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Commuter train wreck still haunts a survivor

Twist of fate leaves a family wondering

CINCINNATI, Ohio

Even now, a tiny, round grain of glass occasionally will pop out of Louise Lawarre's head.

Lawarre keeps three of them, each no bigger than the period at the end of this sentence, taped side-by-side to a card in the "L" section of her Rolodex--ellipsis points for an unfinished story. 

Twenty-five years have passed since the Illinois Central Railroad crash on Oct. 30, 1972, that killed 45 people, but the ghost of Train 416 lingers with Lawarre and her family.

"Thank you for the gift of Louise," her husband, Frank Collins, said in prayer last week before slicing into a pork roast as the family was gathered for dinner.

Collins had brought his wife a dozen red roses on the anniversary of the crash, a day that never passes without Louise's thinking of those around her on the doomed train--and of the twist of fate that saved her, while so many others around her died.

The crash left deep cuts in Lawarre's calves and ankle, sprayed her face with glass and tore her liver. Even now, rubbing or scratching her forehead, she will feel her fingernail click-click over an embedded speck of glass that has worked its way to the surface. Twenty have popped out that way.

"Louise--glass from head," reads the Rolodex card bearing three of them.

This is how pieces of a Chicago commuter train ended up in the tidy kitchen of a suburban home just east of this Ohio city.

The final run of the 416 ended at 27th Street on Chicago's South Side, but the crash was only the beginning of a long journey for many Chicagoans--for those who survived and for those who lost loved ones in the twisted wreckage.

The crash killed 45 people and left another 350 injured. The wreck occurred two blocks from the emergency room of Michael Reese Hospital, which responded quickly.

Fifty doctors were assigned to treat victims. A surgeon quoted the next day in the Tribune recalled the crash's aftermath as "grotesque beyond belief."

But Louise Lawarre would like to ride the 416 again. It's about catching a ghost train. As the anniversary of the wreck bore down on her, she held foremost a wish to relive that cold, fateful morning in the company of those around her on the 416.

"The first thing I would say, and the only thing I would have to say, is simply, 'Where were you sitting and what happened to you?' And then I would shut my mouth and listen," Lawarre said.

The problem: Lawarre doesn't know where any other survivors are. Too seriously injured to take advantage of counseling proffered by the University of Chicago, she never had a chance to meet or talk to anyone else who made it off the train alive.

"Closure's probably not really the word, so much as connecting," she said. "It would be more like the end of a chapter, the end of a story."

Contemporary tragedies have become a phenomenon of protracted ritual, engendering great outpourings of grief that bubble up in mass memorial services, anniversary ceremonies and other commemorative events. But long before there was a Valujet crash or a Halloween-night plane disaster in Indiana or an Amtrak train disappearing into the black of an Alabama swamp, there were two trains on a collision course in Chicago. That was another time, before the compulsion for group therapy or support organizations or public grieving.

In this disaster, at the peak of morning rush hour, a second northbound train rammed the last car of Lawarre's, which had pulled into the station only moments earlier.

A year later, the Chicago mass transit system gave a $206,400 federal grant to help pay for commuter-train safety improvements recommended by federal and state agencies that investigated the crash. And the state of Illinois kicked in $103,200. The gravity of what happened the morning of Oct. 30, 1972, prompted swift response.

Both trains originated at the railroad's South Chicago Station at 91st Street. The collision occurred as the first train, the 416, was backing up after having overshot the 27th Street station enough--by about 250 feet--to give the second train a green light.

By the time the engineer of the approaching Train 720 realized what was ahead, it was too late. His train, a collection of six, old-style, wooden cars, plunged into the last car of Lawarre's modern steel-and-aluminum train like a knife into butter.

Railroads are skittish things, trains being incurable creatures of habit. They adhere to strict schedules that are worked out down to the minute, and the 416 was no different. A collection of four cars, it was to leave the 91st Street station at 7:06 a.m., arriving, after several stops, at Randolph Street at 7:40.

The 720 was set to leave the 91st Street station at 7:15 a.m., arriving downtown at 7:43.

But at 7:27, time stopped for the 416--and for many in the rear coach of the train.

Most of the dead and seriously injured were in that car--the one in which 23-year-old Louise Lawarre was riding. Lawarre always rode in the last car. She survived the crash, she believes, because she turned right after boarding, opting for a second-level seat at the front of the car--away from the point of impact.

"It was a life-and-death decision," she said. "I'd probably be dead."

The doomed rear car was packed with people, said Chicago lawyer Morris Gzesh, also a survivor. When Gzesh boarded the train at 53rd Street, he couldn't even find a place to stand in the last car.

He moved to the third car, a decision that probably saved his life. He stood in the aisle, briefcase in hand, headed toward his law office on West Washington Street--a place he would not reach until several weeks later, when his broken arm had healed.

Lawarre, who five months earlier had given birth to her first child, Anne, was on her way to work at Kelly Temporary Services. Frank, now an endocrinologist in Cincinnati, was a graduate student at the University of Chicago. They lived on campus in the Hyde Park area, and their life was structured on the secure foundation of routine.

All that was about to change. "I walked into an event in history," she said.

Taking a seat on the 416, Lawarre opened a book. She had just begun J.R.R. Tolkien's "Two Towers" and was using for a bookmark an absentee ballot-- marked with a vote for George McGovern and sealed in a stamped envelope. It never would be mailed.

She was halfway through the first chapter when it happened: A thousand stories were interrupted; that's how many people were aboard the two trains when they collided.

In the third car, where Gzesh had been knocked to the floor, a deathly silence prevailed.

"People didn't even look like they were breathing," Gzesh said. "Everyone was in a state of shock. You couldn't even see an eyelid blink."

In the chaos in the rear car, Lawarre imagined herself in a bad dream from which she couldn't wake.

She became upset with Frank for not being there to rescue her from the dream, remembering in her reverie the night a month earlier when she had had a nightmare. She had asked Frank to stay awake with her the rest of the night, but he had fallen asleep and had been no help.

The next thing she knew she was opening her eyes to the greenish lights above an operating table.

In the years that have followed, there never has been a citywide memorial service or any other event commemorating the tragedy. Mostly, survivors worked through the emotional and physical trauma alone, said Ed Vrdolyak, the Chicago lawyer who represented 80 individuals and families rent by the crash, many of whom lived and worked in the area he represented then as alderman of the 10th Ward.

"I don't know if they've ever had a reunion of the survivors of the Titanic, either," Vrdolyak said. "A lot of folks took it individually and personally, and they handled their grief in their own way."

Many still live in Chicago. Some still have not healed. But many long ago went on with their lives, Vrdolyak said.

"Human nature being what it is, I think they have tried to put it behind them," he said.

Those survivors represented by Vrdolyak reached an out-of-court settlement with the Illinois Central Railroad, Vrdolyak said.

The money Lawarre and her family received from a settlement went for a down payment on a house. In 1978, the family moved to Pittsburgh, where Frank began his internship and residency. From there, they moved to Columbus, Ohio, for his fellowship; and then on to Cincinnati, where he began practicing in 1980.

They had four more children: David, 21, an engineering student at the University of Cincinnati; and Patrick, 18, Maggie, 14, and Stevie, 12--all of whom live at home.

Everyone except Anne, a doctoral math student at Duke University, was there for dinner last week as this Catholic family remembered the survivors and victims of a long-ago train crash in prayer.

A beeswax candle burned, the one they used to burn only on their wedding anniversary.

Did you see anything beautiful today? Louise asked her family.

The coming of the cold, Patrick said, the changing of the seasons.

Outside the big picture window near the table, a silver maple let fly its bright, yellow leaves like a great, warm fire throwing off sparks.

Had Louise Lawarre turned left, she thinks, you wouldn't be reading this story.

Had Louise Lawarre turned left, there would be a different family in the big, brick house at 7642 Athenia Drive and Stevie never would have been born to behold the world through big, blue eyes and Maggie wouldn't be around to say "whatever" in that weary but good-natured way and their mother would be a distant memory to the man she has been married to for 26 years now.

Had Louise Lawarre turned left, she believes, she would have ridden the 416 to heaven.

But she turned right, and here she was, alive and well, eating dinner with her family on the edge of Cincinnati.

"Amen," Frank Collins said.

