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WRECKS OF THE RED EXPRESS
[Sidebar]
Newspapers of the era carry accounts of three terrible wrecks of the Red Express.  While wrecks were frequent at the time, to have three such awful wrecks during the two and a half year life of the Red Express was unusual.  One of the wrecks occurred on the Santa Fe portion of the line; it was caused when the train hit a cow and a calf that were on the track, an accident difficult to avoid.  Not so the two wrecks that occurred on the Jacksonville Southeastern Line (on Chicago, Peoria, and St. Louis trackage).  One was due to a broken rail, the other to negligence by JSE enginemen.

We reprint below the newspaper reports of the three wrecks exactly as they appeared.  They give to the reader a sense of railroading at the time, as well as specific information on operations and equipment, including the consist of the Red Express.
March 8, 1891:  Wreck North of Havana, IL

An article appearing in the Chicago Daily Tribune on March 9, 1891, describes a wreck of the westbound Red Express near Havana.  It reports, 

“The “Red Express” which left Chicago last evening over the Santa Fe line for St. Louis, was wrecked about 3 o’clock this morning half a mile above the city limits.  The wreck was caused by a broken rail.  The cars were all piled in a heap except the last, and taking fire were all consumed.  Fireman Saddler was instantly killed…  

“I have heard indirectly of the accident to the red express,” said the chief clerk in the Santa Fe General Superintendent’s office, who was at his desk yesterday afternoon.  ‘The Santa Fe turns over the red express to the Toledo, Peoria and Western at Eureka, and at Peoria the express is turned over to the Jacksonville southeastern road, so that we have nothing to do with anything that happens on the latter road.”

Clearly, deflecting responsibility was already a practiced art.

A follow-up article on the wreck that appeared the next day in the Chicago Daily Tribune reports,

 “Of the victims of the Jacksonville Southeastern who were brought to the Jacksonville City Hospital two have since died, making three persons whose lives were lost in the disaster…  The remaining injured at the hospital are now doing very well, and it is thought all will recover….  The two Pullman sleeping cars burned were the Roga [sic: Rago] and Pecas [sic: Pecos].”

An article appearing in The New York Times on March 9, 1891, describes the same wreck.  It states, 

“A terrible railroad wreck occurred this morning on the Jacksonville Southeastern, which resulted in the total destruction of all the cars by fire, the smashing of the engine, the loss of one life outright, and the serious injury of several persons, one or two of whom lie in a precarious condition.

“The south-bound express, due here at 4 a.m., was nearing Havana, when a broken rail was encountered, ditching the entire train, which consisted of a baggage and express car, smoker, chair car, and two sleepers.  As soon as the engine struck the defective rail it at once careened into the ditch, and the baggage car was piled on top of the tender.  Fire from the engine or a stove in the car at once set fire to the former, and it was speedily consumed.  The baggageman by some means managed to get out without being seriously injured, and he at once began rescuing the others.  He found the express messenger pinned fast under a heavy box, and with a superhuman effort extricated him, but the poor fellow had lost his left foot.  Others who were not hurt looked after the passengers on the train.  The chair car was set on fire by the patent heater and the flames communicating with the sleepers, all were destroyed.

“Fireman JAMES N. SADDLE was caught in the wreck of the baggage car and tender and was burned toa cinder.  FRANK BIRKENHEAD, the engineer, was stunned and caught fast in the wreck, but fortunately was found and saved, though his left arm and leg were broken…  One brakeman was not wounded, and with highly commendable presence of mind he seized an axe and began chopping into the cars, which lay on their sides, and did much to aid the passengers to escape.  The loss to the railroad company is $100,000.”

November 22, 1891:  Wreck at Jacksonville, IL

An article appearing in the Chicago Daily Tribune on November 23, 1891, describes a wreck of the westbound Red Express at Jacksonville.  It reports,

“The Jacksonville Southeastern suffered another wreck at this point at 4 o’clock this morning, resulting in the loss of one life and damage to a vast amount of property.  A. W. Beck was to relieve the engineer bringing in the Red Express from Chicago bound for St. Louis.  He had to go north of the city a mile for water, and, being late, he rushed into the train dispatcher’s office and asked where the Red Express was.  The operator in charge replied fourteen minute late out of Havana, forty miles distant.  Instead of losing time, however, Charles Hairgrove, the engineer of the Red Express, had made up the time, and, owing to the bad condition of the weather, neither engineer could see the near approach of the other.  Just before the tank was reached, and when both machines were under full headway, they came together.  Beck and his fireman jumped, after first having reversed the engine, and escaped injury.  Hairgrove saw the danger and reversed and applied the brakes.  In this, however, he sacrificed his own life, as he had not time to jump and was crushed between he engine and tender.  He died at 9 o’clock.  His fireman escaped injury by jumping.  Both engines were badly wrecked.  Two or three cars were derailed, and for six or seven hours the track was blockaded.”

May 29, 1892: Wreck South of Lemont, IL

An article appearing in The New York Times on May 31, 1892, describes a wreck of the eastbound Red Express at Lemont.  It reports, 

“The wreck of the Red Express, from St. Louis to Chicago on the Santa Fe Road, which occurred a mile and a half south of Lemont, a small quarry town about twenty miles from Chicago, last night, resulted in the instant killing of the engineer W. A. ISABELLE, the serious injury of ten passengers, and the light injury of five more.”

After giving the names and conditions of the injured passengers, the article goes on to say,

 “It is stated by the passengers that at the time of the accident the train was running at a high rate of speed to make up lost time.  At the point before mentioned the engine struck a cow and calf, which were on the track.  The engine and tank jumped the track, and, after running a short distance on the ties, rolled down the embankment into the Desplains River.  The baggage car was landed on its side, the smoker followed, breaking the coupling, with the sleeper.  The latter tumbled with fearful rapidity down into the tender with the engine and tender.”

“The panic and confusion which ensued made more difficult the task of attending to the wounded and of rescuing the occupants of the sleeper from their perilous position.  Fortunately, the depth of the water was not sufficient completely to submerge the train, and with such assistance as the trainmen could secure the passengers were taken out through the windows.”

“The Santa Fe officials say that the train was not running at an excessively high rate of speed, and that the indirect cause of the mishap was the sharp curve, which rendered it impossible to see the obstruction until it was too late to bring the train to a standstill.”

JSE Ordered to Make Improvements and Repairs

It is notable that, in an article that appeared in the Chicago Daily Tribune on January 18, 1893, and dated “Springfield, Ill, January 17,” officials of the Jacksonville Southeastern Line appeared before the Railroad and Warehouse commissioners in answer to a summons to show cause why they should not make certain improvements and repairs on their lines as ordered by the board.  They explained that they were making them as rapidly as they could.

April 3, 1893:  Wreck of St. Louis-Jacksonville Express South of Edwardsville

Evidently, not much in the way of improvement of the right-of-way or of operations were able to be done, since only three months later, on April 3, 1893, another terrible wreck occurred on the JSE about three miles south of Edwardsville, IL, killing four and injuring many others.  The wreck did not involve the Red Express, but instead the eastbound No. 10 Express that ran each evening between St. Louis and Jacksonville. This wreck was again due to negligence on the part of the JSE trainmen.  An article on the wreck that appeared in the Chicago Daily Tribune on April 4, 1893, was headlined “Four Killed and a Number Injured,” and subtitled, “ Fatal Accident on the Jacksonville Southeastern,” reported:

“A terrible railroad accident occurred at 6:15 o’clock tonight on the Jacksonville Southeastern railroad about three miles south of Edwardsville, near Glen Vernon, a mining village.  Four were killed and a number of others seriously injured…  No. 29, a local freight going south, and No. 10, a passenger accommodation going north, collided, completely wrecking the freight train, both engines, and one passenger car.  The local was in charge of conductor w. H. Church of East St. Louis and the passenger in charge of conductor C. F. Craven of Jacksonville.  The cause of the accident is attributed to negligence on the part of the local trainmen.  A change of time was made on the passenger yesterday, making it fifteen minutes earlier than heretofore.  The local trainmen have been in the habit of side-tracking their train at Glen Carbon.  Tonight the local conductor received orders to side-track here and wait for the passenger train to pass.  He, however, probably thought he could reach Glen Carbon in time and pulled out.  The engines and freight cars are a mass of old iron and wood heaped in one huge pile.  The engineers and firemen were hurled a distance of several rods. The scene of the accident is in a deep ravine near a sharp curve in the road.  All the physicians and surgeons of Edwardsville were soon on the scene and rendered assistance to the injured.  The dead were brought to this city and the Coroner’s inquest will be held tomorrow.  A wreck train is at work clearing away the debris, but the tracks cannot be cleared before tomorrow night.  The Jacksonville Southeastern trains are passing over the Toledo, St. Louis and Kansas City from East St. Louis to Edwardsville and continue northward on their own line.”
