
The Kingsland, Indiana Interurban Disaster of 1910

The Kingsland, Indiana interurban disaster of Septem-
ber 21, 1910 is regarded as the worst interurban ac-
cident of the interurban era. It took the lives of 41

people and injured seven more. Like so many other trans-
portation tragedies, several different things had to happen
to set the stage for this disaster. This included unusual
crowds going to a Fair, use of a smaller and lighter passen-
ger car, and an operating employee ignoring the rules. Here
is a little bit of history and brief account of what led up to
the unfortunate tragedy.

This particular project was prompted by a fellow his-
torian who mentioned that much of the information avail-
able online on the Kingsland disaster is often limited or
incorrect. As a result, I was asked to see what the recog-
nized interurban historians had to say. I took five interurban
books from the shelves in my den, including one I had writ-
ten, and discovered that four of them mentioned the Kings-
land disaster. The following is a compilation of information
from these different respected sources. I will include a bib-
liography at the end for those who would like to find the
original volumes and do their own research.

Interurban Electric Railways

Interurban electric railways were initially developed
shortly before the turn of the century. They were an out-
growth of the electric trolley car but ran faster and over
longer distances. Most connected two or more cities and
concentrated on frequent passenger service, often hourly,
that allowed rural people to visit the city and others to con-
veniently travel between neighboring towns. By 1910, there
was a continuous string of interurban electric lines stretch-
ing from Little Falls or Oneonta, New York all the way
through the Midwest to Elkhart Lake, Wisconsin. No one
rode long distances on interurban railways except for a few
demonstration trips because it would have been faster to
travel longer distances on the steam railroads.

While there were several exceptions, most of the in-
terurban lines operated on single track with occasional
passing sidings where opposing cars could safely pass.
While the interurbans did have derailments and confronta-
tions with vehicles and pedestrians, their worst accidents
involved cars hitting head-on after one of them failed to
wait for the other at a passing siding. The industry called
these “cornfield meets.” This was the cause of the tragedy
at Kingsland.
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This photo looks almost directly east with car 303 on the left and the lighter car 233 on the right. Obvious is the
grove of trees behind the cars that restricted visilibity as the interurban line turned towards Kingsland. The track in
the foregound is the Nickel Plate Railroad.
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The Fort Wayne and Wabash Valley
Traction Company

The company involved in the Kingsland disaster was
the Fort Wayne and Wabash Valley Traction company. It
was founded in 1904 by the Schoepf-McGowan interests,
one of the leading syndicates that owned or controlled in-
terurban lines. It started by taking over the interurban line
that connected Peru and Wabash in 1901 and extended
from Wabash to Fort Wayne and from Peru to Logansport
in 1902. Through subsidiaries, the company built west from
Logansport to Lafayette in 1907. By that time the company
had a relatively impressive interurban line that ran from Fort
Wayne southwest to Wabash, Peru, Logansport and
Lafayette plus local streetcar operations in all of these cities. 

The company was also sitting in a good position for
connections and through service. There was through serv-
ice from Fort Wayne to Indianapolis via Peru and Kokomo
with another interurban line. Interurban lines north of Peru
continued to South Bend with connections for Chicago and
points beyond. A line east from Fort Wayne to Lima, Ohio
was the second most important connection between the In-
diana and Ohio interurban lines. You could continue on
other lines for Toledo, Detroit, Cleveland and into Pennsyl-
vania and New York state.

An independent company, the Muncie, Hartford &
Fort Wayne Railway built an interurban line north from
Muncie and reached Bluffton in December of 1903. They
connected with the Union Traction Company at Muncie for
through service to Indianapolis. At this time the Fort Wayne
and Wabash Valley line was busy consolidating its proper-
ties along the Wabash River. However, it soon realized that
there was a 25-mile gap between Fort Wayne and Bluffton
that could easily become a second route from Fort Wayne
to Indianapolis. In fact, as it turned out, the Indianapolis
route via Bluffton was 10 miles shorter than the Indianapo-
lis route via Peru.

An interesting story came about when the Fort Wayne
& Wabash Valley began building track to Bluffton to close
this gap. The track crew moved rapidly south from Fort
Wayne laying down track on the east side of the NYC&StL
Railroad (Nickel Plate Railroad). After crossing the Erie Rail-
road and reaching Kingsland, they turned southeast,
crossed what became Highway 1 and turned south laying
track on the east side of the roadway.

Meanwhile, the rival Muncie, Hartford & Fort Wayne
learned that the Wabash Valley line was building south from
Fort Wayne so it began building north from Bluffton on the
west side of Highway 1. The two tracklaying crews met on
both sides of Highway 1 just south of Paxon. While any
number of things could have happened, the Muncie crew
gave up to the Wabash Valley Line. A track was built across
the road to connect with the track on the west side of the
road coming north. Until its demise in 1941, the line con-
tinued to operate with these two dangerous highway cross-
ings south of Paxon and east of Kingsland. 

Service between Fort Wayne and Bluffton started on
March 1, 1906 and was originally local to Bluffton because
of clearance problems at Hartford City. Eventually, the
Muncie, Hartford and Fort Wayne was leased to the Union
Traction Company and the clearance problem resolved so
that through service from Fort Wayne to Muncie and Indi-
anapolis was offered.
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This map shows the Fort Wayne & Wabash Valley Line
between Fort Wayne and Bluffton with connecting elec-
tric lines. Note the jog south of Paxon where the track
crossed over what became Highway 1.



The Utica Electric Railway Tour

An interesting side note to all of this was the passage
of the Utica Electric Railway Tour only weeks prior to the
Kingsland disaster. In 1910, a group of businessmen from
Utica, New York decided to take a tour of Midwest cities to
see what they were doing with civic projects and attracting
new businesses. Since buses and roadways were highly
questionable at this time, they chartered an electric interur-
ban car for their two-week, 2,000-mile tour. It did have a
slightly specialized interior with wicker chairs and other
amenities. The group reached Fort Wayne in their special
chartered interurban car on Wednesday, May 18, 1910. They
took a tour of Fort Wayne and spent the night at the Hotel
Anthony. On Thursday they left on the line to Lima, Ohio
and went to Toledo and Detroit.

This brings up two interesting thoughts. One is that
their chartered interurban car operated under its own
power for 2,000 miles on 28 different interurban lines and
numerous city streetcar lines except for a few miles be-
tween Indianapolis and Louisville that had a different
power voltage. This showed both the extent of the interur-
ban network and its high compatibility. But perhaps more
importantly, considering our look at the Kingsland disaster,
the Utica car operated on numerous interurban lines that
were mostly single track by running “extra” under train or-
ders. But the group never had a problem because of its pro-
fessional crew going into a siding when necessary to “meet”
opposing cars. There are photos of the Utica passengers
pitching pennies while in a siding and waiting for an op-
posing car to pass.

The Disaster of September 21, 1910

As in many such situations, several different things
had to happen to cause the accident. The more obvious
ones include the attraction of the Fort Wayne Fair, the need
for an extra car, the lesser-experienced southbound crew,
the differences between the northbound and southbound

cars, and the limited forward visibility at the location of the
disaster. 

The line between Bluffton and Fort Wayne was only
a single track but there were numerous passing sidings
every few miles where cars could pull off the main line to
allow opposing cars to safely “meet.” There were no signals
as such but operations were controlled by a printed
timetable that indicated when cars should arrive and depart
at stations and sidings. Cars and trains not on the schedule
were considered as “extras” and had to give way to trains
listed in the printed schedule and follow train orders given
by the Bluffton Division dispatcher. On many railroads,
extra trains carried white flags so they could be immediately
identified as extras.

The Bluffton Division dispatcher was based at the
Bluffton interlocking plant on the north side of Bluffton
where the interurban tracks crossed a steam railroad. Unlike
the steam railroads that originally used the telegraph, the
interurban lines used telephones for dispatching. The
Bluffton Division dispatcher on duty at this time on Sep-
tember 21, 1910 was William H. Friemeyer, 31 (one book
spells his name Frymire). He had a good reputation and
was considered a competent employee. At this time there
were about 38 trains daily between Bluffton and Fort
Wayne, a little more than one per hour in each direction.
The normal running time from Bluffton to Fort Wayne was
35 to 40 minutes.

In spite of the fact that September 21 was a Wednes-
day, there were a substantial number of people who
wanted to ride north from Bluffton to spend the afternoon
at the Fort Wayne Fair. Interurban cars coming north from
Bluffton had been overcrowded and passengers were gath-
ering at the Bluffton station looking for passage to Fort
Wayne. As a result, word had gone up to Fort Wayne to
send down an extra car because it was obvious that the
passengers would not all fit on the regularly scheduled
trains. A call went out to find a crew to take an extra car
from Fort Wayne to Bluffton and return with the fairgoers.
While the crew picked for the run were technically quali-
fied, their competence would be called into question fol-
lowing the disaster. One might bear in mind that it could
have been difficult to find a crew. With the fair going on in
Fort Wayne, the entire staff of the interurban line would al-
ready be assigned because of extra streetcar and interurban
trips.

Benjamin T. Corkwell was picked as the motorman
for the extra car. He had been discharged by the Union
Traction Company in 1908 but had then been hired by the
Wabash Valley for city streetcar service in 1909. He was up-
graded to interurban service in April of 1910, but is reported
to have received two warnings and 90 demerits in six
months with the company. Three months later, on July 30,
he was given 50 demerits for meeting a car at the wrong
siding. He had run train 56, the northbound train involved,
so it was assumed that he was familiar with the schedule.
The conductor selected for the extra car was John Delford
(Del) Wilson. He had worked for the Wabash Valley from
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Fort Wayne & Wabash Valley car 320 was 63 feet long
and was photographed at Huntington, Indiana on the
line west from Fort Wayne.



October of 1909 to March of
1910 as an interurban conduc-
tor. He then quit and was re-
hired in August of 1910 to work
on the city streetcars. He had
been upgraded to interurban
service the day before the acci-
dent but had reportedly nearly
failed a written rules examina-
tion. Corkwell and Wilson were
given heavy Wabash Valley in-
terurban car 303 and train or-
ders to run extra to Bluffton
from Ft. Wayne at 11:40 a.m.
They were the only ones on
board the car.

Research into interurban
equipment rosters suggested
that car 303 was probably built
in 1906. It was a three-compart-
ment combine, which suggests
a small area for luggage or ex-
press behind the motorman’s
cab in front followed by smok-
ing and non-smoking sections.
It was a heavy and fast car typ-
ically used in this service. In this
era, the interurban cars were
made of wood although they
had some steel frames and un-
dercarriage.

To his credit, Dispatcher
Friemeyer seemed to be trying
to keep an eye on extra 303 as
it headed south. Extra 303 was
ordered to meet a northbound
train at siding 101, just south of
Fort Wayne, and to phone the dispatcher. This did take
place as planned. Meanwhile, things were developing at
Bluffton. The Union Traction crew had arrived from Muncie
at Bluffton on time with train 56 that was scheduled to con-
tinue north to Fort Wayne. Since the ownership of the lines
changed at Bluffton, it was typical for the southbound car
from Fort Wayne to Muncie, train 55, to arrive in Bluffton
at the same time and the Wabash Valley and Union Traction
crews would swap cars and reverse directions. Hence,
while the crews changed, the passengers could remain on
the same car. This came to be called “pooled” service.

However train 55, the southbound car from Fort
Wayne, was running a little late, presumably because of the
traffic and activity surrounding the fair. Rather than delay
train 56 going north, the dispatcher set up a meet between
the two cars at Villa, just north of Bluffton, where the crews
could swap cars. While crews operating on another line
was not normal procedure, it was frequently tolerated for
short distances and special reasons such as this.

As expected, trains 56 and 55 met at the Villa siding
and swapped crews. The Wabash Valley crew that would
take train 56 north consisted of Motorman Charles Vandine
(sometimes spelled Van Dine) and Conductor Ernest A.
Spillers. They were considered one of the best crews on
the Wabash Valley. They had already made two runs that
morning over the Bluffton Division and were known to fol-
low the rules. Vandine often worked as a dispatcher as well
as a motorman so he was well aware of the rules and reg-
ulations.

In swapping cars, Vandine and Spillers discovered that
they would be running Indiana Union Traction Company
car 233 north as train 56. This was a smaller, slower and
lighter car than 303 and the regular cars on this route. This
became a negative factor in the accident. The car does not
show up on future car rosters but cars with similar numbers
were built by Stephenson in 1902. However, Vandine was
familiar with Car 233 and had run it in the past. He indi-
cated that he had noted nothing wrong with the car. It was
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This timetable was issued in 1936 after the Indiana Railroad had taken over these
lines. It shows service from Fort Waye to Bluffton and Indianapolis. There were still
13 daily trains in each direction between Fort Wayne and Bluffton at this time.



crowded with fairgoers and apparently a few people were
standing.

Two of the reports make reference to a third car that
was involved. This was a “second section” for train 56
north. If the Wabash Valley followed regular railroad prac-
tice, car 233/train 56 would have carried green flags indi-
cating that a second section was just behind. This was
important at meets because the opposing car in the siding
then knew to remain in the siding and wait for the second
section. I could not find any information on the car or crew
but we can probably presume that this car was also full of
fairgoers.

As Motorman Vandine and Conductor Spillers ran car
233 north from Villa, Dispatcher Friemeyer was busy look-
ing for Extra 303 going south. He had not heard from Mo-
torman Corkwell and Extra 303 since their meet with the
northbound train at siding 101. Standard Operating Proce-
dures called for extra trains to “clear” the line at least five
minutes before the arrival of scheduled trains by pulling
into a siding. Motorman Corkwell should have had an em-
ployee or operating timetable that provided arrival times
for scheduled trains, including Train 56, at sidings and sta-
tions. 

Based on the schedule of Train 56, Dispatcher
Friemeyer expected Extra 303 to pull into siding 105 at
Yoder to clear the line for Train 56. However, when he
phoned Yoder, he was told that car 303 was not there.
Friemeyer then called Ossian but his call just missed Extra
303. It had actually stopped there briefly so that Conductor
Delbert Wilson could run inside to pick up some matches.
Inexplicably, Extra 303 then continued south at about 12:13
p.m. Siding 106 was about a mile south of Ossian but Extra
303 ran past it going between fifty and sixty miles per hour.

Motorman Corkwell and Conductor Wilson would
later claim that they were heading for siding 107 to meet
train 56. However, to clear Train 56 by at least five minutes,
they would have had to pull into siding 105 at Yoder. Dis-
patcher Friemeyer did pass train orders to Vandine and

Spillers in Train 56 telling them to expect to meet Extra 303
at siding 106 and to phone in if Extra 303 was not waiting
for them at siding 106 to receive instructions on a revised
meeting point.

Meanwhile, Vandine and Spillers had crossed the
highway with their crowded car and headed for Kingsland.
Just north of Kingsland, they made the obligatory safety
train stop at the Erie Railroad crossing. Spillers flagged the
car across the crossing at about 12:12 p.m. and it picked
up speed going north. Train 56 was due at Siding 106 at
12:16 but never arrived.

There are two noteworthy items that did not help the
situation. One is that the two cars met head on as car 233
was running northwest and approaching a curve to bring
the interurban line adjacent to the Nickel Plate tracks. There
was a small forested area to the east of the interurban track,
hiding the line from both directions. Hence, the two cars
did not see each other until seconds before they hit. Had
this meeting happened a little to the north, where the tracks
were straight for miles adjacent to the Nickel Plate Railroad,
the two cars would most likely have seen each other in time
to avoid the accident.

The second item was the difference in size between
the two cars. The heavier and larger car 303 rode up and
into the interior of car 233, causing major damage. To pre-
vent this kind of thing, interurbans developed what came
to be called an “anticlimber” mounted on the front of the
car. In the event of a head-on accident between different
sized cars, the anticlimbers could mesh and prevent one
car from riding up and into the other.

When Dispatcher Friemeyer called Ossian and found
that 303 had left but 233 had not arrived, he got very wor-
ried. He asked the Ossian agent to phone the operator at
the Erie Railroad crossing. The Erie operator informed the
Ossian agent of the accident who in turn let Dispatcher
Friemeyer know.
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We are looking slightly south of east. Running south,
Car 303 had just turned away from the Nickel Plate
tracks and was going southeast along the trees when
the two cars collided.

This shows an interurban car stopping at the Ossian
station. Car 303 did stop here briefly to pick up
matches, but unfortunately continued south without
pulling into a siding. Expectations were that the car
would pull into the siding at Yoder.



The Accident and Aftermath

The historians suggest that the two cars met on a
blind curve and only saw each other seconds prior to the
collision. Car 233 was running northwest adjacent to a
grove of trees while Car 303 was just turning southeast to
run along that same grove of trees. While one or both mo-
tormen may have applied the brakes, the cars were still
moving at substantial speed when they met. The heavier
303 rode up and into car 233, telescoping it for more than
half of its length, pushing seats and passengers to the back
of the car. Reports are that the accident took place at about
12:15 p.m. and within sight of siding 106 to the north.

There is an apocryphal story about a traveling sales-
man named John Boyd who reported that he rode on the
back plaform of car 233 and jumped off seconds before the
cars hit. However, it was later determined that no such per-
son was on the car or was seen by those near the back plat-
form.

All four of the train crew survived the wreck and only
Corkwell had injuries that needed hospitalization. This
would be unusual in head-on collisions which are usually
unkind to the crews, particularly the motormen. Consider-
ing that the front end of both cars were demolished, it must
be presumed that both motormen made an exit before the
impact. Upon seeing the approaching car, a good motor-

man would have instinctively spun the controller counter-
clockwise with his left hand to shut off power while push-
ing his brake handle all the way to the right with his right
hand to set the emergency brake (or “big hole” in railroad
language). 

Corkwell had the option of “joining the birds” by
going out the door or running back through the empty aisle
of the car. One of the first people arriving at the wreck said
he saw Corkwell climbing out of the back of car 303, so he
most likely ran back through the empty car prior to the
wreck. This probably accounts for his injuries. Vandine had
no option because his car was crowded, so we must pre-
sume he jumped out of a door. Reports suggest that some
passengers on car 233 began running to the back. This
could have been because of a heavy brake application or
seeing the motorman go out the door. None of the printed
histories mention how the crew got out because it might
have reflected negatively on them. However, once the
power was off and the emergency brake set, there was
nothing more a motorman could do on the front platform.

To some extent the survival of the crew was a bless-
ing because Conductor Spillers was able to run back and
flag down the northbound second section before it reached
the wreck. Had it careened into the wreck it certainly would
have taken more lives.

We are looking northeast with car 303 on the left and car 233 on the right. This shows how the cars telescoped into
each other. This photo comes from a postcard printed at the time of the wreck.
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This map shows the area around Kingsland and the
wreck site. It is a composite of three different maps.
The Fort Wayne & Wabash Valley track is in red coming
from the north adjacent to the Nickel Plate. It then turns
southeast along a grove of trees and then goes south
to cross over the Erie Railroad.

Kingsland Area Map

It took a little work but it was possible to develop a
simple map to show the arrangement of tracks in 1910.
Bear in mind that at this early date there were few paved
roads, only a limited number of automobiles, and some
travel and farming was still done by horsepower. This is
why the interurban became so popular since the 35-
minute ride from Bluffton to Fort Wayne was very con-
venient compared with other transportation alternatives.

The interurban line quit in 1941 and the tracks were
removed. In addition, the Erie Railroad is gone and the
Nickel Plate line remains but is now part of the Norfolk
Southern. If you look carefully, some of today’s satellite
photos of the area do still show faint images of where the
tracks were so many years ago. The accompanying simple
diagram was developed from information on three differ-
ent maps plus some photos.

After changing crews at Villa, car 233 would have
run on the west side of what is now Hwy. 1 but crossed
over to the east side of the road just south of Paxon. It
would have continued north on the east side of the high-
way to near a place called Mack, where the tracks crossed
over the highway and continued northwest towards Kings-
land.

Kingsland was not incorporated and consisted of a
few streets and a few houses. But both the Nickel Plate
and the Erie Railroad had stations there at one time. The
Nickel Plate ran north and south though Kingsland while
the Erie ran east and west north of the community. There
was a tower protecting their crossing.

The interurban line came northwest to the east side
of Kingsland and straightened out to run directly north
over the road and the Erie Railroad. Based on available
historical information, it appears that there was no tower
or other crossing protection where the interurban line
crossed the Erie Railroad. It was mentioned that conductor
Spillers got out and flagged the car across.

After crossing the Erie Railroad, the interurban line
turned northwest to join and run alongside the Nickel
Plate most of the way to Fort Wayne. Some of the accident
accounts have called this an “S” curve but available maps
and information suggests that it was more of a tangent
track with slight curves on either end. The verdict of the
Wells County Coroner mentioned that it was 2,300 feet
from the Erie Railroad crossing to the wreck location, a
little more tha 4/10 of a mile. From the map it would ap-
pear that this is true or close enough.

As mentioned by several reports, as the southbound
interurban line turned away from the Nickel Plate Railroad
to go southeast there was a forested area immediately east
of the tracks. Historical photos of the area show that the
trees were thick and hence this would easily qualify as a
“blind curve.” There is at least a possibility that both cars
had slowed down somewhat for the curve and car 233

was planning to pull into siding 106 another half mile
north.

Allen County Coroner A. J. Keler, MD, offered a ver-
dict because some of the passengers died in the hospital
at Fort Wayne. He suggested that the motormen should
have been able to see the other car for at least three-quar-
ters of a mile. Photographs showing the forested area do
not support this. Based on photographs of the wreck, it is
obvious that the two cars met approximately 150-200 feet
or maybe four car lengths south of where the tracks
turned southeast and curved along the trees. It is much
more likely that the two motormen had very little time to
take action although it was mentioned that some passen-
gers on car 233 had gotten up and ran towards the back
of the car just before the cars hit.

It might be mentioned that had car 303 been even a
minute later, the cars would have been on the straight
track adjacent to the Nickel Plate Railroad and would have
seen each other in time to either prevent the wreck or re-
duce its impact.

If you are looking for the location of the wreck on
current day satellite maps, I might mention that the maps
I saw showed what appeared to be a rectangular pond
slightly east of the wreck site. Some of the poles that sup-
ported the trolley wire were still standing at the wreck site
recently.



Meanwhile, the situation was not good for the injured
and dying passengers. The site was somewhat remote and
surrounded by farmland. Local residents who lived nearby
and heard the sound of the wreck were the first on the
scene. One man found an axe and was able to knock the
rear door of car 233 off of its hinges in order to get in. He
then knocked out windows in order to get people out. He
and others began bringing out the piled-up bodies in the
back of the car, many already dead. It took about 1-1/2
hours for rescuers to reach the scene from Bluffton and Fort
Wayne. The dead were laid out in rows and many bodies
were badly mutilated. Local accounts suggest that 34 people
died at the scene of the wreck, another four succumbed on
the way to the hospital and three more died within three
days.

This accident had a major impact on the community
of Bluffton. Since the small community had a population
of slightly less than 5,000 in 1910 and since most of the pas-
sengers had come from Bluffton, it seemed like everyone
in Bluffton knew one or more of the victims. Several promi-
nent people were on car 233 including Louis C. Justus who
was with the Bluffton, Geneva and Celina Traction Com-
pany that operated southeast from Bluffton to Geneva. It
was suggested that his passing hastened the end of this
company. 

In clearing the wreck, the remains of car 233 proved
to be unrepairable so it was burned adjacent to the tracks.
Hence it does not show up in future company car rosters.
Car 303 was towed back to Fort Wayne under cover of
darkness and reportedly was repaired and went back into
service. Later rosters suggest that car 303 may have survived
until 1932, when the remaining interurban lines in the area
had been consolidated into the Indiana Railroad. By that
time there were enough steel cars in the fleet that the older
wood cars were no longer needed. It is virtually impossible
to find the exact location of the wreck today. It is now all
private property and farmland although some of the poles
along the line remain and there is a small pond just east of
the wreck site.

The accident was investigated by local, state and cor-
porate groups but no one went to prison. It was assumed
that Corkwell and Wilson were responsible for the disaster
since they had failed to properly clear the main line for car
233. They claimed that they had orders for a meet at siding
107 but no such orders existed and Vandine and Spillers
had already been told to look for Extra 303 at siding 106 or
call in for instructions. 

Corkwell who appears to have been 35 at the time of
the accident, never did appear in court. He remained in the
hospital for a while because of his injuries and then devel-
oped mental problems, possibly from the accident, and
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Built in 1904, the nine-story Indianapolis Traction Terminal and adjacent trainshed was the capital of the interurban
industry for many years. Interurban lines radiated from Indianapolis in virtually every direction. This photo was taken
in the early years before the gates in front of the trains were removed. This comes from a postcard.



went to an asylum. He had served in the Spanish-American
War and died in the Marion Veteran’s Hospital in August of
1940. Records suggest that Wilson was 22 at the time of the
accident. He was given 190 demerits over a short period of
time and was fired in March of 1911. He later went to work
for the Nickel Plate in Fort Wayne and died in the Fort
Wayne railroad yard in March of 1924 after being crushed
between a loading platform and a railroad car.

Charles Vandine, the motorman of northbound car
233 was 24 years old at the time of the accident. He con-
tinued to work for the interurban line and died at home in
Bluffton in 1956 at the age of 70. He was reportedly the last
survivor of the wreck. Ernest Spillers, the conductor of car
233, was the oldest of the crew at 38. His comments in the
newspapers following the accident suggested he was plan-
ning to leave railroad work. He soon moved to California
where he reportedly worked in the oil fields and may have
moved to Long Beach.

In the following months, the Fort Wayne & Wabash
Valley Traction Company began paying off claims. The total
was estimated to be near $300,000 and it is presumed that
there was little or no insurance coverage at this early date.
The company was reorganized as the Fort Wayne & North-
ern Indiana Traction. It was eventually absorbed into the
new Indiana Railroad in 1930 and continued to operate
until 1941 as one of the last interurban lines in central In-
diana.

Other Interurban Accidents

The 1910 era was particularly unkind to the interurban
railways from the standpoint of accidents. A major problem
was that the public wanted the convenience of the frequent
electric interurban service but were reluctant to pay for it.
Interurban fares were lower than the steam railroads in
order to be competitive but this resulted in low profits and
an inability to compete with the steam railroads in hiring
better staff. Here is a brief list of some of the other interur-
ban accidents that took place at this same time.

Although it sounds impossible, there were four major
interurban accidents in a span of about 17 days with three
of the four in northern Indiana. The first of these took place
on Saturday, September 17, 1910. The motorman and one
passenger were killed in an accident on the Union Traction
Company’s line from Muncie to Union City. This was the
Saturday prior to the Kingsland disaster. Only three days
after the Kingsland accident, on Saturday, September 24, an
accident on the Union Traction Company just north of Tip-
ton, on the line to Peru, took the lives of a motorman and
six passengers. This was another “cornfield meet” and an
example of a train passing its meeting point. The south-
bound freight train bypassed a passing siding by nearly
three miles before running head-on into a northbound pas-
senger car.

What may have been the second-worst interurban dis-
aster took place only a few days later on October 4, 1910
on the Illinois Traction line at Staunton. A northbound local

train pulled into a siding to meet a southbound passenger
train. Failing to realize that the southbound train had a sec-
ond section, the northbound train pulled out into the main
line and continued north, running head-on into the south-
bound second section. Thirty-seven people lost their lives. 

The Indiana Railroad Commission investigated the In-
diana wrecks and discovered that some of the crew mem-
bers were less than ideal. It was noted that the Fort Wayne
and Wabash Valley company lost or fired more than 70 mo-
tormen and conductors in the two years prior to the Sep-
tember 21, 1910 accident. As a result, the commission
recommended higher standards for interurban staff and re-
quired automatic signals on some lines. This substantially
improved the safety record for the lines. However, head-
on collisions continued to plague the industry as late as
1950 in Wisconsin.
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