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L
aughter breaks loose from Juanita Larson’s throat, and a 
great torrent of happiness fills her living room.1

In her mind, she is back in 1961. 2 

The cows have wandered away from the 23-acre farm  
 where she lives with her truck-driver husband, Art, and 

their four children, Nancy, Linda, Alice and Steve. 3

Linda, 13, has driven off in the family car to look for the cows. Steve, 
not quite 10, has gone with her. 4

Linda returns, alone and on foot, the cows in tow. 5

Juanita is exasperated. 6

“You mean I have to go all the way down there and get that car?” she 
huffs. 7

“Oh, no,” Linda answers, “Steve’s bringing it.” 8

And pretty soon, here comes the 9-year-old boy at the wheel of the 
maroon-and-white ’48 Chevy, steering slowly along the irrigation ditch 
and up the dirt driveway. 9

“He brought it all the way home,” Juanita says, her voice a rising tide 
of joy, “just as big as you please.” 10

And the laughter erupts again in her Gilcrest home, not far from U.S. 
85 south of Greeley. 11

For Juanita Larson, talking about her only son, the one she lost 45 
years ago along the railroad tracks, is a pleasure. 12

As she reminisces, her husband of 60 years sits a few feet away, 
beanpole-skinny, his hands clasped loosely in his lap, thumbs fiddling. 13

A survivor of four strokes, he doesn’t talk much, at least not on this 
day, but Juanita is as talkative as he is quiet. 14

The happy memories of Steve spill from her as if they had happened 
last month. 15

One time she was visiting down the road at a neighbor’s house, while 
Steve played with a friend. 16

“He and Steve got on our horse, and they were riding it around their 
farm. The horse decided to go one way, and the kids went the other way,” 
she says, the laughter coming hard. 17

Another time Steve sold some of his rabbits to an aunt. He beamed 
at the prospect of making some money. 18 

But the smile slid off his face when his aunt handed him a check. 19



“He was so disappointed because he wanted money, not a piece of 
paper,” Juanita says. 20

And there was the time Steve, the little instigator, talked Juanita 
into climbing onto a trampoline with him and his friends. They started 
jumping, and Juanita, unable to find her balance, got bounced around in 
the middle, her knees and elbows and nose rubbed raw on the black mat. 21

“You start talking about it, and you start thinking about all the 
wonderful things, and people who don’t ever have any children, they don’t 
have any idea how wonderful it is to have children,” she says. 22

A DEAL WITH GOD

Her children came quickly into her life. She and Art married in 1946, 
and by January 1952, they had three girls and a boy. 23

Then, in 1955, Juanita was diagnosed with cervical cancer. 24

As she fought through radiation and surgery, she offered God a deal: 
Heal me, and I’ll bring all my children up in the church. 25

“I knew that my kids were not going to be raised by a stepmother,” 
she says. “I just told him, ‘I’m not ready for you.’ ” 26

God kept his end of the bargain, and she kept hers. 27

In 1957, Art and a healed Juanita moved onto a small farm in the 
Auburn area southeast of Greeley. Art drove a truck, droning up and down 
U.S. 85, hauling merchandise between Greeley and Denver. 28 

Juanita worked as a nurse’s aide on the night shift. They raised a few 
animals and some alfalfa. 29 

They went to church. 30

In the fall of 1961, Steve found a new friend. 31

His name was Duane Harms, the school bus driver. In Harms, Steve 
found a kindred spirit of sorts. 32 

Steve was not quite 10, but he was already wearing size 12 pants, and 
his feet were big. 33

When other kids made fun of the clumsy boy, Harms pulled Steve 
aside. 34

You’re growing so much that your feet and your legs, they’re not 
keeping up with what you want to do with them, Harms told him. 35

When there was no one else to play with Steve at school, Harms did, 
racing him on the playground. 36

Forty-five years later, Juanita still remembers the evenings that fall 
when Steve spent all his time talking “about what Duane did, or what 
Duane and I did, or what Duane said to me.” 37

“Duane was so good to him,” Juanita says. 38

On Dec. 14, 1961, Linda was sick, so Juanita kept her home. Alice, who 
was 11, and Steve, who was a month from his 10th birthday, caught the 
bus. After a couple minutes, they swapped seats. 39

As Art drove Nancy to high school in Greeley, the City of Denver 
streamliner screamed past him. 40 

He looked west and saw the school bus, with Steve and Alice on it, a 
little more than half a mile away. 41  

23–38. Descriptions and statements based 
on interviews with Art and Juanita Larson.

39. Descriptions and statements based on 
interviews with Art and Juanita Larson and 
Alice Larson Richardson.

40–42: Descriptions based on interviews 
with Art and Juanita Larson and Art 
Larson’s written statement to authorities in 
the files of Weld County Assistant District 
Attorney Karl Ahlborn.



Reassured when he saw the red brake lights on the bus, Art headed 
on toward town.42

Juanita was home from her night shift at the hospital, getting ready 
for bed, when the phone call came. 43 

She jumped back into her clothes, told Linda to stay put in case 
anyone called and sped to the crossing. 44

There, a neighbor, Joe Brantner, grabbed her, told her she needed to 
come with him to the hospital, that Alice was badly injured. 45 

They rushed off. 46

As morning turned to afternoon, the shock of what had happened at 
the crossing settled in. 47 

The bodies of the 20 dead children had been taken to the old state 
armory building on Eighth Avenue in Greeley. 48

Confusion wracked the families of the 36 children on the bus. 49

Some parents wandered the hospital’s hallways, looking for their 
children, unable to find them. Others huddled in the freezing cold outside 
the armory, hoping for some word. 50 

Still others sat in a courtroom, where grim-faced clerks took notes as 
investigators asked a series of questions. 51

How tall is your son? What color is his hair? Does he have any scars? 52

What was your daughter wearing when she left the house this 
morning? How much does she weigh? 53

KEEPING VIGIL

At the hospital, Art, who had been ready to head out in his delivery 
truck when his boss told him about the crash, stood by Juanita’s side. 54 

They didn’t know what to feel. They were unsure whether Alice 
would survive, unsure whether Steve was alive or dead. 55

Art held Alice, while Juanita helped prop up her feet and hand-
pumped lifesaving saline and blood into her body. 56

For a time, Alice’s life hung precariously. 57 
Her liver torn, her gallbladder crushed, her appendix damaged, she 

was wheeled into an operating room. 58

Art and Juanita both hoped that Steve was all right somewhere, 
maybe knocked out, maybe getting treated in another part of the 
hospital. 59

Then, early in the afternoon, they learned the worst. Steve had been 
found dead in a ditch along the tracks. 60

Alice came out of surgery alive, but she was still in bad shape. 61

A doctor pulled Juanita aside. Alice’s stability was so fragile, he told 
her, that finding out her little brother was dead could send her into a 
deep shock and kill her. 62

So they kept the news from Alice for three weeks, as she slowly 
regained her strength. 63

While she was in the hospital, they buried Steve in his blue Cub 
Scout uniform with the yellow neckerchief. 64

43–47: Descriptions based on interviews 
with Art and Juanita Larson.

48. Location of temporary morgue contained 
in Colorado State Patrol accident report.

49-53: Descriptions based on Rocky Moun-
tain News accounts of the aftermath of the 
accident, published on Dec. 15, 1961, and 
interviews with Art and Juanita Larson, 
state Trooper Don Girnt, Greeley Tribune re-
porter Jim Hitch, Delta Elementary assistant 
principal Keith Blue and former prosecutor 
Bill Bohlender.

54–64: Descriptions, actions and statements 
by doctor based on interviews with Art and 
Juanita Larson.




