Bucoda Woman Killed After Collisions With Two Trains

Eye Witness Says She is ‘Absolutely Positive’ the Crossing Arms Didn’t Come Down; Rail Spokesman Refuses to Comment on Crossarms

Posted September 3, 10:37 am
By Eric Schwartz
The Chronicle

A 74-year-old Bucoda woman was killed Tuesday afternoon after her vehicle crashed into a northbound freight train and was hit by a passenger train heading in the opposite direction.

Patricia A. Panter, Bucoda, collided with the third engine of a freight train after turning off state Route 507 on to 6th Street in Bucoda and attempting to cross the rural Thurston County town’s main railroad crossing at about 5 p.m. An Amtrak passenger train, heading north from Vancouver to Seattle, then struck Panter’s vehicle and pushed it down the tracks.

Panter later died at the scene, according to a statement from the Washington State Patrol.

BNSF railway spokesman Gus Melonas repeatedly refused to comment on an eyewitness’s claim that the crossing arms did not come down prior to the collision. 

“I won’t get into specifics,” he said this morning. “We will not discuss the investigation further.”

Melonas also refused to confirm or deny a report that a camera aboard the freight train captured the events or whether or not the crossing has had a history of malfunction. The Olympian newspaper reported Tuesday night that Melonas had said authorities would be reviewing video from a camera on board the freight train.

Ashley Bunting, 21, Bucoda, was standing outside a nearby store watching the train with her 1-year-old son when the collision occurred. She said she has no doubts that the crossing arm on the opposite side of the moving train did not come down.

“We’re standing there and he’s saying ‘horn, horn,’ and then I saw it happen” said Bunting, who appeared to be the only eyewitness to the crash in the small community. 

“I am absolutely certain that I did not see that barrier come down. ... It didn’t happen.”

Bunting said that she called 911 after witnessing the collisions and then returned to a hectic scene of emergency and law enforcement personnel. Traffic was briefly backed up on state Route 507 but responders quickly began moving traffic through. 

Ted Bird was in his home, adjacent to the railroad tracks when he heard the collision.

“Sometimes the trains bang together and make a lot of noise,” said Bird. “This was different. ... When I looked out the back door, I saw the train pushing the car down the tracks.”

Bird helped first responders remove Panter from the vehicle and said she was alive when she was removed from the crushed 1995 Subaru Legacy. He said that he has never encountered any problems with the crossing arms, but was listening attentively to rumors around the scene that the crossing arms did not come down.

A statement released by the Washington State Patrol Tuesday evening said, “it is unknown why Panter was crossing at the time she was struck by the train.”

The crossing arms at the Sixth Street Bucoda crossing have been the topic of discussion in the past. 

Local residents referred to “ghost trains” in a February 1997 edition of The Chronicle while discussing a recurring malfunction that was sending railroad gates down and turning on all the bells and lights even when there was no train in sight on the Burlington Northern track. The townsfolk were greeting the lowered crossarms with growing cynicism and driving around them. The Tenino police chief, who lived in Bucoda, worried that people driving around the flashing arms might be hit by a real train.

In March 1997 new equipment was installed at the crossing. Authorities hoped the modernization would solve the problem.

...

Eric Schwartz covers municipal government and health for The Chronicle. He may be reached at 807-8245.
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Mike Salsbury, The Chronicle
Police and fire personnel stand alongside the scene of a fatal collision involving Patricia Panter, a 74-year-old from Bucoda who drove her car into a freight train in Bucoda late Tuesday afternoon, then was hit by a northbound Amtrak train on the main crossing into the south Thurston County town. 

[image: image2.jpg]


Mike Salsbury, The Chronicle
Witness Ashley Bunting, right, of Tenino and her friend Robyn Cayce of Bucoda speak with Tenino Police Chief Joe Vukich following a fatal accident involving a car and two trains in Bucoda on Tuesday. Bunting said a crossing arm did not come down to warn the driver of a freight train traveling on the tracks. The vehicle hit the southbound freight train, then was then struck by a northbound Amtrak train. 
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Mike Salsbury, The Chronicle
Ted Bird stands outside his Bucoda home following a fatal accident that involved a car striking a train and then being hit by a northbound Amtrak train on Tuesday. Bird helped stabilize the driver, Patricia Panter, in the vehicle as paramedics arrived. Panter later died. 
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Nick George, The Chronicle
Trooper Nicholas Casto, left, and Deputy Jeff Norton look over a railroad-crossing arm at the scene of the fatal train accident along state Route 507 at Bucoda Tuesday evening. According to one witness, the crossing arm did not come down. 

Federal Railroad Agents Looking Into Crash

Death in Bucoda: Investigators Will Check Cab-Mounted Camera

Posted September 5, 10:39 am.
By Aaron VanTuyl
The Chronicle

The Federal Railroad Administration investigator will look into an allegation that the warning device on a Bucoda railroad crossing did not activate prior to a fatal collision on Tuesday. 

A witness to the accident has said that the crossing arms on the west side of the tracks did not come down before Patricia A. Panter, 74, turned onto W. Sixth Street and drove into the third engine of a southbound freight train. Moments later a northbound Amtrak train crashed into her car.

Panter, a Bucoda resident, died shortly after the collisions. 

Warren Flatau, FRA spokesman, said the investigator will likely check with local law enforcement agencies that handled the situation and check the crossing. 

“I believe that the freight train involved in the incident was equipped with a cab-mounted camera, so I believe we’ll be seeking to obtain or at least view footage of the event,” Flatau said. 

“Any time we receive a credible allegation, or a concern, that an active warning device did not function properly, it is something we look into,” he said. 

Bucoda residents have, in the past, stated that the arms at the Bucoda train crossing malfunction. 

Motorists are supposed to be given at least 20 seconds advance notice of a train’s presence, Flatau said. 

The investigation, however, is not likely to be completed and disclosed any time soon. 

“We’re talking generally more in the range of months, more than weeks,” he added. 

“What we’re focused on was not the collision, but what precipitated it,” Flatau said. “It’s obviously a tragic event. We put quite a bit of emphasis, and there’s a lot of effort that goes into preventing, these types of events.”
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