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 P R O C E E D I N G S 1 

(10:15 a.m.) 2 

MR. MORRIS:  All right.  Good morning.  My name 3 

is John Morris, and I am the Signal and Power Group 4 

Chair for this accident.  We are here today on August 5 

4th, 2025 at 10:15 a.m. in Dallas, Texas to conduct an 6 

interview with Mr. Grady Lefler.   7 

MR. LEFLER:  Great. 8 

MR. MORRIS:  This interview is in conjunction 9 

with NTSB's investigation of a railcar fire near 10 

Dallas, Texas.  The NTSB reference number for this 11 

accident is RRD25FR020.  The purpose of this 12 

investigation is to increase safety, not to assign 13 

fault, blame, or liability.   14 

Before we begin our interview and questions, 15 

let's go around the table and introduce ourselves.  16 

Please spell your last name, who you're representing, 17 

and what your title is.  I'd like to remind everybody 18 

to speak clearly so we can get an accurate recording.  19 

I'll start and pass it off to my right.  Again, my 20 

name is John Morris, spelling of my last name is M-O-21 

R-R-I-S, and I am an NTSB accident investigator for 22 

this accident.  I'll pass it my right. 23 

MR. STEINBERGER:  William Steinberger, S-T-E-I-N-24 

B-E-R-G-E-R, Senior Safety Program Manager, Agency 25 
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Safety Compliance for DART. 1 

MR. TROTTER:  Nathaniel Trotter, T-R-O-T-T-E-R.  2 

I'm an SME, subject matter expert, for ATU Union 1338, 3 

and I'm a Traction Power Maintainer for DART, traction 4 

power lead man. 5 

MR. CROUCH:  Jason Crouch, C-R-O-U-C-H, Rail 6 

Safety Compliance, Texas Department of Transportation. 7 

MR. STROT:  Ben Strot, S-T-R-O-T, Rail Accident 8 

Investigator for the NTSB. 9 

MR. WADE:  Bernard Wade, W-A-D-E, Executive Vice 10 

President for the Union, and representative. 11 

MR. LEFLER:  My name is Grady D. Lefler, L-E-F-L-12 

E-R.  I'm the Passenger Amenities supervisor for the 13 

Cityplace tunnel area. 14 

MR. MORRIS:  Okay. 15 

MR. JOLLY:  Guy Jolly, President, ATU 1338.  16 

Jolly, J-O-L-L-Y. 17 

MR. CASACELI:  David Casaceli, C-A-S-A-C-E-L-I, 18 

NTSB railroad accident investigator.  I'll just be 19 

observing. 20 

 INTERVIEW OF GRADY "DONNIE" LEFLER 21 

BY MR. MORRIS: 22 

Q All right.  So before we begin, do we have your 23 

permission to record this interview with you today? 24 

A Yes. 25 



 6 

 

 

Heritage Reporting Corporation 

(202) 628-4888 

Q All right.  And do you understand that the 1 

transcripts of the interview -- when they return to 2 

us, they will be a part of the public docket, and as 3 

such, we cannot guarantee any confidentiality? 4 

A Yes. 5 

Q All right.  And as discussed, you have a 6 

representative with you today? 7 

 MR. WADE:  Yes, Bernard Wade. 8 

 MR. MORRIS:  All right.  Very good. 9 

 BY MR. MORRIS: 10 

Q So I'd like to ask each of you to clearly 11 

announce your name and organization before the line of 12 

questioning.  So before we proceed, Mr. Lefler, I 13 

understand you go by Donnie? 14 

A Yes, sir. 15 

Q Is it okay to call you Donnie? 16 

A Call me whatever you want. 17 

Q All right.  Very good.  All right.  So if you 18 

could tell us what your current role is, how long 19 

you've been there for, and how long you've been at 20 

DART. 21 

A Currently, I'm a supervisor over the Cityplace 22 

tunnel area.  Basically, I cover from Routh Street 23 

right across into Mockingbird interlocking.  I've been 24 

in that area for approximately two years now.  I have 25 
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been doing DART for 13 years. 1 

Q All right.  And what positions did you hold when 2 

you first started at DART? 3 

A I started as an M1 mechanic and worked my way  4 

up, transitioned into a lead mechanic about three and 5 

a half, four years ago.  So did that and then into the 6 

supervisor role. 7 

Q Great.  And what are your day-to-day, you know, 8 

job duties as a PA? 9 

A Number one is always check the pumps.  Make sure 10 

the place isn't going to flood, check the looks of the 11 

equipment.  We just kind of -- safety stuff first.  12 

Pretty much safety first.  And then I'm in charge of 13 

HVAC throughout the tunnel as far, like, you know, for 14 

whatever may be -- whether it be substations or the 15 

power supply stations.  What else?  I mean, we do 16 

lighting.  We -- just general maintenance.      17 

Q Okay.   18 

A Yeah. 19 

Q And that's all?  That maintenance is done on 20 

stations?  Is it done in tunnels? 21 

A I mean, it's done system-wide, but all I'm in 22 

charge of is just basically from, like I said, Routh 23 

Street to Mockingbird. 24 

Q Okay.  And how many stations does that encompass? 25 



 8 

 

 

Heritage Reporting Corporation 

(202) 628-4888 

A Just one. 1 

Q Oh, just the whole -- 2 

A Just Cityplace. 3 

Q Okay. 4 

A I don't even do Mockingbird.  I stop at the end 5 

of -- the north Portal end. 6 

Q Okay. 7 

A That's when I have the pumps basically. 8 

Q All right.  Very good.  And we're just going to 9 

jump right into July 30th.  Can you kind of get into 10 

what you were doing, what you heard on the radio, your 11 

response, if you delegated any work to, you know, any 12 

of your employees? 13 

A As far as the accident goes or what happened, I 14 

actually had no radio on.  I had left the tunnel about 15 

3:10 p.m.  We had a track allocation meeting and once 16 

I got off of that, got upstairs, got in the car.  It 17 

was about 3:10.  Stopped into the Wal-Mart to get 18 

something for my wife.  Got back on the service road.   19 

 It was approximately 3:30 and that's when I saw 20 

the smoke coming from the south Portal area.  And in 21 

hindsight, I didn't know anything about a train.  I 22 

just saw the smoke.  And we had been working there 23 

that morning on our pump controls, and I had one of 24 

those crazy thoughts like oh man, I hope my panel is 25 
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not on fire, you know?  Because we had been doing a 1 

lot of work on it.  Anyway, I was fixing to get on the 2 

highway when I saw the smoke.  I went ahead and stayed 3 

on the service road and when I approached Ross Street, 4 

I knew immediately that there was like something bad 5 

going on because people were stomping fires out in the 6 

grass.  So, yeah, I was, like, okay we got a problem.   7 

 So once the light turned, I just drove down, U-8 

turned at Routh Street and of course I saw the people 9 

all gathered there.  Went back up to the area where 10 

the sub is, the TPSS, and I had my keys, so I 11 

immediately opened the gate up, went in, and of course 12 

that's when I saw the train on fire, and it was hot.  13 

You know, the cable was, at that time, still burning. 14 

Q Mm-hmm. 15 

A The first thing I did -- and I've got a report I 16 

wrote about it.        17 

Q Mm-hmm. 18 

A It was 3:42.  I called train control, told them 19 

what I saw, where I was at, who I was, identified 20 

myself with my radio call number because that's how 21 

they -- even when you call in, they want to know your 22 

call number.  So I identified myself as 1112 with 23 

amenities supervisor for Cityplace.   24 

 There was a lot of confusion, you could tell,  25 
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you know, from what they were going through I guess at 1 

the time.  And basically, I asked the guy, do I need 2 

to turn the power off?  And he said no.  I said, okay, 3 

well, it's on right now, you know, and I explain -- I 4 

think I even said City of Dallas or -- I mean Dallas 5 

Fire is on-site and they were stretching hoses, but he 6 

said will you turn the fans on, get the exhaust out of 7 

the tunnel?  And then it was kind of weird because 8 

then he said I need you to stay on the platform.  And 9 

I said no, you don't understand.  I'm at Portal.  10 

Like, I'm here where the accident is.   11 

 And so then, he again said we need to turn the 12 

fans on.  I said, okay, turn on one, two, five, and 13 

six, put them in supply.  That'll force the air that 14 

direction -- get the, you know, smoke away from 15 

everybody.  Which he did, I could tell.  It wasn't 16 

long -- it was pretty quick, the smoke started 17 

evacuating. 18 

 Then at that point, it just kind of went blank, 19 

and I think he just hung up on me.  I don't know, just 20 

went away.  And, you know, I'm not judging them.  I 21 

mean, who knows what's going on up there?  I don't 22 

want to be in their shoes, I promise.  But at that 23 

point, I think I called Blake first, Blake Clemmons 24 

with TES.  He didn't answer the phone, so I called the 25 
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only other number I had in my phone that, you know, 1 

that I knew I could call quick, which was Randy 2 

Anderson, and he didn't answer.  And then I kind of 3 

made my mind up.  I was just going to go shut the sub 4 

off, you know?  Like okay, this wire is still hot.  5 

 Well, then Blake called me back as I was pretty 6 

much like putting the key in the door to, you know, go 7 

in the sub, and then I explained to Blake right quick 8 

what was going on, just to give him a little summary, 9 

and he said probably hell yeah or something, I don't 10 

know.  Anyway, he said, yeah, just hit that button.  11 

You know, shut it off.   12 

 So, of course, I ran through there, hit the 13 

button, and at that point, Dallas Fire was 14 

approaching.  They walked across the fence, and I ran 15 

over there and I told them.  I said I can't tell you 16 

or guarantee you there's no power, but I said I turned 17 

the sub off so it should be dead now.  Well, what was 18 

it, 3:40?  I think 3:46 is when Blake called me back 19 

according to my phone records, and it was just minutes 20 

after that when the first TES personnel showed up  21 

on-site. 22 

Q Okay.   23 

A And I am telling them of what I did and of course 24 

that -- I think he went in there.  I don't know what 25 
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he did.  He went in the sub at that point. 1 

Q Yeah.  2 

A But I had also told Dallas Fire and then I think 3 

he went and talked to them also, but again, it was 4 

kind of a blurry mess. 5 

Q Yeah, yup.  So just for reference, the traction  6 

-- the traction power substation at Portal is located 7 

at street level above the tunnel there? 8 

A Correct.  Yeah. 9 

Q Okay.  Now, what type of -- do you work in 10 

conjunction with the power people?  Do they train you 11 

for, you know, instances like this? 12 

A No, no, no.  The only reason we have sub keys, we 13 

take care of the fire extinguishers and the HVAC 14 

equipment. 15 

Q Mm-hmm. 16 

A Other than that, maybe doors.  We'll work on 17 

doors and things such as that when they have door 18 

issues if it's something we can fix. 19 

Q Yeah. 20 

A Other than that, I've always been told for the 21 

last 13 years I've been here, never touch that red 22 

button.  So -- 23 

Q Yeah. 24 

A So I knew what it would do, you know? 25 
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 MR. MORRIS:  Yeah.  All right.  I'm going to pass 1 

to my right.  I don't have any more questions for you.  2 

I'm just trying to get a summary of the day.  So to my 3 

right. 4 

 MR. STEINBERGER:  William Steinberger, S-T-E-I-N-5 

B-E-R-G-E-R.  I have no questions. 6 

 MR. TROTTER:  Nathaniel Trotter, T-R-O-T-T-E-R.  7 

I have no questions. 8 

 MR. MORRIS:  Okay. 9 

 MR. CROUCH:  Jason Crouch, C-R-O-U-C-H.  I got 10 

one question real quick. 11 

 BY MR. CROUCH: 12 

Q You said you saw people stomping fires out in the 13 

grass.   14 

A Yeah, they were. 15 

Q Where was this at? 16 

A That was on the top side.  You know, we have the 17 

retainer walls -- 18 

Q Okay.  So it was on the top side of the wall? 19 

A It's like in a shadow or the top side of the -- 20 

 MR. CROUCH:  Okay.  The retainer wall?  Okay.  21 

Thanks. 22 

 MR. STROT:  Ben Strot, NTSB.    23 

 BY MR. STROT: 24 

Q Where is this ETS button located?   25 
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A It would be -- the one I saw, there's only one, I 1 

assume.  Is there two?  Okay.  I didn't even see but 2 

one, but anyway, I had entered on the south door and 3 

just glanced and I didn't see it.  I just went 4 

straight through and it was on the north end, the one 5 

I hit.   6 

Q Is it like right next to the door? 7 

A Maybe that far away or so.  It's not far from the 8 

door. 9 

Q Okay.   10 

A Yeah.   11 

Q Have you ever had any training on using that 12 

button and what it would do? 13 

A I just know people that have it by accident and 14 

told me not to hit it. 15 

Q Okay.  Good.  16 

A Specifically HVAC personnel that were 17 

maintaining, you know, units. 18 

Q When you went in there to hit the ETS button, did 19 

you notice the arcing and sparking and fire going on 20 

down at Portal? 21 

A I saw it before I entered. 22 

Q Before you entered you saw it? 23 

A Yeah. 24 

Q When you hit the button, did it change anything?  25 
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Did you notice any change? 1 

A I mean all the alarms went off and of course, 2 

there was no more arcing.  I don't know if that was 3 

because the wire burned itself out or if that was what 4 

killed -- I have no idea, because I was inside at that 5 

point. 6 

Q Yeah.  Did you ever see it start arcing again 7 

after you came out? 8 

A No, that was it. 9 

Q And I may have missed this.  Could you say what 10 

time you hit that button? 11 

A I want to say 3:46 because that's when Blake 12 

called me back and he was like, yeah, hit it.  You 13 

know, just kill it.  Kill the sub now. 14 

Q After you hit the button, what did you do after 15 

you hit the button? 16 

A Turned the alarm off because it was really 17 

annoying.   18 

Q And so then you stepped out of the power station.  19 

Where did you do after that? 20 

A I actually walked out of the sub.  I want to say 21 

probably -- oh, that's when I walked out and I met 22 

Dallas Fire at the end of the sidewalk, which is right 23 

next to Ross Avenue. 24 

Q Okay. 25 
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A That's when I met Dallas Fire and I just told 1 

them what I did.  Basically, what I told the guys is 2 

look, I can't confirm or deny that there's any power 3 

down there, but I killed the sub, which should kill 4 

the power, so it should be safe.  Because they had 5 

hoses out there.  I mean, they were like ready to -- 6 

Q Ready to start spraying water? 7 

A Yeah. 8 

Q After you talked to Dallas Fire, did you leave 9 

the scene? 10 

A No, I stayed there for -- it was probably 3:45 11 

when I finally left, because the TES personnel showed 12 

up and then Fred and of course Fred was on the phone.  13 

You know, he was extremely busy.   14 

Q Yeah. 15 

A I think I told the one -- I think his name is 16 

David, but I can't think of the last -- well, I've got 17 

it in my report that I wrote my manager.  But I 18 

basically just told David exactly what happened and 19 

what I found and what I did, you know. 20 

Q Okay.  Did you ever observe the train again after 21 

you hit the button?  I mean, did you look down at it 22 

any more times or did you -- 23 

A Yeah, I took a lot of pictures, you know. 24 

Q Okay.  And you never saw it sparking again  25 
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after that?    1 

A No.  After I hit the button, I never saw 2 

anything. 3 

 MR. STROT:  Okay.  I think that's all the 4 

questions I had.   5 

 BY MR. MORRIS: 6 

Q All right.  John Morris, NTSB, M-O-R-R-I-S.  You 7 

said you called; you weren't able to get in contact 8 

with TCC on the radio?  Oh -- you didn't have a radio, 9 

that's right. 10 

A I didn't have a radio. 11 

Q Yeah, okay. 12 

A I didn't have a radio.  I had already left my 13 

shop.   14 

Q Yeah.  Okay.  So you were off the clock at this 15 

point? 16 

A Yeah. 17 

Q Yeah? 18 

A Yeah. 19 

Q Okay.  So you just decided to pick up the phone, 20 

see who you could get in touch with at that point, and 21 

you were able to get somebody on the phone at TCC? 22 

A Yes. 23 

Q Okay. 24 

A I don't know who it was.  25 
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Q Yeah. 1 

A You know. 2 

Q Okay.  And you just told them what you saw and 3 

whether or not -- you kind of sought guidance as to 4 

whether or not you should hit that button or not? 5 

A Yeah. 6 

Q Okay.  All right.  And then somehow the line got 7 

disconnected and you just --  8 

A Yeah.  I don't know what happened.  I have no 9 

idea. 10 

Q Okay.   11 

A You know, my thing is, is I felt like I should 12 

hit the button when I first got there, but then there 13 

were other trains somewhere else moving trying to get 14 

out of the tunnel, you know, something like that.  I 15 

don't know, but then also then you got Dallas Fire 16 

that's fixing to spray water -- 17 

Q Right. 18 

A And I mean, personally I don't know what that's 19 

going to do, but I know there's voltage in that line, 20 

so I don't want to see anybody get hurt.  That was my 21 

thought. 22 

 MR. MORRIS:  Yes.  All right.  I don't have 23 

anything further.  Thank you very much.   24 

 MR. STEINBERGER:  William Steinberger, no 25 
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questions. 1 

 MR. TROTTER:  Nathaniel Trotter, no questions. 2 

 MR. CROUCH:  Jason Crouch, no questions. 3 

MR. STROT:  Ben Strot, NTSB.  Only question -- 4 

you said that your call number is 1112?  5 

 MR. LEFLER:  Yeah. 6 

 MR. STROT:  1112?  Okay.  That's the only 7 

question I had. 8 

 MR. MORRIS:  Okay.  Does anybody have any follow-9 

up? 10 

BY MR. STROT: 11 

Q Ben Strot, NTSB.  Is there any other way someone 12 

could turn off the power to that area that you're 13 

aware of? 14 

A I don't know.   15 

Q No? 16 

A I don't think so. 17 

Q All right, okay.   18 

A Unless Dallas Fire was up there with their Knox 19 

key because there's a KnoxBox on the outside grate 20 

(phonetic).  Yeah. 21 

Q There was a box on the outside that Dallas Fire 22 

can use? 23 

A Yeah. 24 

Q And it's just got another button inside there? 25 
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A Yeah. 1 

 MR. STROT:  I got you.  Okay.   2 

  MR. MORRIS:  All right.  Couple closing questions 3 

for you.  Is there anybody else you think that we 4 

should talk to that, you know, may give us some more 5 

information or insight as to what occurred on July 30? 6 

 MR. LEFLER:  I would talk to TES.  They know a 7 

whole lot more about it than I do.   8 

 MR. MORRIS:  Okay. 9 

 MR. LEFLER:  Again, I just observed.  I just saw 10 

it and and reacted. 11 

 MR. MORRIS:  Yeah.  Is there any questions you 12 

feel that should've been asked that were not? 13 

 MR. LEFLER:  I don't think so. 14 

 MR. MORRIS:  Okay, so I have your contact 15 

information here.  In the future, if we have any 16 

follow-ups, would it be okay to contact you? 17 

 MR. LEFLER:  Sure. 18 

 MR. MORRIS:  All right.  Well, on behalf of the 19 

NTSB, I'd like to thank you for taking the time to 20 

meet with us about this.  And with that, we'll go off 21 

the record.  22 

(Whereupon, the interview in the above-entitled 23 

matter was concluded.) 24 

// 25 






