The Great Circus Train Wreck Of 1918

The great circus train wreck of 1918 stands as one of the most tragic events in American circus
history. On June 22 of that year, a catastrophic collision between two trains resulted in the deaths of
at least 85 people, many of whom were performers, crew members, and circus fans traveling with the
Ringling Brothers Circus. This devastating incident not only inflicted profound grief on the circus
community but also raised questions about railway safety and the treatment of circus performers in
the early 20th century. In this article, we will delve into the details of the great circus train wreck of
1918, examining its causes, the aftermath, and its lasting impact on the circus industry.

The Events Leading to the Wreck

The great circus train wreck of 1918 occurred on a quiet morning in rural Wisconsin, where the
Ringling Brothers Circus was traveling to its next performance. The circus was a significant cultural
phenomenon at the time, drawing large crowds eager to see the spectacle of acrobats, clowns, and
exotic animals. However, the logistics of moving such a vast operation were complex and often
fraught with danger.

Traveling Circus Life

Circuses in the early 1900s traveled via specially designed trains that carried performers, animals,
and equipment. The Ringling Brothers Circus, one of the most famous of its time, utilized a series of
railcars to transport their massive entourage. Here are some key aspects of circus life at that time:

- Diverse Performers: The circus featured a wide range of acts, from trapeze artists to lion tamers.
- Animal Care: Exotic animals were an integral part of the show, requiring specialized care during



travel.
- Camaraderie: The circus community was close-knit, often viewing each other as family.

However, the sheer scale of these operations meant that safety protocols were often overlooked.

The Train Collision

On that fateful day in June, the Ringling Brothers Circus train, consisting of several cars filled with
performers and animals, was halted on the tracks near the town of Hommond, Wisconsin. The train
was waiting for a signal to proceed, unaware that a freight train was barreling down the same track.
The reasons leading to the collision included:

- Miscommunication: There was a failure in communication regarding the train's schedule.
- Signal Issues: The signals that should have warned the circus train of impending danger were either
malfunctioning or incorrectly interpreted.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the Great Circus Train Wreck of 1918?

The Great Circus Train Wreck of 1918 was a tragic accident that occurred on June 22, 1918, when a
train carrying the Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey Circus collided with a freight train in a small
town in rural Wisconsin.

How many people were killed in the Great Circus Train Wreck?

The accident resulted in the deaths of 85 people, including circus performers and crew members,
making it one of the deadliest train wrecks in U.S. history.

What caused the Great Circus Train Wreck?

The collision was caused by a failure in communication and signaling between the circus train and the
freight train, leading to a tragic head-on collision.

What happened to the circus animals during the train wreck?

Many circus animals were also injured or killed in the wreck, with reports of elephants, horses, and
other animals being trapped in overturned train cars.

How did the public respond to the Great Circus Train Wreck?

The public response was one of shock and sympathy, leading to widespread media coverage and
fundraising efforts to support the victims' families and the circus.

What changes were made in railway safety regulations after



the wreck?

The Great Circus Train Wreck prompted discussions about improving railway safety regulations,
including better communication protocols and stricter enforcement of signaling practices.

Did the circus continue after the Great Circus Train Wreck?

Yes, despite the tragedy, the Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey Circus continued to operate,
honoring the memory of those lost by incorporating memorials and tributes in their shows.

Where did the Great Circus Train Wreck take place?

The wreck occurred near the town of Hammond, Wisconsin, specifically at a railroad crossing where
the circus train was struck by the freight train.

Is the Great Circus Train Wreck still remembered today?

Yes, the Great Circus Train Wreck is remembered as a significant event in circus history, and it is
often referenced in discussions about circus safety and the history of American entertainment.
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