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I N T E R V I E W 1 

(5:03 p.m. EDT) 2 

 MS. HARLEY:  Good afternoon everyone.  For the record, my 3 

name is Sheryl Harley.  I'm an investigator with the National 4 

Transportation Safety Board out of Washington, D.C. 5 

 We are here today to discuss the Amtrak derailment that 6 

occurred in Joplin, Montana, and that was on September 25th of 7 

2021 at about 3:56 p.m., and that would be local time. 8 

 On the call with me today --  9 

 Mr. Howard, I'd like you to identify yourself for the record, 10 

sir? 11 

 MR. HOWARD:  My name is Zachary Howard. 12 

 MS. HARLEY:  Thank you. 13 

 And also on the call are members of the investigative team.  14 

 And Kris? 15 

 MS. SEVERSON:  Hi there.  My name is Kris Severson.  I work 16 

for the Volpe National Transportation System Center and we support 17 

the Federal Railroad Administration investigating accidents; try 18 

to identify how people get hurt, develop mitigations if possible 19 

and update safety standards and regulations to address any 20 

deficiencies.  Thank you for talking with us. 21 

 MS. HARLEY:  And Emily? 22 

 MS. MCMICKLE:  Hi.  Emily McMickle, Manager of Amtrak 23 

Emergency Management Division.  And I work with our employees to 24 

conduct training, both onboard and then also manage our employees 25 
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that would be responding to a train incident. 1 

 MS. HARLEY:  Thank you.  And for the record, I need to give 2 

the -- this information.  It is May the 20th and it's 2022 at -- 3 

it's 5:03 p.m., but that's actually Eastern Daylight Time.  And it 4 

would be 2:03 p.m. for you, Mr. Howard.  You're in California; is 5 

that correct? 6 

 MR. HOWARD:  I'm in Washington, actually. 7 

 BY MS. HARLEY:   8 

Q. Oh, you're in Washington state.  Okay.  Great. 9 

 So, if you don't mind, sir, I'm going to ask you if you can 10 

just start from the beginning, that is, when you actually boarded 11 

the train, the Empire Builder, and just walk me through number 12 

one, your first encounter with the crew, and then on the day of 13 

the accident, if you can just walk me through what happened, as 14 

much as you can remember? 15 

A. I boarded the train the night before, September 24th, at 16 

about 10:00 p.m. in Minneapolis.  Bound for Pasco, Washington.  I 17 

was in the very last car, in the very last room, I believe that 18 

would be room number 10, in the sleeper roomette.  As you're 19 

facing the end of the train, it would be the very last room on the 20 

right hand side. 21 

 I had, you know, normal interactions with the crew.  The 22 

steward introduced himself as -- and it was my first time being in 23 

a sleeper car, so pardon me if I don't remember the exact nature 24 

of the interaction, but I believe he said he'd be converting my 25 
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room from -- I believe the beds have to be folded down or 1 

something for sleeping.  But for the next day or so, it was, you 2 

know, a normal train ride, obviously.   3 

 And then at about 4:00 in the afternoon, I was sitting in my 4 

seat facing forward, the direction of travel.  I had just been -- 5 

I had just made a dinner reservation.  One of the crew members 6 

came through and asked me what time I want to take my dinner in 7 

the dining car, and it would've been at about 6:00; two hours from 8 

then.  But then as I was sitting in my seat, there was huge lurch, 9 

and I don't even remember how, but I somehow ended up in the 10 

hallway, between cars.  And it felt like I was falling feet first, 11 

down the hallway.  I'm guessing due to the, you know, because the 12 

car was on its side, slowing down because it had been separated 13 

from the rest of the train.  I assumed that because it was slowing 14 

down so hard, I was being pushed forward by the momentum.   15 

 And then, everything eventually came to a stop.  I was lying 16 

there.  There was dust in the air.  All the lights in the car were 17 

off, of course.  And then people started, you know, calling for 18 

help.  One of the crew members calling if anybody was injured, if 19 

everybody was all right.   20 

 Do you want me to continue? 21 

Q. Yes, sir.  I'm sorry.  Yes, sir, absolutely. 22 

A. Okay.  So even though I don't remember the actual event, I 23 

believe since the door to my cabin was closed and locked, I 24 

believe I went through the window.  But I didn't have any 25 
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injuries, and my shoulder didn't hurt or anything.  So -- and I 1 

assume -- I think I remember a window pane lying in the hallway.  2 

So I think the window popped out of its frame as I went through 3 

it.   4 

 But anyway, my -- some of my luggage was also scattered in 5 

the hallway, including, luckily, my phone and wallet.  It was 6 

lying almost right next to me, so I began to collect those. 7 

 And then in the room below me, that I was sitting on, the 8 

woman inside couldn't -- the door to her cabin had jammed in its 9 

track and couldn't be opened.  And so I sat there, and she was 10 

beginning to panic so I sat there and tried to keep her calm while 11 

a crewmember went and retrieved a sledgehammer to break the window 12 

to her cabin, and she could climb out in the hallway. 13 

 While that was happening, some of the other passengers had 14 

managed to open the door at the very end of the car, and began to 15 

climb out.  So I was able to follow them -- I was able to crawl 16 

over the various bits of debris lying in the hallway, and make my 17 

way out of the train. 18 

 And since I was sitting in my room, I was wearing sweatpants 19 

and I wasn't wearing any shoes, I was barefoot.  So -- but people 20 

had thrown out blankets and pillows and such from the other 21 

sleeper rooms, and so I was able to stand on those. 22 

 And it was -- from then on it was probably about 15 to 30 23 

minutes of just standing there and watching as the other 24 

passengers and crewmembers left the train and helped other people 25 
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get out.   1 

 I -- let me think.  There was -- I believe there was an 2 

elderly couple in the room across from mine, and the woman had 3 

suffered some kind of neck or spinal injury, and she couldn't 4 

move, she couldn't get herself out.  And so some emergency 5 

personnel, I don't know if they were -- I assume they were from 6 

like, the -- one of the local fire stations.  They managed to get 7 

a saw and were starting to cut the roof of the train open to try 8 

to get her out, but that was -- that didn't work.  So eventually, 9 

some paramedics came and managed to get her out on a stretcher. 10 

 And then some other passengers were actually going back into 11 

the car and getting people's luggage, and they were able to 12 

retrieve my pants, my shoes, my suitcase and my coat, which is 13 

important because it had my keys in it.  So I was able to retrieve 14 

most of my luggage from the train car.   15 

 And from there, I could see in the distance towards the 16 

locomotive end of the train, there were a couple of buses that 17 

were beginning to load up some passengers.  And so I made way over 18 

there and they bused us to, I believe it was the Joplin Senior 19 

Center.  And from there, we were able to have, we were able to get 20 

food, and they asked if anybody needed any medications.  And then 21 

they were able to figure out lodging at a hotel in a nearby town, 22 

about 40 minutes away.  I forget what the name of that town is. 23 

 And then the next morning, they gave me a ticket on another 24 

Empire Builder from there; a ticket to (indiscernible). 25 
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Q. Okay.  Thank you.  So if you don't mind, I'd like to kind of 1 

go back and just make sure that I've got everything correct. 2 

 So you were in the very last car in the train, and you were 3 

in room number 10.  And you said that you were sitting on the -- 4 

was that the right side that you were sitting on, as the train was 5 

moving forward; is that correct? 6 

A. So if you're looking at -- if you take the train from the 7 

perspective of the direction of travel, my room was the very last 8 

room on the left hand side. 9 

Q. Last room on the left.  Okay. 10 

A. Yes. 11 

Q. Okay.  Got you. 12 

A. And then those seats are facing each other, so I was sitting 13 

in the seat that was facing the direction of travel. 14 

Q. Got it.  Okay.  All right.  And you said that your first 15 

indication that there was something going on was that you said 16 

that you felt a huge lurch. 17 

A. It wasn't -- it happened immediately.  Like, everything -- I 18 

didn't have any warning, it just -- one moment, everything is 19 

seemingly normal, the next, you know, I'm in the hallway and 20 

everything was chaos.  So there wasn't -- I didn't notice anything 21 

untoward until the train car was on its side, basically. 22 

Q. Okay.  And you said that you, that your room door was 23 

actually closed and that you had the security latch in place; is 24 

that correct? 25 
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A. That's correct. 1 

Q. Okay.  All right.  And that you believe that you had come out 2 

through the window or the glass -- the panel where the door is; is 3 

that correct? 4 

A. Yes.  I believe that my -- that I fell through the window in 5 

the door.  But since I didn't have any cuts or broken glass 6 

injuries, I believe that the window popped out of its sock -- out 7 

of its frame. 8 

Q. Okay.  All right.  So at this particular point, you were 9 

talking about -- you were in the hallway and you were now actually 10 

on top of another room.  And you were talking about that passenger 11 

in that room that was trapped. 12 

A. That's correct. 13 

Q. You said it was a female.  Can you describe her any further?  14 

Was this an older female, younger female? 15 

A. I'd say she was a younger female.  Dark hair.  I --   16 

Q. Okay.  That's fine.  I was just -- and the -- and she was 17 

alone in the room; is that correct? 18 

A. Yes. 19 

Q. Okay.  And you said that the crewmember was able to extricate 20 

her by using a sledgehammer.   21 

A. Yes.  He was able to break the window. 22 

Q. Okay.  All right.  So was there -- was this crewmember you're 23 

talking about, was this your train car attendant? 24 

A. I don't remember. 25 
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Q. Okay.  Do you remember seeing any other members of the crew 1 

at the time? 2 

A. No. I didn't see any other crewmembers until we were out of 3 

the car. 4 

Q. Okay. All right.  So during this time, there was a 5 

crewmember, at least one crewmember inside the car that was 6 

extricating the passengers and checking on the passengers.  How 7 

long do think it took the emergency responders to arrive on the 8 

scene?  Do you have any idea? 9 

A. I would guess no more than 30 minutes. 10 

Q. Okay.  And you were saying that room across from you, there 11 

was an elderly couple there, a male and a female, and you said 12 

that the female had suffered some kind of spinal injury.  And the 13 

room -- when you say the room across, was that the room across 14 

from you when the train was upright? 15 

A. Yes.  It would've been, if I was on the left, she would've 16 

been in the very last room on the right. 17 

Q. Okay.  Last room on the right.  And there were only two 18 

occupants in that room; is that -- 19 

A. Yes. 20 

Q. Okay.  Got it.  And do you have any sense of whether or not 21 

the male subject in the room was injured? 22 

A. I don't believe so.   23 

Q. Okay.  So during your trip, and this is actually before the 24 

derailment occurred, do you remember if the P.A. system was 25 
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working? 1 

A. Yes. It was. 2 

Q. Okay.  And you said that the passengers were able to open the 3 

train -- the car, the end of car door.  And that -- was that how 4 

you got out, or did you get out through the emergency windows? 5 

A. No.  I got out through the end of car door. 6 

Q. You got through the end of car door?  Do you remember any of 7 

the passengers going out through the windows? 8 

A. I didn't see any, but I was the only person who had actually 9 

been thrown from his room.  So the other occupants on the left 10 

hand side would have gone out through their windows.  And I do 11 

remember people standing on top of the car. 12 

Q. Okay.  I'm going to stop right there, and if you don't mind, 13 

I'm going to turn it over to Kris.    14 

 BY MS. SEVERSON: 15 

Q. Thank you.  (Indiscernible).   16 

 It's interesting that you say that you believe you went 17 

through the window, but you didn't have any cuts or bruises.  Did 18 

you have any other injuries?  Or any injuries at all? 19 

A. So after I got out, I noticed that I had a -- I was bleeding 20 

from an ankle injury, and I had scrapes and cuts all up and down 21 

my back, which I believe were sustained by sliding down the 22 

hallway. 23 

Q. So you went out through the window, you believe, and your 24 

feet were forward, and you were -- maybe you were sliding -- was 25 
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the car turned over at that point? 1 

A. Yes. 2 

Q. So you were sliding on what would be the wall to the 3 

roomettes on the right side of the car; is that right? 4 

A. Yes, that's correct. 5 

Q. Okay.  And you got scraped up there.  Were there any other 6 

injuries, internal, external, or just mostly cuts and bruises?  Or 7 

you didn't say bruises, you just said cuts, right? 8 

A. There were, you know, cuts and scrapes of course, and then I 9 

felt sore over the next few days. 10 

Q. Okay.  You said you exited through the end door.  I assume it 11 

was, you know -- so you were on the upper level and you exited out 12 

the end door, and out of the rear of the train. 13 

A. Yes. 14 

Q. Okay. 15 

A. I recall there was some sort of safety bar across, blocking 16 

the doors since it was at the very end of the train.  And the 17 

passenger -- the other passengers had managed to detach that bar 18 

and opened the door. 19 

Q. Okay.  I think that's all.   20 

 MS. SEVERSON:  You can break now, Sheryl.    21 

 Thank you, Zachary. 22 

 MS. HARLEY:  And Emily, did you have anything that you wanted 23 

to ask before I start? 24 

 MS. MCMICKLE:  I do not, thank you. 25 
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 MS. HARLEY:  Okay.    1 

 BY MS. HARLEY: 2 

Q. So Mr. Howard, I'm going to back to when you first boarded 3 

the train.  When you boarded the train, and you were speaking with 4 

your car attendant, were you provided any kind of a safety 5 

information, or a safety briefing, or told about the safety cards 6 

in the rooms? 7 

A. I honestly don't remember. 8 

Q. Okay.  Do you remember if there was any announcements that 9 

was made over the P.A. to that effect? 10 

A. As far as safety? 11 

Q. Yeah. 12 

A. I don't remember. 13 

Q. Okay.  Do you remember seeing if there was a safety card in 14 

your room? 15 

A. Yes.  There was. 16 

Q. Did you look at the card by any chance? 17 

A. I skimmed it. 18 

Q. Okay. All right.  So I realize that you were in your room at 19 

the time of the derailment.  Do you some sense of how many people 20 

were actually on -- in the car with you, or at least on that top 21 

level at the time of the derailment? 22 

A. As in on the left side of the train car? 23 

Q. I'm just wondering if you have sense whether there were 24 

passengers in all of the rooms or if you had some sense of how 25 
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many passengers were actually on that top part of the car. 1 

A. I don't remember. 2 

Q. Okay. 3 

A. I -- it wouldn't have been more than four or five.  But I do 4 

remember at least one or two that were standing on top of the car 5 

after having been -- I assume, after opening emergency exit 6 

windows. 7 

Q. Okay.  So at this particular point, you were outside the car, 8 

you were standing there.  Were you approached by a crewmember and 9 

given instructions as what to do next? 10 

A. No. 11 

Q. Who was it that told you to walk to the buses?  To get on the 12 

bus? 13 

A. I think I overheard either some crewmembers or some other 14 

passengers talking and they said that -- everything was kind of up 15 

in the air.  Nobody really knew what was going on.  But I think I 16 

overheard someone saying that they were getting buses to try and 17 

take us to nearest town, but I don't -- I wasn't told that 18 

directly. 19 

Q. Outside of the crewmember that was in the train car doing the 20 

extrication, did you receive any instructions from any of the crew 21 

after the derailment? 22 

A. I don't remember. 23 

Q. Okay.  So I know that you said that there was the young lady 24 

that was trapped in her room, was she injured by any chance?  Do 25 
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you know? 1 

A. I don't think so, no. 2 

Q. Okay.  And you said that the woman, the elderly woman that 3 

was in the room across from you, she was injured.  Do you remember 4 

any other injured passengers? 5 

A. I think I remember an older gentleman who had a cut on his 6 

forehead.  Other than that, I don't remember any injuries. 7 

Q. All right.  Let's see.  And you said that probably about 30 8 

minutes, that you saw the emergency responders.  You were taken to 9 

the senior center.  At that particular point, were you actually 10 

triaged?  Did they -- did someone actually take the time to 11 

examine you or look you over? 12 

A. Yes.  I requested -- so I knew that my injuries weren't 13 

major, so I didn't immediately seek out medical attention.  But 14 

when they asked if anyone needed to be checked out, I said that I 15 

did.  And they put me into the back of an ambulance.  Not as a, 16 

you know -- mostly because that was the only form of mass 17 

transport they had available.  I was sitting in there with two or 18 

three other people, and they took us to the local hospital and I 19 

just was taken into an examination room where they disinfected and 20 

bandaged my cuts. 21 

Q. Okay. All right.  And you were treated and released the same 22 

day? 23 

A. Yes. 24 

Q. Okay.  You don't actually remember which hospital you went 25 
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to? 1 

A. Not off the top of my head. 2 

Q. All right.  So I think that's all I have.   3 

 Kris, did you have any follow-up questions? 4 

A. Oh.  It was the Liberty Medical Center. 5 

Q. Liberty Medical.  Thank you very much, sir. 6 

A. In Chester. 7 

 BY MS. SEVERSON:   8 

Q. Do you mind, forgive the question, but do you mind telling us 9 

approximately how much you weigh, and how tall you are? 10 

A. I weigh about 210 pounds, and I'm 5 foot 10. 11 

Q. Do you have any idea how far you may have slid down the car?  12 

Like, did you pass multiple rooms, or any ideas? 13 

A. Yeah.  I passed probably two rooms.  I didn't get as far as 14 

the suites.  But I probably slid as much as two rooms forward. 15 

Q. You probably don't remember if -- because you would've been 16 

sliding on the right hand wall, which would've had windows and 17 

doors with windows.  And then you don't remember if any of those 18 

broke as you were along the top? 19 

A. I remember that when I was making my way out, they weren't 20 

broken.  I do remember one of the windows I was sitting on, I 21 

could hear it start to crack, and it looked like it -- felt like 22 

it was -- would've given way under my weight, so I tried not to 23 

put my weight on it. 24 

Q. Okay.   25 
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 MS. SEVERSON:  I can't think of any other questions right 1 

now, Sheryl. 2 

 BY MS. HARLEY:   3 

Q. So Mr. Howard, I'm going to ask you, do you think there, is 4 

there anything you think we should've asked you and we failed to 5 

ask you about this incident? 6 

A. No.  I can't think of anything. 7 

Q. Okay.  So what we -- what I tell people is that, please keep 8 

my number or my email, and if you think of anything, even if you 9 

think it's minor, please let us know because any information we 10 

get from you is important to us.   11 

 Out of curiosity, did you take any photographs while you were 12 

there on the scene? 13 

A. Yes. I did. 14 

Q. It is possible for you to email me some of those photographs?   15 

One of the things that we look at is the final rest position of 16 

the train, and the way things were at the time immediately 17 

following the derailment.  And usually, passenger photographs give 18 

us a better sense of what was going on before things start getting 19 

moved during the emergency response.  So if you can email those to 20 

me, I would certainly appreciate it.  Just to let you know, we 21 

will not release your photographs, it is only for the use of the 22 

investigative team, just to look at. 23 

 So I guess my -- I'm going to leave it up to the group and 24 

ask, anyone else have any additional questions or any concerns? 25 
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 I do have one question for you, Mr. Howard.  Have you been 1 

contacted by the Transportation Disaster Assistant Specialist for 2 

the NTSB? 3 

A. No. I have not. 4 

 MS. HARLEY:  You have not.  Okay.  So what I'm going to do is 5 

I'm going to send you an email with her information, her name is 6 

Kim Frierson.   7 

 So what a transportation disaster assistant specialist, or 8 

TDA specialist is, is a person who is a liaison between the NTSB 9 

investigation and the victims and the families involved in the 10 

investigation.  So her job will be, for example, to let you know 11 

when the report comes out and if there's going to be a hearing or 12 

a board meeting, we let the families, the friends -- we let the 13 

families and the victims know ahead of time.  So I'll make sure 14 

that she has your updated information.  I have your email, so I 15 

will certainly give her that.  And if you have any questions and 16 

you don't hear from her, or you have any concerns, you certainly 17 

have my information, all right? 18 

 MR. HOWARD:  Okay.   19 

 MS. HARLEY:  All right.  And again, thank you very much, sir, 20 

for all the information.  And if you could send those picture, we 21 

appreciate it.  And if you think of anything, please feel free to 22 

just drop me a line and give me the information, all right? 23 

 MR. HOWARD:  I do have one question.   24 

 MS. HARLEY:  Sure. 25 
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 MR. HOWARD:  Do you know how long it'll take to get the 1 

incident -- to figure out what caused the incident? 2 

 MS. HARLEY:  So under normal circumstances, it takes about a 3 

year for our report or our investigation to be concluded.  At this 4 

particular point, the team is going to try to have the 5 

investigation concluded by the one year mark.  As of right now, 6 

the investigation is still ongoing.  We do not have any kind of 7 

definitive information about what occurred, or what happened in 8 

the derailment.  We will again, let you know ahead of time, and we 9 

are required to let you know ahead of time before we notify the 10 

public.  At this particular point, we're looking at September for 11 

the investigation and a report to be completed, but that's 12 

tentative.  We don't have a final date in September. 13 

 More likely, there will be -- the plan at the moment is what 14 

we call a public board meeting, and that's where the investigative 15 

team actually presents the information to our board members who 16 

are publically -- who are politically appointed members to the 17 

NTSB.  And that will also be a publically televised or streamed 18 

meeting.  And again, you will be notified of that because we also 19 

provide the opportunity for people to actually attend the meeting 20 

in person if that -- if they so choose.  But that again will be 21 

probably sometime in September. 22 

 MR. HOWARD:  Where will this meeting take place?  I assume in 23 

DC? 24 

 MS. HARLEY:  So under normal circumstances, yes.  It normally 25 
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takes place in DC.  Every once in a while, we've had meetings in 1 

other remote locations, but probably with the pandemic and 2 

everything, DC is a better bet that that's the location where the 3 

meeting will be held. 4 

 So any other questions? 5 

 MR. HOWARD:  No, I don't have any other questions. 6 

 MS. HARLEY:  Okay.  And so once we get the transcription of 7 

this interview, I will certainly send a copy to you so you can 8 

have it for your records. 9 

 MR. HOWARD:  Okay, thank you. 10 

 MS. HARLEY:  All right.  Thank you very much for your time, 11 

sir, and you have a good day and please stay safe. 12 

 MR. HOWARD:  Thank you. 13 

 MS. SEVERSON:  Thank you. 14 

 (Whereupon, the interview was concluded.) 15 
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