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Automatic Car Identifi cation was developed by KarTrak 
in the 1960s. It was capable of reading and transmitting the 
reporting marks of cars traveling in trains at up to 80 miles per 
hour. Each car carried a label with thirteen colored, refl ective 
stripes which were read from the bottom to top. There was a 
corresponding color combination for each digit from 0 to 9 
as shown below. For the purposes of visual reading, only the 
second through eleventh stripes from the bottom are relevant. 
These ten stripes should be reduced to ten digits. The fi rst 
four relate to the car initials and the last six are simply the car 
number. Remember, the label is read from bottom to top! The 
following pages allow the fi rst four digits to be translated into 
initials. Note that railroad intials are in the 0000 to 0999 range 
and private initials are in the 1000 to 1999 range. Also, some 
numerical combinations were reused after the original initials 
became obsolete.

ARR member railroads agreed in 1967 that all cars should 
be equipped with labels by January 1, 1970. This was later ex-
tended to June 1, 1970. Ultimately, there were problems with 
reliability and labels were no longer required after about Feb-
ruary, 1978. Although many cars owners immediately stopped 
applying labels, others persisted into the early 1980s.

After ACI labels were no longer in use, cars often retained 
their original label after they were relettered. This allows their 
previous identity to be readily determined, even from photo-
graphs. Painting over the label wasn’t always effective either 
as the paint over the stripes sometimes peeled off.

Contact Information
You can access Eric’s Railroad Car History website through:

http://www.railroadcarhistory.com
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Numerical list of car initial codes on ACI labels










