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ACCIDENT SYNOPSIS 

 

On August 2, 2017, eastbound CSXT Train No. Q38831 derailed thirty-three (33) cars which sub-

sequently caught fire in the borough of Hyndman, Pennsylvania at approximately 4:58 a.m. East-

ern Daylight Time (“EDT”)1. The train stopped on Main Track No. 1 between mileposts (“MPs”) 

BF 191.2 and BF 193.2  Due to the hazardous material release and subsequent fire, the borough of 

Hyndman was evacuated by the Pennsylvania Emergency Management Agency, which established 

a one-mile radius evacuation zone, displacing 800 residents.  All road crossings were blocked by 

the derailed train, and one (1) structure, a residential home, was a total loss; a residential garage 

also sustained structural damage. 

The weather at the time of the incident was clear, temperature of 64° F, and calm winds. 

ACCIDENT NARRATIVE 

 

At approximately 4:58 a.m., CSXT Train No. Q38831 (a mixed manifest freight train) operating 

on Main Track No. 1 on the CSXT Baltimore Division, Keystone Subdivision, derailed in Hynd-

man, PA.  The crew was a relief crew from Cumberland, Maryland.  The relief crew was assigned 

to re-crew the Q38381 operating from Connellsville, PA (MP BF 269.7) to Cumberland, MD (MP 

BF 178.9) after the preceding crew stopped at MP BF 205.6 following an unrelated train airbrake 

issue. That train crew was a road switcher / turn crew. 

The relief crew operated train Q21701 from Cumberland, MD to Connellsville, PA, and to operate 

Train Q38381 back to Cumberland.   Train Q38381consisted of 128 loaded cars, 50 empty cars, 

weighed a total of 18,252 tons, was 10,612 feet in length, with three (3) locomotives online and 

two (2) locomotives dead-in-tow.  Within the forty-eight (48) cars directly behind the locomotives, 

there were six (6) loaded cars and forty-two (42) empty cars that weighed 1,000 tons. The remain-

ing consist of the train weighed over 17,000 tons and was located behind the block of forty-two 

                                                 
1 All times throughout this Report will be shown as Eastern Daylight Time. 

2 “BF” stands for the former Baltimore & Ohio Railroad (B&O) Keystone and Pittsburgh Subdivisions. 
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(42) empties. The crew traveled eastbound with helper service.3  After cresting the ruling grade 

(1.65 percent grade), the helper detached from the train while on the move utilizing the helper 

link.4  The Locomotive Engineer then had the entire train on the descending grade with a maximum 

1.65% descending grade in a thirteen (13) mile descent into Hyndman. 

Following the detachment of the helper locomotives, the Locomotive Engineer applied the train’s 

airbrakes to maintain the track speed of thirty (30) miles per hour (“MPH”) that was CSXT time-

table instruction maximum authorized speed for this location.  After making a minimum service 

reduction — 6-7 pounds per square inch (“psi”), the Locomotive Engineer noticed an increase in 

brake pipe pressure as indicated by the train’s end of train device (“EOTD”) from 79 psi to 80 psi.  

At that time, the Locomotive Engineer made an additional reduction to a total reduction of approx-

imately 10 pounds psi.  At approximately 11:27:16 p.m., the EOTD pressure reduced to 75 psi and 

then again gradually increased to 79 psi.  The Locomotive Engineer stated in interviews that he 

was concerned that the increased EOTD brake pipe pressure may result in a release of the train’s 

brakes, so he initiated a full service brake application, by reducing the train’s brake pipe pressure 

by 26 psi to 64 psi, which brought the train to a stop at 11:36:42 p.m. at MP BF 205.6. 

CSXT timetable instructions require that, when the total brake pipe reduction exceeds 18 pounds 

psi on any eastward freight train operating Sand Patch to Hyndman, the train must be stopped and 

a minimum of thirty percent (30%) of all handbrakes must be applied to the head end of the train 

to hold it on the grade during the recharge procedure.5  During interviews, the Conductor stated 

that when the train came to a stop at MP BF 205.6, he dismounted the locomotive and began 

applying hand brakes on the first twenty-five (25) cars behind the locomotive consist6 and skipped 

cars 26 through the 33 because the hand brakes were located on the top ladder of the cars.  He then 

                                                 
3 Helper service is Distributed power or manned helper added to a train to assist movement over grades.  

4 Helper Link is a CSXT automated system that cuts the helper/pusher off from the rear end of the train. 

The detachment was executed through communications between the head-end of the train and the manned 

helper service crew. It is a device added to a helper locomotive, which communicates brake pipe pressure 

via a radio signal between the two-way EOTD and the helper locomotive. It eliminates connecting the brake 

pipe between the helper locomotive and the rear of the train, enabling them to detach without stopping.    

5 See Keystone District Timetable Special Instructions – Attachments A & C. 

6 Locomotive Consist: A locomotive or combination of locomotives properly coupled for multiple unit 

operation and operated from a single control. 
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applied the remaining hand brakes on cars 34 through 64 (56 total handbrakes). After applying the 

hand brakes, the Conductor completed inspecting the remainder of the train for the source of a 

possible air leak.  The Conductor found that car No. 159 was leaking air in the air hose assembly, 

and reported the leak to the Locomotive Engineer by radio.  The Locomotive Engineer relayed the 

information regarding the defect to the CSXT Train Dispatcher.  The Train Dispatcher, in turn, 

reported the defect to the CSXT mechanical department at Cumberland; he also made arrange-

ments for the crew operating Train Q38381 to be relieved by road switcher (helper) crew B24801, 

which was scheduled to report for duty at Cumberland at 11:59 p.m. 

After the B24801 relief crew arrived at MP BF 205.6, both crews conducted a thorough job brief-

ing of the situation and status of the train.  The crew being relieved explained the problems with 

the air brakes and the number of hand brakes applied to secure the train.  The B24801 relief crew 

then waited on the mechanical department employees (Qualified Mechanical Inspectors or “QMI” 

or “Carmen”) to arrive and inspect the train and the defective car.  The Carmen arrived at approx-

imately 2:20 a.m., held a job briefing with the crew, then began inspecting the train, located the 

air leak on the 159th car, and replaced an intermediate air hose on the car.7  The Carmen reported 

the air hose was falling apart and dry rotting in the location where the air hose was bent. 

Following the repairs, the Conductor informed the Train Dispatcher that the repairs were com-

pleted and the crew were ready to proceed to Cumberland, and that they would need to stop at the 

bottom of the hill to release the handbrakes.8  The Locomotive Engineer attempted to move the 

train but was unsuccessful due to the number of handbrakes applied.  The Conductor then walked 

back and released the first twenty-five (25) hand brakes.  This placed the thirty-three (33) cars 

behind the locomotives with no hand brakes applied (hand brakes remained applied on the 34th 

through the 64th head cars).  After releasing the first twenty-five (25) hand brakes, the Locomotive 

Engineer moved the train, and proceeded east towards Cumberland.  According to data recovered 

from the lead locomotive event recorder, the crew departed MP BF 205 at 4:17:45 a.m. 

                                                 
7 Intermediate air hose is the flexible, rubber hose behind the angle cock that connects to the steel train line 

on the body of the rail car. 

8 Stopping to release handbrakes is standard operating procedure for the territory to assist the crew in case 

of any further issues with the train after stopping on the grade as listed in the CSXT timetable. 
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The Locomotive Engineer maintained the train’s speed at 30 MPH with a combination of hand 

brakes that were left applied; throttle modulation, and dynamic brakes.  He intended to stop the 

train once it was clear of Hyndman, in order to release the remaining hand brakes. 

Train Q38831 traversed a descending grade ranging from 0.50% to 2.12% beginning at MP BF 

210.8 (top of grade) and continuing to MP BF 192.3 (train’s resting place).   From MP BF 195.2 

to the point of derailment at MP BF 193.7, the train was on a descending grade of between 1.65% 

and 2.08%.  At the point of derailment, the train was traversing an 8.375° curve.  The train’s speed 

was 29 MPH approaching the accident area.  The Locomotive Engineer stated that he made an 

additional 10 pound psi brake pipe reduction as they were approaching the bottom of the hill. 

In the post-accident interviews, the Conductor stated that he “felt a little lunge, and it wasn’t no 

more than a second or two after that, the train went in emergency.”  After the train stopped, the 

Locomotive Engineer stayed on the locomotive to establish radio communications with the Train 

Dispatcher.  The Conductor began walking the train to determine if the undesired emergency brake 

application (“UDE”) caused, or was caused by, a derailment of any portion of their train.  The 

Locomotive Engineer reported to the Train Dispatcher that their train had experienced a UDE, 

stating “We just went in emergency here on this Q38831 coming into – Hyndman between MP BF 

191.2 and MP BF 193.”  Q38831’s Locomotive Engineer further stated to the Train Dispatcher 

that the head-end of the train was approximately at MP BF 191.2 and that the rear of the train was 

near MP BF 193, with all the road crossings blocked.  The Train Dispatcher repeated the milepost 

locations, and transmitted back to Q38831 that he had a track circuit showing on the adjacent Main 

No. 2 track. 

According to the Train Dispatcher’s voice recordings, the Locomotive Engineer reported that the 

Conductor was requesting emergency personnel because cars had derailed, and that one (1) car 

containing Liquid Petroleum Gas (CBTX 781553, 53 cars from the locomotives) had exploded 

and a second rail car of molten sulfur (ITDX 5082, 49 cars from the locomotives) had caught fire.  

The first car that derailed was the 34th car from the head end of the train, FWTX 620150, an 

asphalt car.  Some of the following cars also contained molten sulfur.  A total of thirty-two (32) 

cars derailed, with four (4) rail cars breached – releasing approximately 3,000 gallons of hazardous 

materials. 
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Figure 1: Aerial view of the derailment site, courtesy of NTSB 

 

 

PROBABLE CAUSES 

 

The Brotherhood of Locomotive Engineers and Trainmen (“BLET”) concludes that the probable 

causes of this accident were (1) the train makeup with the trailing tonnage creating high buff 

forces, along and (2) tread build up on the 34th head car due to the applied hand brake, causing 

the car to lift off the rail while traversing an 8.375° right-hand curve. 
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PROPOSED FINDINGS 

 

HUMAN PERFORMANCE: 

The Locomotive Engineer and Conductor complied with the applicable CSXT rules and re-

strictions in operating trains at that location.  Both were in the operating compartment of the lead 

locomotive when the derailment occurred.  

OPERATIONS: 

The operations leading up to this incident were a contributing factor due to the train makeup. The 

immediate forty-eight (48) cars behind the locomotives contained only six (6) loaded cars. The 

train crew operated the train with a trailing tonnage in excess of 17,000 tons, behind the empty 

cars on the head end created excessive buff /draft forces.  

PROPOSED RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

To CSX Transportation, Inc.: 

1. Reduce train size when operating in steep grade territory that exceeds 1% as outlined 

in the CSXT 07/01/2016 timetable.  The accident train (Q38381) was operating with 

128 loads and fifty (50) empties. The train weighed 18,252 tons which was inconsist-

ently distributed throughout the train consist. The inconsistent placement of tonnage 

in the train consist caused excessive buff forces during braking which were exacer-

bated by the terrain, including operations over grades ranging from 0.50 percent to 

2.12 percent. 

2. Review train makeup and trailing tonnage for the territory by placing empties on the 

rear of the train.  The Q38381 accident train consist had six (6) loads and forty-two 

(42) empties in the first forty-eight (48) cars, creating adverse buff forces due to the 

heavy tonnage behind this block of empty equipment.9 

                                                 
9 See Attachment E as a recommendation of safer instructions. 
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3. Review operating rules governing the placement and continued use of hand brakes on 

a descending grade by reducing buff forces when hand brakes are used in conjunction 

with air brakes and throttle modulation.  To reduce the buff forces, reduce the speed 

and modify the location of handbrakes in use to remain directly behind the locomo-

tives.10  The review of the application and/or release of hand brakes should be stand-

ardized to maintain hand brakes behind the locomotive(s).  If it is necessary to reduce 

the number of handbrakes, the brakes should be released from the farthest handbrake 

applied then releasing as one proceeds towards the locomotives in order to move the 

train safely.11  

  

                                                 
10 The head twenty-five (25) hand brakes were removed, exacerbating buff forces lifting the wheel off the 

rail causing the derailment.  Keeping handbrakes in place on the head end of the train may  subsequently 

modulate buff forces.  

11 Maintaining of hand brakes behind the locomotive will reduce undulating buff forces and maintain a 

consistent buff force regulated to the head end of the train. 
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CERTIFICATE OF SERVICE 

I certify that on June 15, 2018 I have electronically served upon Mr.  Don Rhine, Investigator 

in Charge, National Transportation Safety Board, a complete and accurate copy of these pro-

posed findings regarding the CSXT derailment and subsequent fire on August 2, 2017 in Hynd-

man, PA (NTSB Docket No. DCA17FR011).  An electronic copy of same was also forwarded to 

the individuals listed below in this certificate of service, as required by 49 CFR § 845.27 (Pro-

posed Findings). 

National Transportation Safety Board 

c/o Mr. Don Rhine 

Investigator in Charge, DCA17FR011 

490 L’ Enfant Plaza, SW 

Washington, DC20594 

don.rhine@ntsb.gov 

 

CSXT Railroad 

Mr. Steve Ammons 

System General Road Foreman of Engines 

 
 

Mr. Michael Bull 

U.S. Department of Transportation 

Federal Railroad Administration 

Operating Practices Safety Inspector 

 
 

Mr. Jared Cassity 

SMART/UTU Safety Team 

 
 

 
Sincerely yours, 

 

Stephen J. Bruno 

Brotherhood of Locomotive Engineers & Trainmen 

National Secretary Treasurer 

National Chairman, Safety Task Force 

7061 East Pleasant Valley Road 

Independence, OH 44131 
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ATTACHMENT A 

C S X T R A N S P O R T A T I 

O N CSXT SYSTEM 

JUNE 28, 2017 

BULLETINS & NOTICES SYSTEM BULLETIN 001 

 

TO: T&E CREWS AND ALL CONCERNED 

SUBJECT: 2017 3RD QUARTER SYSTEM BULLETIN 

REISSUE EFFECTIVE: 0001HRS, JULY 1, 2017 

 

 

CHANGE TO EQUIPMENT HANDLING RULE 4466 

EFFECTIVE: 0100HRS, APRIL 25, 2017 DOCUMENT 

NUMBER: 014 ITEM 1 - 

EQUIPMENT HANDLING RULE 4466 

EQUIPMENT HANDLING RULE SECTION 4466 'PLACING EMPTY CARS IN TRAINS' IS 

REPLACED IN ITS ENTIRETY WITH THE BELOW. 

 

 FOR THE PURPOSES OF THESE RULES, THE FOLLOWING 80 FEET OR LONGER CARS 

MUST BE CONSIDERED AS EMPTY: 

A. CARS WEIGHING LESS THAN 50 TONS GROSS WEIGHT, OR 

B. FLAT CARS WITH A SINGLE LOADED TRAILER/CONTAINER, OR 

C. FLAT CARS WITH ONLY EMPTY TRAILERS/CONTAINERS, OR 

D. MULTI-PLATFORM CARS WITH EITHER END OR ANY 

ADJOINING PLATFORMS UNOCCUPIED. 

 

 WHEN PLACING EMPTY CARS IN MIXED FREIGHT TRAINS: 

1. WHEN TRAIN TONNAGE EXCEEDS 6000 TONS, DO NOT PLACE 

ONE OR MORE EMPTY FLAT CARS OVER 80 FEET WITHIN THE 

FIRST 

10 CARS, AND 

2. DO NOT PLACE SOLID BLOCKS OF SIX OR MORE LOADED CARS 

DIRECTLY BEHIND SOLID BLOCKS OF 30 OR MORE EMPTY 

CARS. 

 

 IF OPERATING IN MIXED FREIGHT SERVICE, THE FOLLOWING EQUIPMENT MUST BE 

PLACED ON THE REAR OF THE TRAIN WITH ANY HELPER OR DP UNIT(S) PLACED 

AHEAD OF THE EQUIPMENT: 

A. EMPTY TOFC/COFC, OR 

B. EMPTY MULTI-PLATFORM, OR 

C. EMPTY FLAT CARS OF TYPE F126 OR F226 WITH 

INITIALS GTTX, TILX, NKCR, OR TINX. 

 

 IF OPERATING IN UNIT TRAIN SERVICE, EMPTY 80 FEET OR LONGER CARS THAT 

ARE NOT BOXCARS MUST BE PLACED ON THE REAR OF THE TRAIN WITH ANY HELPER 

OR DP UNIT(S) PLACED AHEAD OF THE EQUIPMENT. 
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APPENDIX 1 – CSXT BULLETIN 

 

C S X T R A N S P O R T A T I O N BALTIMORE DIVISION 

August 14, 2017  

BALTIMORE DIV BULLETINS DIVISION BULLETIN 117 

To: T&E crews and all concerned 

Subject: Keystone (Mh) - 5558 Steep Grade (1% Or More) Train Handling Effec-

tive: 0159hrs, August 15, 2017 

 

Item 1 - Current Baltimore Division Timetable Change Subdivision: Keystone (Mh) 

 

-------------------------------------------------------------- PAGE | ITEM | LOCATION

 | INSTRUCTION 

-----------|------------|---------------|--------------------- 

 

62 | 5 | KEYSTO

NE 

SD | Instructions Relating 
 |  |   | To Air Brake And Train 
 |  |   | Handling 

-----------|------------|---------------|----------------------- 

 

Item 2 - 5558 Steep Grade (1% Or More) Train Handling Subdivision: Keystone (Mh) 

 

The Instruction On Page 62 Under The Heading Brake Pipe Pressure Has Been Deleted In Its 

Entirety And Replaced With: 

 

Brake Pipe Pressure - 

The Brake Pipe Pressure On The Rear Of Eastward Loaded 

Trains Must Be 75 Psi. Or Higher Prior To Passing Over Summit At Sand Patch. 

 

A Running Release Of The Train Brake Must Not Be Made On Eastward Freight Trains Oper-

ating Between Bf 211 - Bf 192.3 Mp. When The Total Brake Pipe Reduction Exceeds 18 Psi 

On Any Eastward Freight Train Operating Sand Patch To Hyndman, The Train Must Be 

Stopped. A Minimum Of 30% Hand Brakes Must Be Applied To The Head End Of The Train 

To Hold It On The Grade During The Recharge Procedure. 
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ATTACHMENT B 

APPENDIX 2 – CSXT TRACK CHART 
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ATTACHMENT C 
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ATTACHMENT E 

 




