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CHAPTER 24: IN THE SHADOWS

Retirement years: Duane
Harms, who has lived an
anonymous life since leaving
Colorado in 1962, stands in a
park near his California
home. He did not want his
face shown. He says he
thinks constantly of the
youngsters who died: “I
loved the kids.”
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Waiting: Duane Harms, 23, sits with his wife Judy, during his arraignment on Dec. 18, 1961. Four days
earlier, a high-speed passenger train slammed into his school bus, killing 20 children.

Five days before his 34th wedding
anniversary, Duane Harms
walked into a California courthouse
with his attorney and asked
a judge for the legal authority to make
decisions for his wife, Judy.

About
this series

In just seconds, 20 children died,
and a community was devastated.

At 7:59 a.m. on Dec. 14, 1961, a
high-speed passenger train
smashed into a school bus
carrying 36 students in the farm
country of Weld County. It was the
worst traffic accident in Colorado
history. Only 16 children and the
bus driver survived.

We cannot know how today’s
tragedies — Columbine, Oklahoma
City, Sept. 11 — will ripple over a
lifetime.

But 45 years after that bitter
morning outside Greeley, we can
see — if not fully understand —
how a single moment has the
power to uncoil through decades,
shaping people for the rest of their
lives.

Online
at RockyMountainNews.com

n Video: Duane Harms’ life in
California hasn’t been easy, and
he’s never put the wreck
completely behind him.
n Slide show: Duane and Judy
Harms.
n Discuss: Share your thoughts on
the series and read others’
comments at RockyTalk Live.
n Sources: Read an annotated
version of the story with sources of
information listed.
n Earlier chapters: See previous
installments in the 33-part series.

n Contact reporter
Kevin Vaughan:
vaughank@RockyMountain
News.com or 303-954-5019
n Contact photographer
Chris Schneider:
schneiderc@RockyMountain
News.com or 303-954-2270

n Public forum at 7 p.m.
Wednesday. in Greeley: Reporter
Kevin Vaughan, photographer
Chris Schneider, multi-media
producer Tim Skillern and projects
editor Carol Hanner will discuss
the Crossing series at the Union
Colony Civic Center, 701 10th Ave.,
Greeley.

The event, sponsored by the City
of Greeley Museums, is free, but
advanced tickets can be picked up
at the Civic Center box office.
Tickets at the door available at 6
p.m. Feb. 21; theater opens at 6:30
p.m.
n Information: 1- 970-350-9220,
1-970-356-5000 or 1-800-315-2787.

Though he had left Colorado
and that awful, cold day at the
crossing,he hadnotleftbehindan-
guish.

And though he’d found work as
a school district electrician —
work that gave him tremendous
satisfaction, that made him feel
appreciated — he had not left be-
hind personaltragedy.

Judywas mentallyill.
It was not the life he had imag-

ined when they’d married amid
white gladioli and red carnations
in an evening ceremony on Aug.
22, 1959, in Sterling.

They had a little girl on Nov. 24,
1961, in Greeley and named her
Lynda.

Then, just 20 days later,he drove
his school bus into the path of a
high-speedpassengertrain.

Judy had appeared with him in
court, had held his hand. After his
acquittal on manslaughter charg-
es, she said goodbye to her family
and moved with him to California,
where she taught several grades in
elementary school. She liked kin-
dergartenthebest.

But over the years, she slowly
slippedawayfromhimasmentalill-
nessovertookher.

The hardships ebbed and
flowed. Duane would get her help.
She would be better for a while.
Then she would slip, and the cycle
wouldstartoveragain.

After more than two decades of
struggle,Judy could no longer care
forherself.

By 1993, Duanebelievedthe only
way to care for Judy was to take
controlofheraffairsandtreatment
by asking a court to name him as
herconservator.

In a motion filed Aug. 17, 1993,
Duane and his lawyer summarized
Judy’s mental state in a few sen-
tencesofdispassionatelanguage:

“She had a nervous breakdown
and is in poor health. Over the
past twenty years, the police have
had to come and take her to the
mental wards for observation be-
cause of her bizarre behavior. She
will not let a doctor evaluate her,
and when medication was pre-
scribed, she doesn’t take it. She
has gotten into arguments with

employees at three different gro-
cerystores.”

Later, they wrote: “She had a
nervous breakdown and does not
communicate clearly. She has a
hard time understanding what is
happeningaroundher.”

But having the authority to de-
termine Judy’s treatment did not
mean Duane could make her fol-
low it. For the next decade, he
slept in a separate bedroom, a
lock on the door, afraid that Judy
might kill him in his sleep. County
officials compiled a voluminous
file on her.

Finally, in 2003, Duane returned
to court. He could no longer care
for his wife.

His lawyer,Alan D. Davis, fileda
new petition with the court. In it,
he wrote of Judy: “In the past, she
has beenvery uncooperative.”

“At this point,” Davis wrote,
“since Mr. Harms is unable to get
his wife the medical treatment
and assistance she requires, I
would suggest that the court ter-
minate his powers, appoint the
public guardian, and refer the

caseto adultprotectiveservices.”
On May 21, 2003, a judge com-

mittedhertoa statementalhospi-
tal.

Duane seldom sees Judy now.
The last few times he visited, she
talked of trying to come home.
That,he says, is not an option.

“I have my reasons,” he says.
“You may not understand that,
butI have my reasons.”

Duane suspects Judy’s condi-
tion could be genetic — one of her
aunts suffered from mental ill-
ness.

His voicecarriesno angeror bit-
terness. Even when he tells the
restof the story.

Inside his darkened home is his
45-year-old daughter, Lynda, his
onlychild.She, too, is mentallyill.

Her childhood had been nor-
mal. Then one summer day after
she graduated from high school,
Lynda went for a ride with a
friend. The friend lost control of
her car and smashed into a euca-
lyptus tree. Lynda’s friend was
fine. Lynda wasn’t. She suffered a
broken leg and arm and internal

injuries.Shespenta weekin inten-
sivecareand a monthin thehospi-
tal.

But as she recovered physically,
she deteriorated mentally. Duane
doesn’tknowwhethertheaccident
caused her mental illness or trig-
gered something already there.
Now she seldom ventures from
home.

Duane does not blame the girl
who was driving the car. An acci-
dent,hesays, is anaccident.

“We just need to trust God and
hope for the best — try to live as
gooda lifeas wecan,”hesays.

Human nature
Duane can talk about a lot of

things, about the softball he still
plays, aboutbasketball,aboutthe
enjoyment he gets out of rocks
and his collection of state quar-
ters.

He can talk about the NBA
games he follows and the Detroit
Tigers— theywerehis dad’s favor-
ite team,and he likestheircaps.

Talking about Dec. 14, 1961, is

moredifficult.
Hestillfearsforhis life.Heunder-

stands why some people were so
angry.Theylostchildren.

“It’shuman nature,”he said.
He has returned to Colorado

only two or three times since he
left in 1962, the last time for his
mother’s funeral in June 1989. He
didnotcomebackwhenhis father
remarried later that year, or for
his 40th or 45th high school re-
unions, or for his father’s funeral
in 2003.

He is hesitant to talk about the
crash because he doesn’t want to
bring more pain to those who
werehurt so badlyat thecrossing.

But he does think about it. For
a long time, it was always on his
mind. He eventually faced a
choice: Be dragged down forever
by thesorrow,or fight throughit.

He chose to fight. It makes him
feelgood,hesays,tohearthatchil-
dren who survived the bus acci-
dent are doing well. He is pleased
to know that Bruce Ford is a
five-time world champion bare-
back rider. Surprised to find that

GlenForddrivesa schoolbus.Re-
lieved to hear that Jerry Hembry
— “a really good guy” — is doing
well.

He’s pleased, he says, to know
that people ask about him, won-
der how he’s doing,wish him well.

None of that lessensthe burden
he has carried all these years, or
makes it any less difficult to erase
the nagging thought that some-
one still might knock on his door
and seek revenge for what hap-
penedon Dec.14, 1961.

“People wish they could have a
second chance, but it doesn’t
work that way,” he says. “When
it’sdone, it’s done.”

The image of that destroyed
bus, a gaping hole in its rear end,
the twisted frame rails protrud-
ing, the back wheels torn free, has
stuckwith him.

When he pictures it in his mind,
he can think only one thing: How
did anyonesurvive?

He thinks, too, about the testi-
mony of the train crew that he
hadn’t stopped at the crossing,
and he has a theory on why they

thought that. Regulations al-
lowed him to stop as far as 50 feet
from the rails, which he thinks he
may have done. Stopping there
may have obscuredhis view of the
train and blocked the engineer’s
viewof the bus.

He remains gratefulthatpeople
in his new city acceptedhim, that
the local school district didn’t
holdtheaccidentagainst him.

“When I applied at the school
district, I didn’t even know if
they’d want me,” he says. “But
they were nice enough to give me
a job, and it was a wonderfulplace
to workfor 38 years.”

When he retired, they threw
him a party.

Asked if he believes life has
been unfair to him, he is under-
stated: “I’ve had some bumps
alongtheway.”

Nobody escapes the hard times
that life brings, he believes. But
neitheris anyonealone.

“There’s a Lord God above us
lookingdown,”he says.

WEDNESDAY: Moving on
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