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 Library of Congress, Geography and Map Division.  

Chicago Great Western Railway ð1897. The original segment was completed between St. Paul and Dubuque, via Oelwein, 

in 1886. Service between St. Paul and Chicago began in 1888 and by 1890, a branch line connected Oelwein with Kansas City. 

The Chicago Great Western became known early on as the Maple Leaf Route because of the shape of its main lines.  
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The Oelwein Shops are located southwest of downtown Oelwein. The construction of Oelwein Shops directly influenced the construction of the surrounding 

city. The shops are dominated by the approximately 1,000 foot long Machine Shop. Approximately 1,700 feet of Otter Creek, immediately to the west of the Ma-

chine Shop, was realigned to drain the site. Extensive use of fill further elevated the shops. Immediately south of the Machine Shop is a large cemetery, which 

limited expansion to the south. Source: Mapquest. 
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View of the Chicago Great Western Oelwein Shops southwest of downtown Oelwein. In this circa 1989 photograph, the 

1,000 foot long Machine Shop has been partially re-roofed with steel, it was completely reroofed by 1991.  The Machine 

Shop was built in three phases between 1894 and 1910. Subsequent modifications were due to the conversion from 

steam to diesel engines. The red-roofed employee lavatory & locker room building left (south) of the Machine Shop is 

no longer extant. The transfer table, freight car building, and original power plant are long gone; the blacksmith, paint, 

and lumber buildings remain. Photograph courtesy of the City of Oelwein.  
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 When constructed at the beginning of the 20th Century, the Oelwein Shops were state-of-the-art in the railroad industry. They de mon-

strated a radical and efficient approach to the maintenance and production of railroad engines and rolling stock. The complex was separated 

from the freight house, passenger depot, and roundhouse by an 8-foot-tall board fence for safety. This roundhouse was demolished sometime 

around 1904 when a new, larger roundhouse was built approximately 1 mile to the northwest. 

 Originally approximately 750 feet long, as shown here, the Machine Shop was extended to a length of 1,000 feet by circa 1904. All of 

the main components of the entire complex can be enclosed by a circle with a radius of 1,000 feet. The spatial efficiency of the complex cen-

tered on the transfer table, which distributed steam engines and cars to the various shops. The complex was essentially self contained, with its 

own power plant, blacksmith & paint shops, wood mill & kiln. It had everything needed to build and maintain steam engines and  rolling stock.  

Source: ñThe Railway Age,ò March 2, 1900 
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Part I: The 

Oelwein 

Shops Today 

The Oelwein Car shops were designed and built as an integrated complex dedicated primarily to the maintenance, repair, and manufacture of 

steam engines and wooden rolling stock used by the Chicago Great Western. Their period of greatest significance and historic int egrity would 

likely be from 1894, when planning began to circa 1950 when the Chicago Great Western had largely converted to diesel engines. Significant 

changes were made to the Oelwein Shops following the end of the steam era. The transfer table, power plant, and freight house were demolished 

Iowa SHPO Number: 33-00593 
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Looking southwest at the Oelwein Shops in 2011, as viewed from the tower at the adjacent Hub City Heritage Railroad Museum 

and new structures were built to support the diesel engine maintenance activity. These were consolidated into the northeastern 1/2 of the Machine Shop. The south-

western 1/2 of the building was leased out  for decades. A wall, subsequently removed, separated the interior spaces between rai lroad and leased space. The leased out 

space was heavily altered, with nearly all of the window and door openings being covered by sheet steel or filled by concrete block. A rolling repair shop was added to 

the northeast end of the Machine Shop for minor diesel engine repair work. A small heat and compressed air plant and an indoor wash rack were added to the north 

façade of the Maintenance Shop. The remaining buildings were demolished or sold off and converted to other uses. 
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Machine Shop:  

Originally illuminated by natural light augmented by limited electric spot 

lighting, the Machine Shop exhibits a simple design executed on a massive 

scale. The original end-gable, clay-tile roof was unbroken by skylights. Steel 

trusses and purlins form the wood plank roof, which is carried on a steel 

frame. The non-loadbearing walls originally consisted of brick and glass. No 

original windows remain and the majority of the original openings have 

been filled in with sheet steel or concrete block..  

The floor was divided into a high-bay and a balcony area. The 61-foot-wide, 

33-foot-tall high -bay had room for the steel traveling crane. The balcony 

originally extended the length of the building and provided two 33 -foot-

wide floors for work space and parts storage with 16 feet of head room. 

The Machine Shop was extended to its present length by 1904. A major ad-

dition was made in 1910, perpendicular to the main building, to provide the 

additional space necessary to maintain the new, longer Mallet articulated 

steam engines. No further significant changes appear to have been made 

until the conversion to diesel maintenance work in approximately 1950.  

Machine Shop, southwest corner. 

Iowa SHPO Number: 33-00593 

Machine Shop, northwest elevation. 

Iowa SHPO Number: 33-00593 

Machine Shop interior, southwest corner.  Iowa SHPO Number: 33-00593 
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Source: ñThe Railway Age,ò March 2, 1900 

Machine Shop interior, under the balcony.  Iowa SHPO Number: 33-00593 Machine Shop interior, high bay area. Iowa SHPO Number: 33-00593 

Machine Shop interior showing traveling crane and balcony. 

Iowa SHPO Number: 33-00593 
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Iowa SHPO Number: 33-00593 The majority of the original windows in the Oelwein Shops were glass. 

In the Machine Shop, photographs show that they once consisted of 

multiple rows of four panes each that had been installed in heavy wood-

en frames. The window frames appear to have been covered with metal 

sheets to protect them without making them impossibly heavy to open. 

Some of them appear to have been mounted so that they could be slid 

upward to provide additional ventilation. Currently, the window open-

ings in the Machine Shop are enclosed by a variety of materials. The 

openings in majority of the southwestern 1/2 of the Machine Shop have 

been filled by sheet steel or concrete block.  

Many of the openings in the northeast 1/2 of the Machine Shop have 

been enclosed by glass block. It is easy to assume that the glass blocks 

are original; however, they are not. The Machine Shop was built in stag-

es between 1898 and 1910. Glass block was not available until the 1930s 

and became commonly available after 1945.  

The improved thermal efficiency and greater resistance to being broken 

while having nearly the same light transmission properties may explain 

Replacement office annex, southeast façade of 

the Machine Shop.  

Glass block infill.  

their selection for replacement sometime in the late 

1940s or early 1950s. As maintenance activity work 

switched from steam to diesel, windows maintenance 

costs, a reduced need for passive ventilation, loss of 

forced-air heat from the power plant, and the increased 

output of modern lights all may have been factors in this 

replacement.  

A manway over the tracks initially allowed the hundreds 

of workers to cross the tracks safely each day. The man-

way was replaced by a tunnel under the tracks in the 

1930s. In the 1950s, construction of the rolling repair 

addition to the northeastern façade of the Machine Shop 

resulted in the loss of the original façade and the closure 

of the access tunnel. The replacement of the original 

brick and glass office annex with a steel-sided annex took 

place sometime in the 1980s.  

Iowa SHPO Number: 33-00593 
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Source: ñThe Railway Age,ò March 2, 1900 Original northeast façade of  

Machine Shop 

Northeast facade of Machine Shop with tunnel entrance in foreground.  

Iowa SHPO Number: 33-00593 Rolling repair addition.  Iowa SHPO Number: 33-00593 

Northeast façade of Machine 

Shop after addition 

of rolling repair.  
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