B&O Station Signs

By Ken Van Mechelen

Now that you have completed your super detailed B&O station, you would like to make some station signs to attach to the building and place along the platform to identify the station.  Fortunately, we can use the data in a B&O acetate drawing (# 25200-1, dated March 31,1927) to define the lettering and specify the sign construction.  Obviously, signs from a different era may be quite different.

Station signs come in two flavors, a metal sign (vitreous enameled steel) attached to the building, or a wood sign mounted on a post.  The signs are 9 ½” high, with width as required for the lettering.  The lettering is surrounded by a ½” border.  Vertically, there is a ½” border at the top and bottom of the sign, with the nominally 5” lettering centered between them.  Horizontally, there is a ½” border, followed by a 1 ¾” space, then the station name, another 1 ¾” space, then the ½” border.  The wood sign is mounted on a 4” square post at the back of the station platform, facing the track.  The sign appears to be about 2” thick and is inset at the top of the post (the front of the sign board is flush with the front of the post).  The sign is attached to the post with two carriage bolts ( 5/8”) with washers and square nuts.  A third carriage bolt passes through the post, just below the sign, probably to keep the post from splitting.

In the territory of Philadelphia to Washington the lettering will be gold on a blue background, with a ½” gold border around the lettering.  In other territories, the lettering and border are black.  In both cases, the edges and back of the sign are black.  The post is painted to match the exterior building trim.  The post is 17’ long, with 8 ½’ underground.  (Note to modelers: the prototype police will come by to check that your sign posts have the correct underground depth.) 

Now that we know how to build the sign, we need to know how to letter it.  Just download the B&O Station font from the B&O Historical Society, install it on your computer and print your lettering.  Select the font size according to your scale – 11 pt. for O scale; 8 pt. for S; 6 pt. for HO; 3 pt. for N; and 535 pt. for 12” to the foot. To get an authentic sign, enter a left bracket ( [ ), then the station name (use the lower case letters), then the right bracket ( ] ).  You will get your station name, with the ½’ border around it.  If you need a space in the name, use the equals key. 

The original font (from the B&O drawing) consists of 27 characters: an upppercase alphabet and the ampersand symbol (&).  There are no numbers or punctuation characters.  For modeling convenience, a number of other characters have been added, so the font contains 59 characters as follows:

1. The 26 letters plus the ampersand without the border lines (use the shift key for these letters)

2. A space character (no border lines)

3. The 26 letters with the border lines above and below (no shift key for these)

4. A space character with the border lines (use the equals key ( = ) for this)

5. An ampersand with the border lines (use the percent key ( % ) for this)

6. The left and right ends for the borders (use the brackets keys ( [ and ] ) for these)

7. A rectangle character for all other keys (to show that you hit the wrong key)

If you were to compare a sign made from the font with an authentic B&O station sign, you might find some discrepancies, because there is some information missing on the drawing.  The B&O drawing shows the dimensions for a draftsman to create the lettering, using compass and ruler.  The font was created by using a CAD program to draft a computer version, which was converted to a font using the Font Creator program.  The B&O drawing also includes the design for a sample station sign (for RELAY), as well as specifications for the post, sign borders and sign colors.  There is no specification for spacing between letters, so this was scaled from the sample sign lettering.  There is no specification for a space character, so a nominal size was chosen.  (I suspect that these characteristics could vary from sign to sign.)  In a few cases the dimensions given are not complete, so the missing dimensions were scaled from the drawing.  For example: the top line on the Z is 4 ¼” long and the bottom is 4 ½” long, but there is no witness line to specify the alignment of top and bottom.  The drawing shows that the right ends align, so that’s the way the font has it.

