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Railroads revolutionized the movement of goods 

and travel, but they were also deadly affairs 

Death 

on the rails 

E 
veryone knows Casey Jones; he may 

be the most famous engineer in rail-

road history. While Jones was a real 

railroad figure, his story is as much 

lore as fact. 

The Illinois Central Railroad engineer gained 

notoriety for his heroic actions on the morning of 

April 30, 1900. On that fateful day, he was at the 

throttle of Illinois Central No. 382, pulling the 

òCannonball Expressó from Memphis to Canton, 

Mississippi, when it crashed with a stopped freight 

train at Vaughn, Mississippi. 

He was the only person killed in the wreck. 

Yet, of all the railroad wrecks throughout histo-

ry, Jones is a well-remembered railroad man. His 

wreck wasnõt the deadliest in history, and, in some 

ways, it was particularly notable, considering the 

frequency with which rail mishaps took place. 

It would be impossible to compile a comprehen-

sive list of every fatal wreck that has taken place 

on railroads in the United States Railroads since 

rail transport transformed how we move and 

transport goods. Thousands of wrecks have 

claimed thousands of lives. Sadly, many people 

who died in wrecks over the years remain un-

known. 
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Jump on board to learn more about the places where history 

happened and profiles unique places many outlets overlook. 

Check Out the Side Tracks! 

T 
his issue is focused on a rather macabre but ever present 

part of railroads: Death. The content for this issue originat-

ed with a presentation I gave in Smyrna, Georgia, on August 

6, 2023. 

When I proposed this topic, I thought it sounded great. People love the 

macabre, so a little death on the rails will draw people in. 

While the title is great, it raises another question: Where do you begin? 

Maybe I go back to William Huskisson. He has the dubious distinction 

of the first railroad fatality when he was struck and killed in September 

1830 by George Stephensonõs Rocket locomotive. 

Then, I thought about the Best Friend of Charleston. The South Caro-

lina Canal and Railroad locomotive was the first locomotive to suffer a 

boiler explosion. It exploded on June 17, 1831, killing the fireman. It was 

a harbinger of railroading dangers. 

There have been so many more in the 190 years since. Some of them 

made news, others didnõt. Some we remember to this day, others have 

been more or less lost to history. 

Every wreck shaped the world we inhabit today. While rail travel im-

proved mobility and opened new markets, it could be, at times, incredi-

bly dangerous. Sadly, train wrecks and mishaps changed the lives of pas-

sengers, workers and innocent bystanders. 

This work barely scratches the surface. But itõs a start. Enjoy. 

Todd DeFeo 

Editor & Publisher 
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The Nationõs Deadliest Railroad 

Disasters Through the Years 

Date Location Railroad Notes 

November 1, 1918 Brooklyn, New York 
Brooklyn Rapid Transit Com-

pany 
102 killed, 250 injured 

July 9, 1918 Nashville, Tennessee 
Nashville, Chattanooga & St. 

Louis Railway 
101 killed, 171 injured 

August 7, 1904 Pueblo, Colorado Missouri Pacific Railroad 97 killed 

March 1, 1910 Wellington, Washington Great Northern Railway 96 killed 

December 26, 1876 Ashtabula, Ohio 
Lake Shore and Michigan 

Southern Railway 
92 killed 

June 22, 1918 Hammond, Indiana Michigan Central Railroad 86 killed, 127 injured 

February 6, 1951 Woodbridge, New Jersey Pennsylvania Railroad 85 killed, 500 injured 

August 10, 1887 Chatsworth, Illinois 
Toledo, Peoria and  

Western Railroad 
85 killed 

Train wrecks and the coverage of them is a source of conflicting information. Newspapers accounts were often inaccurate, 

offering wildly varying information about casualty counts. Official reports donõt always provide the desired clarity. This chart 

is a starting point of some of the countryõs deadliest railroad wrecks. 

Photo courtesy of the Library of Congress. 



B 
y all accounts, June 28, 1959, was 

humid in Georgia, with temperatures 

reaching the mid-to-upper 90s. It was, 

at least at first, a typical Georgia day. 

To escape the heat, dozens ñ 100 by one count 

ñ of residents in the Effingham County communi-

ty of Meldrim, a hamlet about 17 miles northwest 

of Savannah, opted to swim in the Ogeechee Riv-

er. 

The day seemed normal until about 3:30 p.m., 

when Seaboard Air Line Railroad train No. 82, an 

eastbound mixed freight with 123 cars and a ca-

boose pulled by three diesel-electric units, started 

crossing the trestle across the river.  

The 109th to 121st cars separated from the train, 

most crashing into the river below, including two 

loaded with liquefied petroleum gas. The tank 

head of one of the cars ruptured, emitting gas and 

blanketing the nearby area. 

An òunknown sourceó ignited the gas, producing 

a flash fire that stretched hundreds of feet in multi-

ple directions. òWhen it first went off, it sounded like a 

bomb,ó The Associated Press quoted 21-year-old George 

Hodges Jr. as saying. 

The resulting explosion and fire killed 23 people, includ-

ing an eight-month pregnant woman. 

òThe train was moving along between 45 and 50 miles an 

hour,ó conductor Ira L. Hines told UPI. òI was looking out 

the cab of the caboose. All of a sudden, I saw the cars begin 

to pile up in front. It looked like they were piling up to the 

sky.ó 

Hines told brakeman William Kimble, òYou better say 

your prayers now because weõre gone.ó 

An Interstate Commerce Commission (ICC) investigation 

blamed the derailment on the òdeflection of the rails on the 

trestle under the moving train as a result of excessive com-

pression due to movement of the rails and expansion, this 

movement being restricted by the securely anchored rails at 

the east end of the trestle.ó 

The agency faulted the Seaboard Air Line for not installing 

guard rails along the trestle, a ballast-deck trestle about 25 

feet above the ground below. òIf the track structure on the 

trestle had been provided with guard rails it is probable that 

the derailed cars would not have fallen from the trestle,ó the 

ICC concluded. 

òAll during the war I saw plenty of nasty things, but nothing 

like this,ó The Atlanta Constitution quoted the Rev. J.T. 

Green, Meldrimõs Baptist pastor, as saying. 
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A New Kind of Railroad 

Disaster: Hazardous Spills 

A map included in the Interstate Commerce Commission 

report about the 1959 Meldrim, Georgia derailment. 




