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Train deraﬂment marred Memorlal

s Grand Junction
residents prepared
to honor fallen
soldiers and sailors
on Memorial Day 1920 — or
Decoration Day as it was of-
ten called — news of a tragic
railway
accident
reached
the city.
Early on
Monday
morning,
May 31,
aloco-
motive
pulling a
Denver
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& Rio
Grande freight train plunged
off the tracks of a soggy
railbed and tumbled into the
raging floodwaters of the
Gunnison River near Domin-
guez Canyon, some 20 miles
south of Grand Junction.

Engineer R.D. “Lonnie”
Ray and fireman Glen M.
Clute, both of Grand Junc-
tion, were Kkilled in the wreck.
Ray’s body was recovered two
days later, pinned under the
sunken locomotive. Clute’s
body was not found.

Brakeman P.W. Newman
was also thrown into the wa-
ter, but managed to swim to
safety. Other members of the
train crew were spared from
the river, so they survived.
Livestock on the train also
lived. There was no mention
in newspaper reports of the
stock cars going into the
river.

The Daily Sentinel called it
“one of worst rail disasters in
the history of the Denver &
Rio Grande railway.” Howev-
er, if one examines Colorado
newspapers for 1920, it is ap-
parent that the Memorial Day
wreck near Grand Junction
was far from the worst that
year.

Three people were Kkilled
and 13 injured when cars on
a passenger train overturned
near La Junta in June. One
person was Killed and 13 in-
jured that same month when
a train derailed near Alamo-
sa. Seven people were injured
at a wreck near Mancos, and
a D&RG engineer was Killed
on La Veta Pass.

The worst rail crash of the
year in Colorado occurred
on Labor Day just north of
Denver, when two electric
interurban trains crashed
head on, killing 13 people and
injuring 200.

The list of railroad acci-
dents in Colorado in 1920
wasn’t unusual for the time.
Ever since the first trains
rolled onto tracks, railroad

travel had been dangerous.
Exact numbers of wrecks
and fatalities are hard to
come by because no single
agency kept track of railroad
accidents.

The National Postal Mu-
seum at the Smithsonian in
Washington, D.C., estimates
there were 6,000 wrecks
involving trains carrying
mail from 1890 to 1900. The
total number of fatalities is
unknown. And not all trains
carried mail. But they all
faced similar dangers.

Tracks gave way and trains
derailed. Bridges collapsed.
And, too frequently, poor
communications between
train crews and tower
dispatchers led two trains to
slam head-on into each other.

That’s what occurred in
the worst railroad disaster in
U.S. history. On July 9, 1918,

near Nashville, Tennessee,
the Nashville, Chattanooga
and St. Louis Railway’s No. 1
passenger train from Mem-
phis plowed head-on into the
No. 4 passenger train, which
was leaving Nashville to go to
Memphis. Both trains were
traveling at more than 50
mph.

At least 101 people were
killed and another 171 were
injured. Some reports put the
number of fatalities above
120.

The Interstate Commerce
Commission pointed to
human errors, both by the
crews of the two trains and
by tower workers at Nash-
ville. A combination of poor
operating practices and lax
enforcement of operating
rules led to the wreck, the
agency said. Additionally,
the ICC said the wooden

COURTESY OF THE EAGLE COUNTY HISTORICAL SOCIETY
Here's what it looks like when two locomotives smash head-on into each other. This crash near Dotsero in January 1909 killed 26 people.

construction of the passenger
cars greatly increased the
number of fatalities.

Consequently, the 1918
Nashville train wreck
prompted one major safety
change in railroad opera-
tions. Most railroads in the
country began switching to
all-steel passenger cars.

Poor communications are
also believed to be responsi-
ble for the train collision in
Vaughan, Mississippi, on the
night of April 30, 1900, when a
passenger train from Mem-
phis rammed into a stalled
freight train. The engineer
on the passenger train was
unaware of the stalled freight
train until the last minute,
but he did everything he
could to slow his passenger
train. As a result, there was
only one fatality: Engineer
John Luther “Casey” Jones.
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The year Casey Jones died
was one of the worst for
train fatalities in the nation’s
history. More than 200 people
died in train fatalities in 1900,
according to one account. By
1920, things had improved
considerably.

According to a New York
Times story from December
1921, “Fewer persons (were)
killed in 1920 than in any
other year since 1898.” From
1919 to 1920, there was a 25%
drop in train fatalities when
compared to total passen-
gers carried, the newspaper
reported. The improvements
were attributed to better
communications and better
awareness by all railroad
workers about safety issues.

Safety did improve, and
fatalities dropped for a time.

See TRAGEDY, page 7B »

Guiding you and your family through this season of life.

@

Palliative Care + Hospice + Grief Support
(970) 241-2212 - HopeWestCO.org

HopeWest




THE DAILY SENTINEL

TRAGEDY:

» Continued from page 1B

But rail and automobile traffic
increased, and that proved a deadly
combination.

In 2024, the most recent year for
which Federal Railroad Administra-
tion figures are available, 231 people
— both motorists and pedestrians
— were Killed at rail crossings of
highways.

Those sorts of accidents continue
to occur, as demonstrated by the May
6 crash near Rifle involving a luxury
train and a semi, tanker truck. There
were no fatalities in that wreck.

Altogether, 954 people were killed
in railroad incidents in 2024. So,
trains are still dangerous, but in
different ways than they were early
in the last century.

In 1920, in the West, water was
the biggest culprit, not highway
crossings, head-on collisions or poor
communications.

As the Rocky Mountain News put
it on May 20, 1920, “Floods roaring
through the Grand and Gunnison riv-
ers as a result of remarkable thaws
in snowcapped mountains” caused a
multitude of problems that month.

A Garfield County commissioner
and his road overseer where drowned
in the Colorado River near Grizzly
Creek when their car was swept into
the water as the river bank collapsed.

Meanwhile, a railroad bridge near
Paonia collapsed, marooning a train
on the south side, fruit lands in Delta,
Montrose and Mesa counties were
threatened by high water, and accord-
ing to the Rocky, “Dead Cattle Choke
Streams.”

Even farther south, high water
caused problems for trains. On May
25, 1920, a passenger train derailed
along the Rio Grande River near La
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A large crowd examines the destroyed passenger cars of a train outside of Nashville, Tennessee, after the worst train wreck in U.S.
history. More than 100 people were killed in the crash in July of 1918.

Joya, New Mexico, due to a flood-soft-
ened railbed. The engineer and fire-
man were Killed, and 30 passengers
were injured.

The Memorial Day wreck south
of Grand Junction was not reported
immediately because there was no
modern communications technology
available.

According to the Sentinel, “The
absence of telephones near the scene
of the wreck delayed reports reach-
ing this city (Grand Junction) for a
number of hours after the accident.”
Surviving members of the train crew
walked several miles before they

found a farmhouse that had a tele-
phone, the Sentinel reported.

On June 3, three days after hon-
oring soldiers and sailors who had
fallen in all U.S. military conflicts
through World War I, Grand Junction
laid to rest the 42-year-old husband
and father of three, Engineer R.D.
Ray, in a funeral that drew large
numbers of railroad men and their
families. If a memorial service was
held for fireman Clute, it was not
reported.

Sources: Historic newspapers at
WWW.newspapers.com and www.col-
oradohistoricnewspapers.org; “Train

Wrecks,” Smithsonian National Post-
al Museum, https://postalmuseum.
si.edu/exhibition/mail-by-rail/train-
wrecks; “List of rail accidents 1920-
1929,” Wikipedia; “The Great Train
Wreck of 1918: Tragedy on the Rails,”
by Ben Haas, Steam Giants, https://
steamgiants.com/wiki/events/great-
train-wreck-of-1918; “Railroad Inci-
dent Table,” Federal Railroad Admin-
istration, https://injuryfacts.nsc.org/
home-and-community/safety-topics/
railroad-deaths-and-injuries.

Bob Silbernagel’s email is bobsilber-
nagel@gmail.com.
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