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INTERVIETW

(3:37 p.m. CT)

MR. STROT: All right. Good afternoon. My name is Ben

Strot, and I'm an investigator for the National Transportation

Safety Board. Today is August 27, and it is 3:37 p.m. We're

meeting at the DART Offices in Dallas, Texas. This interview is

being conducted in reference to NTSB Accident Number RRD25FR020, a

light rail vehicle fire that occurred on July 30th, 2025.

Today we're here to speak with Cornelius Eiland.

OFC. EILAND: Yes.

MR. STROT: All right. Before we start, we'll go around the

table and introduce ourselves for the transcriptionist. Please

speak up, speak clearly. I'll start out. Just spell your name as

we go around. My name is Ben Strot, S-t-r-o-t, rail accident

investigator for the NTSB.
MS. JOHNSON: Donna Johnson, J-o-h-n-s-o-n,

president and chief safety officer, DART.

senior vice

MR. CROUCH: Jason Crouch, C-r-o-u-c-h, Texas Department of

Transportation, rail safety and compliance.
MR. HERBERT: Philip Herbert, H-e-r-b-e-r-t,

Administration, senior accident investigator.

Federal Transit

MR. ELLIS: Justin Ellis, E-1-1-i-s, Union rep for DART

Police Association.

OFC. EILAND: Officer Cornelius Eiland, DART patrol officer,

Badge Number 676.
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MR. FRANKS: Don Franks, F-r-a-n-k-s, Texas Department of
Transportation, rail compliance and safety.

MR. STROT: And you're an observer.

MR. FRANKS: I'm an observer, yes.

MR. STROT: Okay.

MR. JOLLY: Donnie Jolly, president, ATU, 1338, J-o-1-1-y,
observer.

MR. AGUILAR: Julio Aguilar, director of agency safety and
compliance, A-g-u-i-l-a-r, DART, observer.

MR. KELLEY: Howard Kelley, assistant vice president of rail
operations, observer, H-o-w-a-r-d, K-e-l-l-e-y.

MR. WADE: Bernard Wade, W-a-d-e, ATU, executive vice
president, observer.

MR. BROWN: Daryl Brown, vice president of rail operations,
B-r-o-w-n, observer.

MR. HODGE: Roderick Hodge, H-o-d-g-e, vice president,
bus/rail control center and field operations, observer.

MR. CLAYBORNE: Bret Clayborne, C-l-a-y-b-o-r-n-e, assistant
vice president, agency safety and compliance, observer.

MR. STROT: All right. Thank you all. Cornelius, as we
spoke beforehand, this interview is being recorded and will be
transcribed and made part of a public docket. I can't promise any
confidentiality. Do you understand this?

OFC. EILAND: Yes, sir.

MR. STROT: All right. Okay. During this interview, you're
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allowed to have one representative. Mr. Ellis is here as your
representative. He can't testify for you or object to any
questions, but if you do need to confer with him, just give me the
time out signal, and you all can head out and talk about whatever
you need to talk about.

OFC. EILAND: Sure.

MR. STROT: Please answer the questions today to the best of
your recollection, the best of your ability. If you don't
understand something, just ask us to repeat the question, rephrase
it. If you don't understand -- or don't know the answer, I don't
know is a perfectly fine answer. If you don't, I don't remember
is a perfectly fine answer.

If anybody needs a break while we're in here, just give me
the international signal for break, and we will take a break.

INTERVIEW OF CORNELIUS EILAND

BY MR. STROT:

Q. All right. Cornelius, just to start out, the first question,

if you'll just tell me a little bit about your career as a police

officer at DART, any time -- anything before that you might have
done.
A. Sure. So, prior to being hired by DART Police, September

2023, I was in the Marine Corps, active duty, completed 22 years,
retired in July and then came on and transitioned over in DART in
2023.

Q. Okay. Working patrol here for DART since 20237
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A. Well, yeah. They, of course, you know, went through the
police academy, you know, the FTO process and then, you know, put

on patrol as a patrol officer.

Q. Okay.
A. And throughout the time.
Q. All right. 1If you could, just take us through the day of the

incident, kind of when you started your shift, what was going on,
what you were hearing, what you were seeing throughout that
timeframe up to the incident.

A. Um-hum.

Q. When you get to that incident timeframe, again Jjust kind of
slowing down, giving us some detail around what you saw as you
approached the train, other people you were interacting with,
things that you saw and heard.

A. Sure. So, July 30th, my shift started at 1 p.m. Got down to
the triangle area which is the Rosa Parks West End, a west
transfer scenario. And typically what we do is we get out, you
know, kind of, you know, walk around, you know, observing, making
sure, you know, patrons are conducting, you know, utilizing the
systems as it's designed for. And I would say probably about
3:30, 3:35 or so, we were at the Rosa Parks conducting a security
check for Rosa Parks. That's when we seen smoke coming from over
at the west end catenary wires. At that point, that's when we
decided to conduct a little bit more investigating, walked towards

the west end. We saw smoke as we came upon the actual wire
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itself, catenary wire cable. The smoke just pretty much ceased
and, you know, dispersed. At that point, we called into dispatch.
I believe it was called into dispatch actually when we seen the
smoke coming from, as we were walking to the west end, there's

smoke coming from the catenary wire.

Q. Okay.
A. And then it went out. A couple of minutes later, we got a
call, hey, there's a train at Pearl Station that's on fire. So at

that point, officers ran to the patrol vehicles and then we went
code 3, lights and sirens down to Pearl Station. Once we arrived
at Pearl Station, the first thing, there wasn't no train there. I
think the train continued to keep going past Pearl Station.

Q. Um-hum.

A. At that point, we had got word that it was at the Portal
entrance on Ruth Street, probably going to the tunnel heading
towards Cityplace. So we made our way over there. There was
already -- DFR was people was already on the scene. O0Of course,
there were other officers that were en route, code 3, to the
scene. At that time upon arrival, myself, Officer Mings, Officer
Howell, we all got out of our vehicles and at that point we
decided to make entrance into the tunnel. You know, it was not
all the way in the tunnel but --

0. Right there.

A. Yeah, right there at the tunnel. At that point, we decided

to go check to see if there are -- if all the passengers were out
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of the train. So, it was very smoky from what I remember,
electrical smoke smell. There were some passengers already
deboarded that were coming out towards us. Other officers started
arriving on the scene. We started directing passengers to the
safety area where they could be checked for injuries. Myself,
Howell and Officer Mings, started walking towards the front car,
the operator's car to check to see if there was any other
passengers that may be aboard the train. At that point, it was
really smoky. Officer Mings, Officer Howell, boarded the train to
see i1f there was any other passengers. And do to some fluid or
something dropping, you know, from the car, we didn't know exactly
what it was. We decided to just -- once we knew that the train
was, you know, clear of passengers, we decided to head back
towards the entrance of the tunnel.

I think it came over that some of the passengers were walking
in the tunnel towards Cityplace area to get away from the train,
and that some were exiting from where we made entrance, from the
tunnel. So for the most part, I mean that's pretty much it. At
that time, I was directed to go cut off traffic and only allowing
emergency vehicles to come into the area, and at the point,
officers were on the scene, you know, taking care of passengers,
you know, taping off, you know, the area, you know, from the
public or any media. And for the most part, that's my
recollection of what happened that day.

Q. Okay. So you said when you got -- so you got to Pearl. The
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train's not there. You head down towards the tunnel entrance.

You said DFR was already there when you all got there.

A. It seems like DFR -- they -- there's a bridge --

Q. Um-hum.

A. -- right.

Q. Yep.

A It looked 1like they were DFR, they were looking down on top

of the train.

Q. Gotcha.

A. And they had blue shirts on. I'm assuming it was DFR.

Q. Okay.

A. They arrived shortly after, like where we're -- where the
officers were at. I'm assuming it was them. I'm not 100 percent
sure.

Q. Okay. When you all went down, when you and Mings and Howell

went down to the train, was it still sparking and did it still
seem like the electricity was on and it was --

A. I didn't see any sparks from the top of the operator's car,
but you could hear sounds of something was going on in the
operator's car.

Q. Okay. Okay.

A. Yeah.

0. All right. And then in your training at DART, what kind of
training have you gotten on, you know, emergency, emergency

response to like a train car like this that might be on fire or
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just any type of emergency that involves evacuating passengers
from the car?

A. From what I can recall, initially after the academy, we go
through a few weeks of in-service training. Part of the in-
service training has to do with deboarding and boarding trains
with your train key that you have.

Q. Okay.

A. —-— that has access to certain doors. We can open and close
them. We also did a walk through the tunnel, and a lot of times
we get people that like to enter into those tunnels and sometimes
we get trains, I don't know if this first time it's ever happened,
but they give us scenarios about a train catching fire, you know.
As we walked through the tunnel, they talked to us about the fans
that they have that are inside the tunnel. They kind of walk us
through like a scenario how to respond to a train that may get
stuck in a tunnel.

Q. Okay.

A. As far as fire, no so much but they do talk about the fans.
If there's a fire, you know, get in there, you notify dispatch,
activate the fans, contact who you need to contact which is
probably rail, turn the fans on and circulate the smoke throughout
the tunnel. If you have your key, board the train, make sure the
passengers are directed to safety. So they kind of walk us
through that process. That's as far as that I can recall the

train prior to actually going into FTO.
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Q. Okay. All right.

A. Yes.

0. I appreciate that.

A. Okay.

Q. Let me see 1if I have anything else. I think I'm going to

pass it around for now, if it'll be all right.
A. Sure.
MS. JOHNSON: Thank you. Donna Johnson, J-o-h-n-s-o-n.
BY MS. JOHNSON:
Q. Do you know or have you been trained how to manually lower

the pan, the pantograph?

A. Yes. It's the system on top of the train, right, that
connects to —-- yeah.

Q. Um-hum.

A. Yes.

MS. JOHNSON: That's all I have. 1I'll come back on the next
round.

MR. CROUCH: Jason Crouch, C-r-o-u-c-h.

BY MR. CROUCH:
Q. When you got down to the north end of West End Station there
where you guys saw the smoke at the catenary, did you see anything
out of the ordinary on the catenary itself? Missing hangers or
anything like that.
A. No. We stood there -- we saw the smoke. We started clearing

some of the passengers away from the area because we didn't know
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what was going to happen. We didn't know if it was going to snap
or continue smoking. But we watched it for a second just to see
and be observant, you know, after we called into dispatch, just to
see what was going to happen, and the just went out. We didn't
see anything out of the ordinary. I didn't see anything at all
out of the ordinary.
Q. Okay. Thank you.

MR. HERBERT: Phil Herbert, FTA.

BY MR. HERBERT:

Q. Did you ever enter the train?

A. No.

Q. Okay.

A No. Officer Mings and Officer Howell entered the train. I

was looking through the windows with the flashlight. I think I
poked my head in there, but Officer Mings was already on the train
yelling, you know, shining his flashlight and yelling, hey,
officers aboard, you know, is anybody here, let us know, you know,
kind of yelling.
Q. Officer Mings, is that M-e-a-n-s or --
A. M-i-n-g-s.
Q. Okay. M-i-n-g-s. Okay.

MR. HERBERT: That's all I have.

MR. STROT: Okay. Cornelius, are you good to go one more
round? A few follow-up questions?

OFC. EILAND: Sure.
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BY MR. STROT:
Q. Okay. The only follow-up questions I have, smoke from the
catenary wires you saw. In your conversations with the other
officers that were there, maybe any other conversations you've had
or your own observations, have you ever seen smoke from the

catenary like that before?

A. No.
Q. Have you ever heard of anybody else talking about it?
A. Maybe sparks --

0. All right.
A

-- you know, from the trains from time to time.

Q. When you all saw that smoke, had a train just come through or
was it --
A. A train did leave. A train left, entered in the West End and

left the West End prior to us seeing that smoke.

Q. Okay.

A. Yeah.

0. Do you remember what direction it went?

A. It was heading -- it was on track 1 heading towards Pearl, on

the northbound side heading towards Pearl.

Q. Okay.

A. Well, Akard, Akard Street and then up to St. Paul and then
Pearl, that's where we received the call when that train got to
Pearl, we got the call from dispatch, hey, we have a train on

fire. We need officers to arrive, to go to the incident.
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Q. Okay. Do you know any -- I mean I know it was a hectic time,
a lot going on. From the time that you got the call until the
time you got to the train, about what that time period was?
A. Let's see. The call came out 3:35 or so. It was pretty
qguick. Once we got dispatched, I don't know the exact time, but
I'm sure it's in the dispatch notes, the time that we were
dispatched out and the time that we told dispatch that we arrived.
Q. Okay.
A. It couldn't have been no more than a few minutes. When we
got to Pearl, we didn't see the train, and the passengers were
like, hey, that train kept going, you know.
Q. Gotcha.
A. The passengers on platform, hey, that train it kept going.
So I think some passengers at Pearl maybe saw what was taking
place on top of that operator's car, I'm assuming, because they
were telling us, hey, that train kept going, you know. So it
continued to go down toward Ruth at the foot of West, the engine's
in the tunnel and that's where we saw like smoke.
Q. Gotcha. ©Now, I think I heard you say that you all were able
to drive on the right-of-way. So you kind of kept off the main
streets to get there faster.
A. Correct.
Q. Okay. That is all I have.

MS. JOHNSON: So, Donna Johnson, J-o-h-n-s-o-n.

BY MS. JOHNSON:
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Q. When you said the passengers were saying the train kept
going, did any of them say either smoke or fire or they just said
it kept going or it stopped?
A. I don't 100 percent remember. I think that you have some
passengers at Pearl like, hey, that train's on fire and pointing
in the direction of, you know, pointing towards, you know, Ruth
Street, where the Portal entrance is. So, yeah, I don't -- I
think the passengers in front of me had saw it. When we stepped
out our vehicles, it was short. Got out, he was like, hey, that
train's gone and got back in his wvehicle.

UNIDENTIFIED SPEAKER: It kept going.

OFC. EILAND: Yeah. It kept going.

BY MS. JOHNSON:

Q. So do you think it was the same train that you saw at West
End?
A. From the time that that train left West End until the time we

saw the smoke and the time the call came out from dispatch, it had
to be the same train.
Q. Okay. Thank you.

MR. CROUCH: I have no further questions.

BY MR. HERBERT:

Q. Cornelius, did you have body cam on?

A. Yes.

Q. At what point do you think you activated 1it?

A. The body cam was activated prior to going towards the train.

FREE STATE REPORTING, INC.
Court Reporting Transcription
D.C. Area 301-261-1902
Balt. & Annap. 410-974-0947




10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

So the truck, the patrol vehicle camera was activated prior to
starting of Code 3 en route to Pearl.
Q. Okay.
A. My body cam footage -- my body cam was activated prior to
going towards the train where the smoke was coming from.
Q. Okay. Officer Mings, did he have body cam?
A. All officers have body cams. I don't know when the other
officers activated their body cams.
Q. Okay.

BY MR. STROT:
Q. I just -- I have one last question. I'm sorry. I told y
two rounds. I'm going to ask you one more question. From Pea

Station, do you know, can you see the Portal?

A. No.

Q. Okay. 1I've never been out there. So.
A. You can't.

Q. Okay.

MR. STROT: All right. Since I asked one more, I'll give
everybody else one more chance? Anything?

MS. JOHNSON: I have nothing else.

MR. STROT: Okay.

MR. HERBERT: I'm good.

BY MR. STROT:
Q. All right. Cornelius, we'll go ahead and wrap this up.

two questions I always ask. Is there anything that we didn't
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you that you want to add about the incident that you think might
be helpful?

A. No, I'm just glad that, you know, no one was severely hurt in
the incident and, you know, I'm just happy about how everybody

responded. So, yeah.

Q. Okay. Were you --
A. I feel (indiscernible) is good thing.
0. Yes, sir. Yes, sir. We have interviewed the operator, the

dispatcher, the two field supervisors that were there at the same
time you all were. Is there anybody else that you can think of

that we might want to interview that would have information

pertinent?

A. No, I think you guys were right on track.

Q. Okay.

A. Right on target, sir.

Q. All right. Well, on behalf of the NTSB, I do appreciate you

coming out --
A. Sure.
Q. -- and talking with us. Thank you for your service. Thank

you for your service to Dallas and what you did that day.

A. Thank you.
Q. Appreciate it.
A. Yes, sir.

(Whereupon, the interview was concluded.)
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