him to one side. Murphey's 40
years’ experience as a conductor told
Something was terribly wrong, and he
raced for the emergency brake. As he
reached the front vestibule, the Klaxon
horn filled his ears. He released the valve.

ere was no exhaust. Murphey stumbled
back into the coach and told the passen-
gers to lie down on the floor. In the fourth
car, baggageman Fred King grabbed hold

other swllch and threw him across the car.
As ceney’s mind raced for a
rerouting configaraton at °K", the Feder-
al was already on top of his only s
knocking over to Track 16. It was 1, 590
feet from the terminal as Feeney dialed the
Stationmaster's Office. Stammering into

the receiver, he watched sparks flying from
the engine’s wheel trucks. Inside, fireman
Moyer was bracing himself with his back
against the control panel. Brower stood
fast as Union's track shed loomed larger
and largcr before him. He threw the GG1's
motors into reverse and ducked:

rd Outlaw would know for the rest
of his Hie tat i wes s what they say
about the split second before an accident,
about everything slowing down. He had run
40 feet east of the Stationmaster's Office and
turned around. He even thought the engine
“hesitated” a little. The 1,500 runaway tons
of the Federal struck the steel bumper post
and demolished it. Engine 4876 vaulted 20
inches up onto the platform, leaving both its
trucks tom off and broken under the train.
‘The Stationmaster's Office exploded as the
GG pulled the first coach through behind

[P SRR |
As sure as there
was “a Red
under every
bed,” many
believed that a
communist
saboteur had
tampered with
the Federals
brakes.
[ErErT——rame =)

it,cuttinga path through a steel support col-
umn. The mangled hulk of engine and first
car slid 84 feet across the passenger con-
course where the foot-thick cement floor
shuddered and gave way, sending the engine
and first coach crashing into the basement.
The second car separated at the bumper
post and slid into the concourse next to the
first. Passengers inside screamed as the car’s
front end teetered over the chasm.

It was over in seconds.

A haunting silence ensued, broken only
by the sounds of hissing steam and buzzing
electric cables. But a miraculous fortune
had attended the crash; once Feeney’s fate-
ful telephone call had cleared the station
master’s office, it was ironically the sound
of that office being demolished that
wamned those on the concourse of the jug-
gernaut's approach. Throngs of police and

emergency workers appeared within min-

3 g
1o the passenger behind him, he said “Tve
always wanted to do that.

Questions in the wake of No. 173
crash were further complicated by the
winds of McCarthyism which were blow-

" many believed that a
communist saboteur had tampered with
the Federal’s brakes. During its hearings
on Jan. 21 and 22, the Senate Committee
on Interstate and Foreign Commerce di
litle to discourage this sentiment, grilling
every member of the Federal’s crew
between Boston and Washington with em-
barrassingly leading questions. The FBI,
Washington Terminal Company and Penn’
sylvania Railroad followed with their own
investigations. In the end, however, it was
only the somewhat more rail-wise panel of
the Interstate Commerce Commission that
would explain the disaster.

The infamous angle cock behind the
third coach No. 8665 had been found closed
during an inspection of the wreckage. Abra-
sions on the upper surface of its handle
matched similar markings on the lower
tion of the car’s rear end sill. Further, the
coach’s Tightlock coupler required a mini-
mum vertical clearance of six inches, where-
as the fourth car (a combination baggage/
coach) had older Pitt couplers with a clear-
ance of only % of an inch. This, together
with the disparate truck spring assemblies,
had caused an unusually rough deflection
between the cars—allowing the end sill's
continual striking from Baltimore on down
o close the angle cock and effectively cut off

raking power 1o all cars behind it. Techni-
cally speaking, only the cars behind the
closed c: cen runaways; the
ke smmiciept though they werehad
held on the engine and first three cars,
Amidst the rubble, dust and scorch marks of

Washington, preparing o take the Con-
gressional nort ¢ fork. Brower re-
oth comment and piciure-posing,
but the eporier watched him chimb avoacl
his engine where he stood alone for a full
half-hour. He was testing his brakes. prs
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