Archaeology & History in Your Backyard
Dead Man’s Curve

Hello Everyone! This is Archaeology and History in Your Backyard and my name is Dixie. X 88.7 FM and the Torrance County Archaeological Society are pleased to bring you a series of programs designed to acquaint you, our listening audience with little known people, places and events that took place in the past, right here in your own backyard. For the most part, we will be covering interesting facts, stories and legends about the past, and people that lived right here in the Estancia Valley and surrounding areas in central New Mexico. Our goal is to inform, educate, and possibly enlist your help in preserving and protecting our past.

Our show today will focus on the story of Dead Man’s Curve at the crossover of Kayser two miles east of Scholle. 
This program was written by Dixie Boyle and produced by Bill Simms. Thank you for joining us today.

Every railroad division has what they called a hoodoo or something that brought them bad luck. A hoodoo named Dead Man’s Curve was located a little east of the railroad town of Scholle. As originally built, this curve was in an extremely narrow cut. Sometime in the 1950s the lower side of the cut was leveled and the rock that was removed was used to hold the arroyo from washing out the track.

The first accident in this location happened as the graders were digging this cut. The hillside they were working on was made up of loose rock. As the work progressed, the hillside caved off burying nine of the graders along with their mule teams. The graders who built the double track from Scholle to Abo in the 1980s had to be careful to make sure the same thing did not happen to them.

The tragedy that gave the location its name occurred on the afternoon of November 20, 1911 at 3:00 pm when a head on collision occurred in this cut. Two men were killed, Fireman N. Keith of Belen and Fireman A.J. Daughtery of Clovis. Seven others were scalded and otherwise frightfully injured on a collision between two double-header freight trains. 

Injured were: Telegraphy Operator Roy Horton of Scholle, right arm crushed at elbow; Engineer C.H. Napsinger, badly scalded about face and chest; Brakeman Thorne, scalded and severely bruised; Fireman C.W. Schmidt, injured about the back and legs; Engineer Pierson, feet and back injured; Fireman Scott, face, head and shoulders scalded; Engineer Pat Malone, back, hand and ankle injury.
The wreck occurred in a deep cut known as Red Cut, two miles east of Scholle. The trains, one a local freight and the another an eastbound red ball each drawn by two giant locomotives of the 885 class, met head-on at a sharp curve. The red ball going up grade; was traveling at about fifteen miles an hour, while the local on the downhill pull, it was said, was going slightly faster. 

The crash came without warning, and Engineer Malone seems to have been the only man who succeeded in jumping before the monster engines came together. Even he was severely injured by flying fragments of iron. 

So great was the impact that the two unfortunate firemen, Keith and Daughtery, were pinned in their cabs, one standing in the gangway and the other as he leaned down before the open furnace door. Efforts to remove the bodies of the men from the wreckage were without avail, and when the special train bearing the injured left the scene, the corpses were still held in a twisted mass of iron and steel. Both of the dead firemen were at work on the eastbound red ball. 

The crash occurred in a deep cut, where it is impossible to build a “shoo-fly” or temporary track around a derailment and four huge locomotives and two long strings of freight cars are piled up in a shapeless mass of twisted iron and steel. 

The conductor of the local walked back to Abo where word of the wreck was telegraphed to Clovis and Belen. Wreckers from both places were sent to the wreck site. 
A relief train was sent out of Belen in charge of Dr. W.H. Dempsey. Dr. C.W. Black, of Mountainair, joined in the efforts to aid the injured men and make them as comfortable as possible for the long ride into Albuquerque. The train arrived in Albuquerque at 10:30 p.m. where ambulances from St. Joseph’s Hospital met the train.

On November 21 Fireman Frank Scott, who was working on the lead engine of the westbound, died at 3:00 p.m., becoming the third victim of the wreck. He was eighteen years old.

On the afternoon of November 23, the fourth victim, Brakeman George Thorne, died. He was 25 years old and nineteen months earlier had married Miss Madge Wyatt, sister of engineer Wyatt. He was the brakeman on the eastbound red ball and the hero of the disaster. Although horribly burned about the body and lower limbs as a result of the collision, he did all in his power to extricate his brother trainmen, at the risk of his own life, and it was not until he dropped from exhaustion, and was taken to one side and laid quietly down under the attention of the doctors and nurses, that he stopped his efforts to the other victims.

On November 27, Engineer Malone became the fifth victim of the disaster. He was the engineer of the westbound and was 32 years old. Pat Malone was one of the most popular men on the Clovis division. He numbered his friends by the score. A big handsome Irishman, he was devoid of fear and that trait asserted itself before the collision which eventually cost him his life.

The westbound had a train order instructing it to meet the eastbound at Scholle. At Mountainair, the westbound picked up the dead engine and also received an additional train order. This order contained a number of instructions. At the bottom of these instructions, the meet was changed from Scholle to Abo. After passing Abo, Engineer Malone noticed this change in the meet. Consulting his watch and referring to his Scholle order, he figured that with a burst of speed, he could meet the freight train at Scholle and he made a run for it. 
As for the speed of the impact, who knows, before placing blame entirely on the westbound, the order received at Mountainair was not a good order. All meet orders were to be written on a separate order and not contain any other information. Whether the blame should have been placed on the train crew for not reading the order better, or on the Dispatcher for sending a bad order, or on the Operator for delivering a bad order, who can say, as the end results speak for themselves.

Deadman’s Curve—an appropriate name for a location that has claimed fourteen lives.

This has been Archaeology and History in Your Backyard, a series that will take you through our area’s history in future episodes.

The Torrance County Archaeological Society meets at 7 PM the first Tuesday of every month from March through November. We meet at the East Torrance Soil and Water Education Building at 700 S. 10th Street in Estancia. Please come and join us.

You can listen to Archaeology and History in Your Backyard Tuesday at 7 PM, Thursday at 12:15 PM and Saturday at 4 PM. Thanks for listening! 

KXNM Archives are all locally produced as MP3 Audio Files. So, you can listen to all of the Archaeology and History shows whenever you choose. Just visit our web site at KXNM.org. Talk to you later! 
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