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Introduction
The dwarf signals at the Chicago & North Western Railroad’s downtown Chicago station have long aroused the curiosity of signal 

In an unfortunate act of destruction, the beautiful 1911 headhouse was demolished in 1984, giving way to a modern glass and steel 

UP.
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   the plant is still fundamentally the same as was placed in 
service over a century ago. 

revenue passenger trains, empty coach and engine moves, as well as switching of the industries along the C&NW in the downtown 

Caution

customary diagonal blade position associated with that indication.

 the C&NW’s 
traditional green/red combination, and the new standard of yellow.

Note also that the term “restricted speed” had a different meaning in 
1919 than it does today. The name of this signal today would be 
Diverging Approach.
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A star is born

original 1911 installation that coincided with the grand terminal’s opening. However, further research produced no mention in the 

addition are probably lost to history,  but one can envision a scenario involving passenger trains whose length was swelled by the 
heavy passenger loadings of wartime.

The diagram showing the 1944 additions lists each of the signals by the number of its control lever. The totals are as follows:

14

2

19

No starting lights 32

TOTAL 67

How they work

 

operating timetable showed scheduled service to and from Chicago without a notation that they were on a different subdivision. The 

than being an incursion into a foreign operating division.

with its approaches.
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Special instructions from 1960

Terminal. 

pertinent to the station starting signals are shown.

Chicago Passenger Terminal

 stars located directly above the 

when the signal is cleared.

indication

When enginemen or trainmen can not observe starting signal indication because of engine or train being too far in advance of 
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cleared for what appears to be a deadhead equipment move into 

 to Clinton, 
Iowa.

not 

Stop.

dwarf replacement on inbound signal 141.
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Transition

type was made to provide indications through color + position just as with the disc semaphores. By using the dual lamp arrangement 
 if one lamp were burnt out, the 

indication was still visible, and a lamp failure wouldn’t affect the station’s throughput during rush hour.

Color position light dwarf replacements for the 1911-era disc signals 
began to appear in Chicago Passenger Terminal around 1990. The 
starting signal star indicators were carried forward to this new signal 
type.

This view from 1993 shows signal 131, which governs outbound 

 

replacement for both the 1911-era disc semaphore dwarfs and the 1990-era color position light dwarfs. This type of signal consists 
of a single lamp unit capable of displaying different colors, much in the same way as a searchlight signal. Instead of the searchlight’s 
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three discrete colors needed.

ITEM 10-J: Commuter Train Operations
Geneva, Kenosha, Harvard and McHenry Subdivisions.

I.  Commuter Operations Documents and Requirements

2. Lake Street Interlocking:

a.
been closed, door light is displayed in the operating control compartment, and the train is ready to depart. In 
the event of a door light failure, the engineer must communicate with the conductor to ascertain that all doors 

b.
located directly above the signal light. In addition, these signals are equipped with a single white star which is 

will be governed by the single white star. When the single white star is illuminated:

The signal displays a proceed indication.

c.

ITEM 19: Block and Interlocking Signals

Rule Name Aspect ACS Indication

Clear Restricting

9.2.18 Proceed at restricted speed, prepared to stop.

9.2.19

only whether they may be 
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Here’s a modern-day view of signal 131, facing north toward the 
131 governs outbound moves from station 

indications on the front face of signal 131. These stars are 
permanently illuminated, and simply identify the corresponding 

that produce lunar white light.
special instructions. This light illuminates only when the 
corresponding signal displays an indication more favorable than 
Stop.
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