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I N T E R V I E W 1 

 MR. HIPSKIND:  Good morning everybody.  My name is Richard 2 

Hipskind, and I am a railroad accident investigator for NTSB, and 3 

I am the Operations Group Chairman for this accident. 4 

 We are conducting this interview in person on December 15, 5 

2022, at the Fairfield Inn in Bessemer, Alabama, with Mark Partain 6 

who works for Norfolk Southern Railway Company as an engineer.  7 

The interview is being conducted with NTSB's Operation Group and 8 

party participants.  This interview is part of NTSB's efforts 9 

conducting a series of follow-up interviews for our ongoing 10 

investigation of a Norfolk Southern employee fatality, who was a 11 

conductor -- 12 

 (Crosstalk) 13 

 MR. HIPSKIND:  Everybody ready?   14 

 I'm going to pick up where I left off.  15 

 This interview is part of NTSB's efforts conducting a series 16 

of follow-up interviews for our ongoing investigation of a Norfolk 17 

Southern employee fatality who was a conductor trainee on Train 18 

A55.  The fatality occurred after a collision with an object that 19 

pierced the locomotive cab that occurred on December 13, 2022, on 20 

NS's main track two of their AGS South Subdivision near Milepost 21 

153.5 in Bessemer, Alabama.  The NTSB accident reference number is 22 

RRD23LR003.  23 

 Before we begin our interview and questions, let's go around 24 

the table and introduce ourselves.  Please spell your full name, 25 
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and please identify who you are representing and your title.  I 1 

would remind everybody to speak clearly and loudly enough so we 2 

can get an accurate recording.  I will lead off, and then ask for 3 

other interviewers to identify themselves according to the order 4 

previously established.   5 

 Again, my name is Richard Hipskind.  The spelling of my full 6 

name is R-i-c-h-a-r-d, Hipskind, H-i-p-s-k-i-n-d.  I am a railroad 7 

accident investigator for NTSB on this accident.   8 

 MR. WYATT:  Good morning.  My name is David Wyatt, D-a-v-i-d 9 

W-y-a-t-t.  I'm a locomotive engineer with CSX Transportation, and 10 

I am the party spokesman for the Brotherhood of Locomotive 11 

Engineers and Trainmen. 12 

 MR. LEWIS:  Good morning, Mr. Partain.  Thank you for coming.   13 

My name is Robert Lewis, R-o-b-e-r-t, last name Lewis, L-e-w-i-s.  14 

I represent Norfolk Southern.  I am division superintendent of the 15 

Gulf Division. 16 

 MR. STANLEY:  Good morning.  My name is Brian Stanley.  First 17 

name B-r-i-a-n, last name S-t-a-n-l-e-y.  Norfolk Southern.  I am 18 

the Southern Region General Manager.   19 

 MR. CHAMBLISS:  My name is Michael Chambliss.  That's 20 

M-i-c-h-a-e-l.  Last is C-h-a-m-b-l-i-s-s.  Federal Railroad 21 

Administration. 22 

 MR. CAMPBELL:  Hello.  Matt Campbell, SMART Transportation 23 

Division.  I'm an investigator with our National Safety Team, 24 

party spokesperson, and I'm a certified railroad conductor. 25 
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 MR. MCCOY:  Byrl McCoy, B-y-r-l M-c-C-o-y.  I'm with the 1 

Federal Railroad Administration, OP Inspector, Mobile, Alabama. 2 

 MR. BUCHER:  David Bucher, D-a-v-i-d B-u-c-h-e-r.  I'm the 3 

Rail Division Chief for the NTSB in Washington, and thank you for 4 

being here, Mark. 5 

 MR. HIPSKIND:  Okay.  And also in attendance we have three 6 

other gentlemen. 7 

 James, if you'll introduce yourself. 8 

 MR. TALLEY:  James Talley, J-a-m-e-s T-a-l-l-e-y, Supervisory 9 

Specialist for FRA District 3, and I'm here observing. 10 

 MR. ROBERTS:  Jason Roberts, J-a-s-o-n R-o-b-e-r-t-s, SMART 11 

Transportation, Assistant General Chairman, observing. 12 

 MR. PITTS:  Russell Pitts, R-u-s-s-e-l-l P-i-t-t-s, SMART 13 

Local Chairman, Birmingham, Alabama.  14 

 MR. HIPSKIND:  All right.  To all the interviewers, thank 15 

you.  Prior to our recording our interview, I spoke with Mark to 16 

request his permission to record our discussion today, and to 17 

obtain his permission to proceed on a first name basis. 18 

INTERVIEW OF MARK W. PARTAIN 19 

 BY MR. HIPSKIND: 20 

Q. Mark, has there been any change to your affirmation to those 21 

conditions? 22 

A. No. 23 

Q. All right.  Hearing no objections let us proceed with the 24 

interviewee's introduction after which I will ask you some -- some 25 
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of the first questions.  So, Mark, if you'll please put yourself 1 

on the record. 2 

A. Mark Partain, M-a-r-k P-a-r-t-a-i-n.  Locomotive Engineer, 3 

Alabama Great Southern. 4 

Q. Okay.  And, Mark, do you wish to have a representative -- 5 

A. No. 6 

Q. -- with you today?  All right, thank you.  Mark, please give 7 

us a synopsis of your work history, bringing us up to your current 8 

position, and how long you have held that. 9 

A. May of '97 hired out as conductor.  Engineer 2000, and I've 10 

held that position since 2000 as engineer. 11 

Q. All right.  And, Mark, please describe for us your duties and 12 

responsibilities in your current position? 13 

A. In charge of locomotives and running a train. 14 

Q. All right.  As we discussed before, Mark, I just want to 15 

remind you some of the roadmap topics.  What we'd like for you to 16 

do is revisit the day of the accident, and just generally talk to 17 

us about where you went on duty, any job briefing, and describe 18 

with you on the crew, and just tell us how the day proceeded.  I 19 

would like for you to describe the last signal before the 20 

incident, and then I want you to slow down, Mark.  I know it's 21 

going to be a little bit painful, but we want some details of what 22 

actually happened, what the reaction was, and, and I want you to 23 

just keep talking, and take us through the aftermath if you can. 24 

A. All right.  Went on duty at Tuscaloosa 8 p.m.  Crew was 25 
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Walter Griffin and Josh Harder.  Just talked about what we had to 1 

get out of Tuscaloosa Yard.  We hauled -- we take tonnage from 2 

Tuscaloosa to Birmingham, and then we return we return back in to 3 

Tuscaloosa.  We gathered the cars up.  Left around 10 o'clock 4 

heading to Birmingham.  Took siding at Woodstock, met one there.  5 

Left from there -- let me back up. 6 

A. Sure. 7 

Q. We come out behind 340.  We come out -- 340 got by us.  8 

They're at the siding at Tuscaloosa.  And we followed him north.  9 

We took the siding at Woodstock to meet us (indiscernible) I think 10 

it was A44 and 345.  We left there.  Green lights to Birmingham.  11 

And the last signal before the incident was a clear block at the -12 

- I call it Bessemer signal, track two.  And stop of track one and 13 

piece of steel is sticking out.  I saw it last minute, and said 14 

look out, and that's it.  The impact happened.  I put the train in 15 

emergency, hit 911 while we were still moving, and told Tabitha 16 

the dispatcher we need help, we need help now. 17 

Q. And did they respond, Mark? 18 

A. Yes, instantly.  Tabitha probably answered the radio within 19 

two seconds.  And I got permission to back the train up to get 20 

(indiscernible) get right on us. 21 

Q. And that was -- you backed it up to the crossing -- 22 

A. Yes. 23 

Q. -- the access? 24 

A. That's right.  But I, you know, I blew, I blew the brakes 25 
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out.  I had to recover, recover to get it backed up.  And in the 1 

process of an emergency, I hollered at them.  I said are you all 2 

all right?  I heard, I heard just (indiscernible).  That's pretty 3 

much what I heard.  And I flipped my light on, and I seen the 4 

trainee was sitting there, like, he's facing me, and at first I 5 

thought that he just had a head injury.  I mean, I could see a 6 

major head injury.  I thought, well, he's, he's knocked up, and I 7 

keep saying Walter, Walter, Walter.  And I'm stopping the train 8 

trying to talk to the dispatcher, tell her where we're at.  And 9 

once I got the train stopped, that's when I realized, you know, I 10 

seen the beam through him.  I mean, and, and Josh was -- Josh, I 11 

don't know how -- I don't remember exactly how he got over to 12 

where I was at.  I don't know if he went under, over, or what.  13 

And then I got permission to back the train up to the crossing, 14 

and Josh is standing there.  He's freaking the hell out.  Of 15 

course understandable.  And I tried to tell him to sit down, just 16 

sit down, ma'am, just sit down.  I said I've got to get this train 17 

backed up so they can get us help.  There wasn't no help.  He was 18 

gone.  He was done like that.  And that is -- that's, that's all I 19 

can tell you.  I mean, that was, that was my four hours of work up 20 

to that point. 21 

Q. And the emergency response once you got back to the crossing, 22 

ambulance, police? 23 

A. I can tell you -- I don't know what time the emergency time 24 

went out.  I'm sure somebody here knows.  I don't know. 25 
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Q. We do. 1 

A. 12:05-ish, I'm guessing.  And as soon as we got stopped I 2 

called Jerry McDillon, Trainmaster Dillon.  And on my phone -- 3 

that was 12:09, and he said, Mark, cavalry is not the way.  He 4 

said we've got everybody en route.  And I still -- I mean, I'm 5 

backed up to the crossing.  Still nobody.  I called -- I used my 6 

phone.  I called Tabitha.  I said -- she's, like, Mark, I called 7 

as soon as you hit 911.  And at that time at 12:13 on my phone 8 

when I was talking to her is when I saw lights coming over the 9 

hill.  So there's your timeframe of how long it took the emergency 10 

personnel to get there.  And they -- he just walked up on the 11 

engine and walked back out, the fireman did.  So I don't know what 12 

else I can add to that. 13 

Q. Well, tell us a little bit what did you and the conductor do 14 

after you left the train?  Did you, did you go anywhere?  Were you 15 

interviewed?   16 

A. I was interviewed, I mean, of course police was asking what 17 

happened, and, I mean, people was asking what happened, and actual 18 

interview with Norfolk Southern was about 6, 6 o'clock in the 19 

morning.  I mean, I -- I mean, there was a lot of people asking 20 

questions, you know, like, on scene, what happened?  And, you 21 

know, a piece of steel come through.  That's all I could tell 22 

them. 23 

Q. And help us out.  Where did the interview occur? 24 

A. With Norfolk Southern?   25 
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Q. Yeah. 1 

A. At McCalla, McCalla Intermodal Facility. 2 

Q. And after all that was over you were released, went home? 3 

A. Yes.  I was taken home. 4 

Q. Okay.  Help me out.  Because you were on main track -- 5 

A. -- two. 6 

Q. -- main track two.  The 340 was on adjacent main track one? 7 

A. One, that's correct. 8 

Q. Were they stopped? 9 

A. They were stopped. 10 

Q. And you were moving.  Does it sound about right you were 11 

going 54 or 55? 12 

A. I said anywhere from 55 to 60 mile an hour, yes. 13 

Q. Okay.  And the maximum authorized speed out there? 14 

A. 60. 15 

Q. Okay.  Was -- until the incident was the -- was -- would you 16 

describe the day as uneventful? 17 

A. Uneventful, normal. 18 

Q. Okay.  All right.  Mark, that's all the questions I have.  19 

With your permission can we have -- 20 

A. Yes. 21 

Q. -- the other interviewers ask you questions? 22 

A. Yes. 23 

 MR. HIPSKIND:  All right, David. 24 

 MR. WYATT:  Good morning, Mark.  Thank you for being here, 25 
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and for sharing your story.  I don't believe I need any further 1 

clarification on what you encountered and what you, what you did.  2 

And I just want to thank you for those actions, and for being 3 

here. 4 

 MR. HIPSKIND:  Okay, Davie.  We'll have a second round if 5 

something comes up. 6 

 Robert. 7 

 MR. LEWIS:  No questions.  But thank you for what you did. 8 

 MR. HIPSKIND:  Brian. 9 

 MR. STANLEY:  Mark, thank you for being here.  Thank you for 10 

(indiscernible) the way you reacted.  I don't have any questions. 11 

 MR. HIPSKIND:  Michael. 12 

 MR. CHAMBLISS:  I don't have any questions.  I'm just sorry 13 

you had to go through that. 14 

 MR. HIPSKIND:  Matt. 15 

 MR. CAMPBELL:  No questions.  Sorry you went through that.  16 

Thank you for all you've done. 17 

 MR. HIPSKIND:  Byrl.   18 

 MR. MCCOY:  Mark, thank you for being here.  Just give you a 19 

little background on myself.  I was a former road foreman, 20 

locomotive engineer like yourself.  Okay.  I've had a chance to 21 

review the download.  Top notch, man.  Thank you for being here.   22 

 MR. HIPSKIND:  Mr. Bucher. 23 

 BY MR. BUCHER: 24 

Q. Thanks, Mark.  Just one simple question.  How long were you 25 
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on this job before the day of the accident? 1 

A. So this job here I've been on since it since, I think, May. 2 

Q. May of -- 3 

A. May of this year. 4 

Q. Okay. 5 

A. Yeah. 6 

Q. Great.  Thank you so much.  Thanks for coming in. 7 

A. Thank you.   8 

 BY MR. HIPSKIND:  9 

Q. So, Mark, let me just ask -- let me change the topic a little 10 

bit.  As a certified engineer, take us, take us through a little 11 

bit of that.  What does that entail? 12 

A. I mean, because my job is to run a train basically keep it on 13 

speed, brake test, signals.  I, I don't -- I mean -- 14 

Q. Okay.  Let me ask the question a different way. 15 

A. Yeah. 16 

Q. Do you feel comfortable that you have received enough 17 

training in the, in the work that you do?  Do you feel comfortable 18 

being a certified -- 19 

A. Yes. 20 

Q. -- engineer? 21 

A. Yes.  Yes, I do. 22 

Q. Okay.  You've never experienced anything like this? 23 

A. No, no. 24 

 MR. HIPSKIND:  Okay.  That's all the questions I have.  Let's 25 
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go around one more time.  And when we finish this time I'll ask 1 

Mark's permission to close out. 2 

 David. 3 

 MR. WYATT:  No, sir. 4 

 MR. HIPSKIND:  Robert. 5 

 Brian. 6 

 MR. STANLEY:  No, sir. 7 

 MR. HIPSKIND:  Michael. 8 

 MR. CHAMBLISS:  No, sir. 9 

 MR. HIPSKIND:  Matt.  10 

 MR. CAMPBELL:  No, sir. 11 

 MR. HIPSKIND:  Byrl. 12 

 MR. MCCOY:  No, sir. 13 

 MR. HIPSKIND:  Mr. Bucher. 14 

 MR. BUCHER:  No, sir. 15 

 BY MR. HIPSKIND: 16 

Q. On behalf of the group, Mark, we do appreciate you coming in.  17 

We do appreciate you kind of filling in some of the story line.  18 

My thought about this accident is it was instantaneous.  Nobody 19 

saw it coming.  And it was, it was over before anybody could do 20 

anything.  Am I correct in that? 21 

A. That is correct. 22 

 MR. HIPSKIND:  All right.  Does anybody else have anything to 23 

add?   24 

 BY MR. HIPSKIND: 25 
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Q. And you do know we are going to talk with the conductor? 1 

A. Yes. 2 

Q. All right.   3 

A. And he asked that I sit in here with him.  Anybody have a 4 

problem with that? 5 

Q. That would be just fine.  That would be just fine.  With your 6 

permission, Mark, I would like to proceed to close out, and ask 7 

you some -- a final four questions. 8 

A. All right. 9 

Q. You good with that? 10 

A. I'm good.   11 

Q. All right.  Mark, is there anything you would like to add or 12 

change to anything we talked about here today? 13 

A. No. 14 

Q. Okay.  Are there any questions we should have asked but we 15 

did not, or any topics that you want to talk about that -- I don't 16 

want you to go out here with any regrets. 17 

A. My question is why are they allowed to run this shitty 18 

equipment?  When I say shitty equipment, equipment that's bulged 19 

out to the point that they -- I mean, I don't know.  I just -- I'm 20 

pissed off.  21 

Q. Understandable. 22 

A. When I say the equipment, this table should be the car and 23 

it's bulged out, and they bring them back in.  I've seen them 24 

where they put a damn chain across there, and they bind it across 25 
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the top, you know, to hold the, the shit in.  Why?   1 

Q. We are looking into that.  Okay?  Do you have any suggestions 2 

for preventing a reoccurrence? 3 

A. Yeah, I do.  Send a qualified car man to the industry on 4 

scrap cars, let them inspect them.  If they're bulging, get rid of 5 

them.   6 

Q. Anything else? 7 

A. No. 8 

Q. Okay.  Is there anyone else who we should interview?  And 9 

I've made you aware that we're going to talk to the conductor.  10 

You've made us aware you're going to be here with the conductor.  11 

And we're going to talk with the engineer and conductor of 340. 12 

A. I don't know of anybody else, no. 13 

Q. Okay. 14 

A. No. 15 

Q. All right.  With your permission we'll close out the 16 

interview.  Just like everybody else you are -- we are very 17 

appreciative that you're here.  We're very appreciative of the 18 

fact that you're helping us to understand this incident, and help 19 

us with the investigation.  So you have our gratitude. 20 

A. Appreciate it. 21 

 MR. HIPSKIND:  All right.  With that, we'll close. 22 

 (Off the record.) 23 

 (On the record.) 24 

 MR. HIPSKIND:  This is Dick Hipskind.  We're back on the 25 
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record with Mark. 1 

 MR. HIPSKIND:  Mark, you asked to say something further.  2 

Please go ahead. 3 

 MR. PARTAIN:  I've seen you at Tuscaloosa.  Not pointing 4 

fingers at  nobody here.  How often do you go to an industry like 5 

U.S. Pipe, and see these cars like this, and whereas, I mean, I, 6 

maybe I'm out of line here.  I don't know.  I mean, not calling 7 

nothing you do petty, come out here and safety glasses or 8 

something like that.  But when you go to -- do you go to an 9 

industry to -- and see cars bulged out, is that -- I'm asking.  I 10 

guess my question here is -- because everybody's here.  You're 11 

FRA.  You're inspector.   12 

 MR. CHAMBLISS:  My job particular not (indiscernible) 13 

whatever, I'm an operation inspector.  I'm not a (indiscernible) 14 

guy.  I don't -- my job is not to inspect cars or anything like 15 

that.  But my job also is for you guys to be placed in a safe 16 

environment.  When you see me down in Tuscaloosa, and when you see 17 

me talking with you all about safety glasses and stuff like that, 18 

my own purpose is to invent (verbatim) issues that we are having 19 

right now.  It start with the small stuff, and escalates to things 20 

like this.  So when you said do I go and look at cars -- 21 

 MR. PARTAIN:  At a -- I mean -- 22 

 MR. CHAMBLISS:  -- at the industry -- 23 

 MR. PARTAIN:  Or somewhere like that.  I mean, that's, that's 24 

what I -- 25 
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 MR. CHAMBLISS:  And like I said, it's, it's -- the FRA is 1 

broken out in different fields; OP, MP&E, track, signal.  MP&E 2 

deals with equipment, stuff like that.  If I see anything of that 3 

nature, I would ensure I bring it to your attention.  It's no 4 

different me telling you about safety glasses.  It's no different 5 

me telling you about mounting, dismounting equipment, going in 6 

between equipment or doing anything on safety.  I do not box 7 

myself in to a point where if I see something I'm not going to say 8 

anything.   And if that answers your question as for anything that 9 

has to do with any overall safety of the railroad I am obligated 10 

to make it known. 11 

 MR. PARTAIN:  That's, that's -- and, I guess, my question is 12 

-- or my, my thinking is, is after this, after incident is this 13 

something that -- does the FRA, do they send somebody to 14 

industries before the cars come onto a NS line or do -- or is that 15 

just strictly that's that industry's cars or? 16 

 MR. CHAMBLISS:  Everything varies.  Every issue is different 17 

in its own right.  You have to understand as well that the FRA is 18 

a, an industry that cover a lot of territory.  It's no different 19 

if you call me and say, hey, Norfolk Southern is not treating me 20 

right or doing some rule violation.  There's nothing, like, if you 21 

see something, you bring it to our attention whether it's MP&E, 22 

safety or whatever.  We will address the issue.  But what I would 23 

say, and your concerns are valid, period, it's a collaborative 24 

effort.  As I am OP inspector for this area you also have people 25 
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at your immediate area; i.e., trainmasters and those guys.  And 1 

they are just as important as anybody else.  That's what we call 2 

supervisor first line supervisor.  These are the people that goes 3 

to interact with the local industry and plants, give you all 4 

orders, directives and all that stuff.  That's your issues should 5 

start at your first line supervisor.  And we are just here to 6 

oversee that rules and regulations is met.  Now, if you come in 7 

here and say I brought this to NS attention multiple times, and 8 

they haven't (indiscernible) scrap metals or cars or whatever, 9 

rest assured, we're going to address it.  Because your safety, the 10 

general public safety are our first and foremost on our agenda. 11 

 MR. PARTAIN:  I guess my bottom line question was is do you 12 

all ever take your all's ass over to the pipe shop somewhere like 13 

that, and they do inspection on cars?  Like they come out 14 

(indiscernible) our yard Birmingham do they ever go to a pipe shop 15 

that's an industry -- 16 

 MR. CHAMBLISS:  Yes. 17 

 MR. PARTAIN:  They do? 18 

 MR. CHAMBLISS:  Yes, yes, they do. 19 

 MR. PARTAIN:  They do.  Okay.  Because I just -- 20 

 MR. CHAMBLISS:  -- go anywhere -- 21 

 (Crosstalk) 22 

 MR. PARTAIN:  -- I just -- 23 

 MR. CHAMBLISS: -- wherever there's -- again, you have 24 

multiple industries throughout.  Sometime they do random 25 
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inspections.  But if you -- if there is no knowledge of any issues 1 

(indiscernible) next day there's a problem.  So we narrow it down.  2 

And, again, I don't want this to get into a point of saying that 3 

the whole responsibility is on the FRA. 4 

 MR. PARTAIN:  That's not what I'm saying.  I just want to 5 

know if, I guess, you know, I hope you understand why I'm asking 6 

these questions. 7 

 MR. CHAMBLISS:  I truly do. 8 

 MR. PARTAIN:  And like I said, I've seen you at Tuscaloosa.  9 

I've talked to you in Tuscaloosa. 10 

 MR. CHAMBLISS:  Yes. 11 

 MR. PARTAIN:  And I just, you know, I know FRA comes down and 12 

they hit Tuscaloosa Yard.  They hit Birmingham Yard; hit all the 13 

yards.  But do they ever go hit a -- I've been here 26 years.  14 

I've never heard where they go to industry where these cars, and 15 

you know what I mean -- about every damn car there 16 

(indiscernible).  I'm sorry. 17 

 MR. HIPSKIND:  I'm going to take a point of personal 18 

preference here, and Mark, what I want to say to you is that 19 

you've done your part, and you've voiced your opinion.  And I want 20 

to let FRA, I want to let the railroad know, and I want to let you 21 

know these are valid points you're bringing up.  These are things 22 

that will potentially be considered.  But we get it. 23 

 MR. PARTAIN:  I, I'm done. 24 

 MR. HIPSKIND:  We don't, we don't want, we all of us don't 25 
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want a hazardous car to be put in harm's way for an unsuspecting 1 

train and loss of life.  We are with you on that.  And I don't 2 

speak for FRA, but I know they are with you on that.  And I don't 3 

speak for NS, but I know they are with you on that.  So let us 4 

work on that.  Okay? 5 

 MR. PARTAIN:  I'm done. 6 

 MR. HIPSKIND:  Anything else? 7 

 MR. PARTAIN:  No. 8 

 MR. HIPSKIND:  No, I, listen -- 9 

 MR. PARTAIN:  No, I'm, I'm -- 10 

 MR. HIPSKIND:  I'm glad, I'm glad we went back on the record, 11 

but I just -- I didn't want it to become a point counter point. 12 

 MR. PARTAIN:  No, and that's not what I was -- that's not 13 

what I was -- 14 

 MR. HIPSKIND:  No, I know that.  I know that. 15 

 Permission to close? 16 

 MR. PARTAIN:  Permission to close. 17 

 MR. HIPSKIND:  Thank you. 18 

 (Whereupon, the interview was concluded.) 19 

 20 

 21 

 22 

 23 

 24 
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