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THE TECHNICAL SERVICE BUREAU 

'l1 be 'J1eclmica l Service Bureau i. · maintai1J ed 
jointly by the Engineerino· Exten.·iou Depart
ment and the En ginee ring Experiment Statio ·1 

for t l1e pnrporn of making more -widely avai l
ab le th, services of th se d partments to th e jn. 

d ustrial inter ests of low.a. 

On r quest , the Bureau furnishes cities an I 
town.· ·pecicil information and Ir lirnin1-11·y ex
pert advice ,in matters of muni cipal improv '
me11t. A f-'i 111il ar f.' rvi ce i. · oft 'red to th e imlus
tri1-1 l int rests of the state. 

'l1 1l er c :-i r p issued from tim e to ti111 c hul leti ns 
of r-;p ec ial illt re.· t to municipalities, inclustries 
aml trad es of th e tate. 

'J1h e fo ll o\rin g bull etins of interest to rnun1c1-

p1-1] offi ia] arc ::ivai labl e : 

No. 6-, 'urface Oiling of City trcets . 
No. J 3- Orna1neuta1 Post Lightin g of City 

'tr ee ts. 
No. J 5-'rh Collection and Disposal of Ci1 y 

Refuse. 
~o; J 6- The 01 cration and are o-f Se\\·c1ae 

Dispo. al P]ant_s. 
Jo. 20- Str et Naine SiO'.ns. 

No. 21-Concrete Sidewalk Constru ction. 
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THE USE OF TRAFFIC SIGNS 
BY D. C. PABER, Industrial Engineer 

'J1he r egulation of street traffic to facilitate the movement of 
vehicle· in congested disitricts, prevent accident and sa.fe-gua.rct 
pedestrians, has become on e of th e most important probl ems of 
municipal 0 ·overnme11t. Until recently only the larger cities 
were confronted with this problem, but with the increasiug u e 
of motor vehicles even the smallest towns are finding it neces
sary to give this matter some attention. As1 it is impracticable 
to maintain the number of traffic officer . required to make such 
r ernlations clear to the public, man·y municipalities are using 
traffic sirn for this purpose. Obviously, such sign cannot 
cover all situations in traffic r egulation, but within the ·limits 
for which adapted this form of instruction is1 proving very pop
ular with the traveling public. 

,-rraffic signs may be used to advantage for the following· pur
poses : to prevent cutting of corners at street intersections; to 
r gulate the parking of vehicles; .and to give warning of dan
gerous conditions. 

TRAFFIC SIGNS 

Traffi.c signs should be uniform in shape and size and should 
carry only such wording asi is necessary to make the meaning 
plain. Although signs of various ·hape-si are fr quently seen, 
the general tendency at present is toward the use of circula.r 
disks from 12 inches to 18 inches in diameter. Such disks are 
readily recognized as -warning signs, for on account of their 
shape they are not likely to be confused with the advertising 
signs frequently ~een on streets and highways. 

':L1he effectiveness ,of a traffic sign depends largely upon th 
colors used. It is essential that the sign attra t attention, and 
that strongly contrasting colors be used in order that the word
ing may be read easily. 

On account of usually being associated with danger or warn
ing signa1s, red is the most commonly used color in the makeup 
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of traffic signs. 'l1he wording is commonly done in white or 
aluminum lett r s on a red backg-round, b cause th light letters 
.· how up plainly on the darker background , and because on ac
count of the predominance of red the sign is noticeable at a con
siderable distance. Black and white, black and aluminum, and 
blue and "'hite combinations also . are used. Sio·n made with 
the...,e colors are easily r ead , but do not attract attention, es
pecially from a distance, as quickly as do those of red. 

In an addr ss before the National Safety Council , Mr. W. P. 
Eno states : '' ':L1raffic signs should be uniform in shape and 
color and briefest in wording. ':['hose for warning and directing 
the movement of traffi c, vivid yellow letters or arrows on a black 
background. ':['hose for designating public parking spaces, cab 
stand , car and bus stops, etc. , should have the colors r eversed, 
i.e. black on yellow. These colors contrast best of all in the 
daytime and when illuminated at night. " 

Rolled sheet iron and teel are the materials most commonly 
used for traffic signs on account of the low cost and durability 
of these materials. Of these, the ·heet iron has the slight ad
vantage of superior rust-resisting qualities. 'l1he;;ie materials 
are used in painted signs, in enameled signs, and in signs having 
the letters formed by specia l machine operations. 

In this bulletin only a few of the more corn monly used types 
of signs are discussed ; and on account of the tendency to,;vard 
standardizati on of shape in traffi c signs, only those in the form 
of circular disks .are shown. 

INTERSECTION SIGNS 

':L1he state law r elative to the operation of motor cars provides 
that in cities and towns such vehicles shall travel on the right 
hand ·ide of the street , as near the curb as the condition of the 
. treet will permit ; that in turning to th e right into another 
treet, they shall turn the corn er as near the right hand as pos

sible ; and in turning to the left into anoth er street1 they sha.ll 
pass to the right and beyond the · center of the intersection be
for turning. In a O'reat many cities and towns, traffic posts or 
sign are placed at the c nter of street intersections for the 
purpose of enforcing the third provision, with r eference to the 
cutting of corn ers. 
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':rl1e number of de igns of ~uch posts is almost as large as the 
number of cities using them. Some cities have erected monu
ments of concrete ; or cast iron lamp posts; or sewer pipes 
filled with . concrete ; while others use portable signs of various 
type . 

The 1uestion as to wheth er or not such signs are obstructions 
to the street, r endering the municipality liable in case of acci 
dent, has been raised frequently. The statutes provide that 
cit ies and towns shall have the care, supervision , and control 
of the public high ways and shall cause the same to be k pt open 
and in repair and free from nuisances and obstructions: As, a 
0 ·eneral rule, slight obstructions of the street for the sake of 
gen eral convenience do not r ender a municipal corporation lia
ble for a resulting injury; and where ob. tructions are plac d 
in a street for purposes authorized by law, or where they ctre 
intend d for the protection of the general traveling public, th ey 
do not in themselves: constitute a nuisance, but all r asonable 
precautions must be taken to prevent injury by them. Where 
a street is ·opened for travel for its, entire width, car must be 
exercised to maintain the whole width of it reasonably free from 
obstruction; and a municipality cannot say, after an injury is 
sustained in consequence of an obstruction in a portion of a 
street, that part of such street was intended to be used and part 
w.as not. While the question is not free from doubt, it would 
-1,eem that whether or not traffic posts or signs at the center of 
the street intersection are such obstructions as to r end r the 
municipality liable in the event of injury caused by them, would 
be a question of fact to be determined by jury in any particu
lar case. Some of the facts which might have a bearing on 
such a case are : the width of the streets; whether or not the 
traffic signs were r easonably suitable for th e purpo;;ie intended; 
the volume of traffic; and possibly others. In this connection, it 
is interesting to note that some attorneys hold that any fixed 
traffic post at the c nter of an intersection is a nuisance for which 
the municipality is r esponsibl e. 

Regardl ess of questions of liability, most town and cities at 
the present time a.re using intersection signs which a.re not per
manently fixed in the roadway, and a re of such con;;itruction 
that, if run into, they are tipped over without damage to the 



vehicle. Such signs prevent corner cut
ting just as effectively as heavy, perma
ment ones; they are of low· coSit; they can 
be r emoved from the str eet when desired; 
and, last but not least, ther e is small 
chance for serious accident in case they 
are driven into. 

These standards are usually about 5 feet 
in height, and are made up so that the in
struction : '' Drive to- the Right,'' or some 
similar phrase, is visible from any of the 
four directions of approach, making what 
are commonly called four-way signs. Such 
signs should be so constructed that they 
will not be damaged by being tipped over . 
If the signs are to be left in place at night, 
they should be fitted with lamps or lan
terns, unless they are well lighted by near
by street lamps. 

Figure No. 1 shows. a four-way intersec
tion sign having the letter s engraved or 
milled into the plates. The disks are made 
of 12 gauge rolled sheet iron, with a border 
pressed around the edge to stiff en the 
plate. The letters are cut into the plate 
·with a milling cutter, after which the sign s 
are galvanized .and the enamel backed on, 
and the letters finished in aluminum. For 
this particular sign, the plates are built up 
in pairs, back to back, and riveted to a 
standard 2 inch pipe. By the use of dies, 
this pipe is flattened to a thickness of 

about ½ inch in directions at rig·ht angles to each other, form
ing two flat surfaces upon which the four signs may be r iveted. 
The ·whole is topped with a cast iron ball which prevents rain or 
snow from entering the pipe. The base, which is made of cast 
iron, i 18 inches in diameter. The whole sign is 5 feet high and 
weigh 70 pounds, complete. The selling price is $8.50. 

'l1he e standards can be equipped with electric lights if desired, 

1 
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or with oil lanterns for use where elec
tricity is not available. 

On account of the depressed letters, the 
ab~ve signs .are very eas,ily r epainted when 
necessary. 

A sign having "drilled-in" letters is 
shown in Figure 2. The disks of the sign 
are made either of sheet iron or steel 3/ 16 
inch thick and 14 inches 1n diameter. The 
letters are formed by shallow holes drilled 
in to the sign, which are filled with a white 
composition in such .a vrny that the letters 
are depressed below the surface of th e 
plate. The disks are galvan ized and 
painted, and the letters fini hed in alum
inum. The fittino·s holding the disks are 
malleabl ca tings, and the ba"e i of cat 
iron. ,-rhis standard can be equipped 'with 
lantern when desired. The price of the 
sign as shm,vn is about $11.00. 

PARKING SIGNS 

Many municipalities find it necessary to 
r estrict the parking of vehicles in certain 
districts, to prevent the blocking of streets 
and interference ·with business. Some 
cities prohibit parkin g in front of hotel , 
theaters, .and other places ·which have a 
large number of patrons arriving or leav
ing by motor vehicles ; others set a, ide 
whole blocks in which vehicles are not al-

Fig. 2. Inter section Sign 
w ith Drilled-in Letters 

lowed to stand; some allow parking in the cente~ of the street , 
or on one side or the other only. On account of this lack of 
uniformity in different localities, areas in ·which parking is re
stricted or prohibited should b plainly marked. 

I 

,-rhere is a wide range in colors and wordin g· us:ed on parking 
signs, depending upon local tastes and conditions. · A common 
style of portable parking sign is shown in F igure 3. ,-I'his par
ticular sign has a target 12 inches in diameter with the let-



t r mill d int th plat . T h h io-ht 
to th top of th ., target is li htly ov r 4 
f eet. la r e part of all th parking ign 
in u · ar of thi eneral . tyl , althouo·h 
differ n t process .- are used in making up 
t he disk or· tar et. 

Ma. 11 C ity u e sio·n. of t h typ hown 
in Figure 4. rrh . . ign ar paint d on 
di. k 12 in he. in diameter mad of 16 
·auge sh et iron. "I'he lett rin o- is black 

on a bri ht r cl ba kground, with both 
ide: of th - p lat 1 tt r cl Th fir t sio·n . 

u . eel in ity wer paint d white 
with black l ttees; but, b ause th whit 
ba kgroun ls " . r .,o ea:ily ...,oiled , the 
hange wa mad to r c1 and bla k. rrh e 

, ·igns rHe p la c cl on porta.b le standard. , 
and are f m f e t three in he: in hight. 

n t h tan lar 1 ju · b low the disk, two 
·mall hook: are p la ed to whi h rop ar 
t ied wh 11 it i cl ir d to rop ff any par
t i ular :pa Th "8" ~·ign · co, t *3.00 com
plete. 

"rhe Des foin e sio·n , shown in Fio:ur 
5, hav black Jett 'r: on a white back
-round. 

WARNING OR CAUTION SIGNS 

For ,,varn ing or aution io·ns markinO' 
dang r point. , b ,·i ht r ed cli:k 1 in h .
in liamet •1·, on 1P rman ent po:t or tan L

;-ird out ·i l of th e trnveled portion of th tr et, ::ire v ry eff> -
tiv . io-ns small er than 1 in h should not be u:e 1, a it i: 
cl :ira bl that th Y b ::> noti ed and r ead at a on. iderabl di:
tan . 

Warnin · sign: shou l(l b - from 7 to feet hi o-h and should b 
p]a ed from 50 to T f e t fr m t he point of dangee. In Port
land, r· a-on , where . veral hunc1r d . u h igns a r, in u e, a 
I fin it rul r equire tha t th y b ' place 1 on th rio·ht hand id 

DO NOT 

PARK CARS 
IN THIS 

BLOCK 
iLy . 

9 

NO 
PARKING 

of th r adway, one foot back from th curb line and O f et 
from th e point f dano-er ,'cep on grade:, wh re t h y ar
placed on top. ':Fh se signs b::ive prove l of valu" in p rev nting 
accident on narrow .,tr t: , r v rse u rv " ·, bad turn , da1w "rous 
corner , and t e p o-rade.. B r idg·e: and railroad ro,, ing: are 
a] o marked, an 1 driver: ar warn d t drive ar fu l1 y in 011-

0- t cl ]i tri t. , n ear , hool. · and fir tations, and to l riv 
quiet ly n ar hospitaL. f w of t he: ·igns ar hown 011 the 

fo ll owino· pao- J. 

n a ount of th variety of warnin gs ne . ary, painted . h et 
ar mmon l y us I, althou gh manufacturers 

of , pecia l types of ign s make a. variety of warning . igns su itabl , 
for most ondition . . "r h I orcelain nam 1 d si0·n · are u . l 
con iderably in this onn tion, and special L : ign can b 
cured fro m the mak r at r easom1 ble price . 

It i. not aclvi a.bl to atta h warning . ign 
as t hey ar liabl to be ov rl ok d in many 
th di. tance from th trav le l par of the rotld ; , p ial po t. 
hould b u . ed in:tead. Post or , tanclards of wrouo-ht iron or 
t eel pipe et in concr t ar J used , as ar certain typ of po t · 

wit h ba . e so on tructe 1 that no c n r et i. ne e:sary in setting. 
h uld be r epain ted ::i.- of t n a. n ce sary, t hat t he. 

may pr nt a neat app arance. 
To t ho n1uni ipaliti .- de iring to on . tru ct h ir own io-11 , , 

th m thod of painting th Portland " "af ty }1
1 i 1·Ht " .-ign . is of 

int r st. 



]] ig. 6. \Varnin g S ig n u sed in Portland, Oregon 
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