
Evolution of Roadmarking Plant 

 

Ross Ridings 

Quality Surveillance Ltd 

 



Introduction 

While the earliest documented 

applications of a form of roadmarking 

dates back to 1600AD, roadmarking 

as we know it, both road signage and 

pavement marking, has only been 

with us for the best part of a hundred 

years. 

 



There is some conjecture as to where and 

when the very first painted pavement 

markings were applied, but it safe to say 

that early applications were taking place in 

1907 – 1908 in the US and Europe. 

Just what equipment was used is unclear, 

probably brush and paintpot. 



What is safe to say that in the area of road 

signs, the Frenchman Andre’ Michelin was 

active from 1908 providing enamelled road 

signs throughout France which not only 

provided guidance but a degree of 

advertising and safety messages. 

 



• Michelin further revolutionised road signs 

following WW1 with plates of enamelled 

lave (printed metal), more resistant and 

rustproof, with as massive support, some 

reinforced concrete.  

 



Painted lane lines and centrelines started to 

appear from around 1911, particularly 

where roads were narrow and collisions 

were occurring. 

Such markings became more common in the 

1920s. 

The equipment used was typically a large 

wooden wheel with rope wrapped around it 

onto which paint was transferred. 

The US used black paint initially. 



John Thorpe of Wisconsin built his first 

roadmarking machine in 1924 after being 

responsible for painting by hand the black 

centre-line on State Roads. 

The machine pictured was built in 1927, 

required four men to operate but could paint 

up to 35 miles in a day. 

The machine works by applying molten tar to 

the concave rubber treaded tyre. 





1931 London 



The 1930’s saw the development of Manuals 

of Traffic Control Devices throughout the 

world and subsequent rapid development of 

new sign materials, pavement marking 

materials and application equipment. 

Thermoplastic marking material was invented 

and patented in 1933 by RS Clare.  This 

material came into widespread usage in 

England during WW2. 



The 1930’s also saw the development of glass 

beads for retroreflectivity with 3M 

introducing retroreflective road signs. 

Glass beads were introduced by Rudolf 

Potters in 1941, initially for US Army and 

Navy airports. 

WW2 also brought a rapid development in 

machinery and materials and heralded in 

machinery more familiar to us such as low 

pressure airless and conventional air spray 

paint application, and spray and screed 

thermoplastic. 



I will now present a series of images of a 

collection of photographs in approximate 

chronological order. 

  



Photograph courtesy Transport South Australia 
likely to be sometime after 1945 









Powered Paint Brush 
• Craig Simcock in the 

Pavement Marking Group of 
the Highways Department 
Northfield Depot (South 
Australia) restored this one 
operator ‘pedestrian’ 
pavement marker to original 
working condition in 1986. 
The marker resembles a 
family lawnmower and 
measures 1.17 x 0.84 x 0.59 
m. It was used for line-
marking, 100 mm separation 
lines and edge lines between 
1962 and 1968. 



• Manufactured by J.G. Parr & Co. of Melbourne in 

1962, with a purchase cost of $112, the marker has a 

push, pull operation. The gravity fed paint is applied 

by brushes.  

• A slow operation, the output was about 1-3 miles per 

day.  

• Although this type of pavement marker was 

superseded by spray equipment, it was still used for 

several years to ‘black out’ unwanted lines on road 

pavements.  

 







































Conclusion 

I will conclude in asking the question –  

What will be the relevance of roadmarkings in 

a future world where there are driverless 

cars, GPS shows you how to get there, cars 

park themselves, driver’s seats vibrate when 

your car crosses the centreline and your 

car’s brakes are applied if you tailgate?  



That’s all folks 

Thank you 


