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THE SIGUAL COILPS
By &y W, Cresly
Ha jor-General, United States Army

Ho other arm of the military sorvices during the Civil Var excited
a tithe of the ourlosity and interest which swrounded the Signel Corps.
To the onlooker, the msaagaa cf its waving flage, lts wiuldng lights
and its rushingz rockets were always mystis in their language, while
thelr tenor was often frauzht wit‘n thrilling iwport and produstive of
far-reaching effuols.

ibe signel system, an Aperican device, was tested firlsi; in border
warfare against hostile havajos; afterward the quickewitted goldiars of
hoth the Federal and “onfederate srmies developsd pnrtm‘.ala. signalins o
preat advanteges Lhe dnvention of & non=sambatant, Surgeon &, J. Vyer,
it mat with indiffereni recepiion aund evoked hostility in iis early
slages. ‘“lhon the stern actunlities of war were realized, 1lts evolution
proceedsd in ths Federal army in facs of corgporation and departmentsl
ooposition, yet despite all edverse attacks it ultimately demonstrated
its intringic merits. Denied a separats organivetion until the war
poared its end, the corps suffered constsntly from atrife and dissensioen
in washington, its misfortuncs ovlminating in the srbitrary removel of
its first two chiefs. Thus its very existence was threatensd, Lleverthg=
less, tie gellant, ofiicient sorvices of its pa.cfotic men and officers
in the fece of the fce were of such striking military valus as to gein

the conficsnce and win the coumsncatilion of the moat distlaruished genersle,




¥ajor Myer begsa work in 1881, at Gsorpetown, District of Colwabia,
with emsll details from the voluntesrs, thouzh the corps eventually
nunbarsd about three hundred officors and twenty-five hundred men.,
Authorized as & separate corps by the act of GangrenQ, approved March
3, 1863, its orpanization was not completed until August, 1864. The
outcome wns an embodiment of the army ephoriem that "one campaign in
Waghinston is worth two in the field," More then two thousend sienal-
mon served at the front, of whom only nine were commissioned in ths new
corps, while seventeen were appointed from civil lifn. Ag a result of
decredation in rank, eleven dotailed officers declined commissions or
resirned after acceptance. Colonsl Myer, the inventor and orzanizer
_ of the service,; had hls commission wacated in July, 1804, and his
guccessor, Colonel Nicodemus, was suamarily dismissed six wonths later,
the command then devolving on Colonel 3. F, %iahar. who was never con=
firmed by the Senate. That & corps so harassed should constantly dise
tinguish itself in the field is one of the many marvels of patriotism
- displayed by the American soldier.

Signal messages were sent by neans of flags, torches, or lights, by
combinations of térne geparats motions. Thﬂ.fllg (or torch) was initially
hald upright: "one" was inﬁicatnd by waving the flag to the left and
returning it from the ground to the upright position; "two" by a sinilar
motion te the right and "three" by a wave (or dip) to the front. Where
a letter was composed of geveral fifures, the motlons were made in raéid
successlon without any pause. lettera were sepsrated by a very briefl

" pause, e&nd words or sontences were cistingulshed by one or more dip

motionse to the front,




he= 11
h==1221
C== 212
Dew= 111
B=w- 21

F==1112

l==12221
2==21112
d==11211
h=el1121
G==11112
6~-21111
T=-=22111
B==22221

9--22122

Ow=11111 = Use red flage

% = "BEnd of word.," &3 = "End of sentence.” 333 « "End of message.
121212 = "Error,"

11, 11, 11, 3 - "Cesse sirnaling.”™

= iiait & moment.

- Are you ready?

£

SIGHAL ALPHABET, A3 USED

G-=1122
Bee 211
Jow 2

Jee2211

K--1212
L-= 112

I am roady.

}=m2212
e 22
0= 12
Pa-2121
Q--2122

Re= 322

NUMERALS

LATE IN THE WAR
== 121
T 1
U=- 221
V-=2111
2212

X==1211

Use short pole and small flag.

Use loug pole and lurge flag.

Work faster,

bid you understand?

Use white flag,

Use black flag.

"Attention, look for signels."

To hasten work there were many abbreviations, puch ast A = "Alter";

B =~ "Before™; O = "Can™; Imy = "Imnediately™; H = "Hot"; Q = "Quiet";

R = "Are"™; U = "Youl and Y ~ "iny."

CODE SIGHALS

Y-- 222
Z--1111

&=-=2222

tion=-=2221 -

ing=-=1121

ad==1222

11, 11, 11, 3 = "¥egsage received (or understood).”

Constant and unbroken waving -




lihen using Coston signals {hers were more than twenty combinations
of colored lizhts which permlitted an cxtended system of prearranged
siznals. White r:;mkata (or baubs)} = oney red = two, and green = three.
White i‘lngn with a gquare red center woere most frequently employed for
gisnaling purposes, though when snow was on the ground a black flapg was
vsed, and with varyiog baokgrounds the red flag with a white center
eould be seen at preater dirtances than the white,

To pecure secrecy all important messages were enciphsared by means
of & cipher disk. Two concentric disgks, of unequal size and revolving
on & central pivot, were divided along their outer edges into thirty -
equal compartusnts. The inner and smaller disk ﬂuntaimd_ in its com=
partmente letters, terminations, end work-pauses, while the outer,
larper disk contained groups of signal numbers to be sent., Sometimes
this arrangement was changed ana letters were on the outer disks and
the numbers on the inner, Dy ths use of prearranged keys, and through
their frequent interchenge, tho secrecy of nessapes thus eociphered was
almost absolutely ensurod.

In every important eampaign and on every bloddy ground, the red flags
of ths Signal Corps flaunted dafi'injtly at the forefront, speeding etirring
orders of advance, conveying warnings of impending danger, end sending
eullen suggsstions of defeat. They were seen on the advanced lines of
Yorktown, fetersburg, and Hicimond, in the caps end trenches at Charlss=
ton, Vicksburg, and Port Hudson, at the fierce battles of Chickamaura
and vhangellorgivlle, before the fort=crowned crest of Fredericksburg,

amid the frightful carnage of Antietss, on Kemessw Mountain deciding the




fate of Allatoona, in Sherman?s march to s,.hs ges, and with Grant's
ristorlous army at Appomattox sud Rishmeud. They spoke silanﬁly to
Lu Font alonz the dunes and souads of tha Larolines, sent word to
Porter cloaring the cantralzlisnisaiypi “iver, and aided Farragut when
foroing the passage of Moblle lay.

Lid & non-combatant corps ever befloro suffer such disproportionate
casualiies = ldlled, wounded, and aapturaﬁf Sense of duty, nesessity of
exposure to {ire, and importance of mission were condltione incompatible
with personal safety = add the Signal Corps paid the price. vhile many
found their fate in Confederate prisons, the extreme danger of signal
work, when coajoined with atubborn aedhersnce to outposts of duby, is
forcefully evidenced by the fact that the killed of the Signal Corps
were one hundred and-fifty per cent of the wounded, sz against the
uaﬁgl ratio of twenty per cent.

The Confedorates were [irst in the field, for Beaursgardls report
aoinowloedzes the aid rendered his army at Bull Run by Captain ﬁ. P,
Alexmnder, a former pupll of kyver. MoDowell was then without signalmen,
and so could neither: communicate regularly with Washingtoa nor receive
word of the vitally impurtant deapatch from Fatterson at Harper's Ferry
telling of Johnston's departure to reenforce Jeauregard at Yanaagas,
which should have oViated the battle. ﬁajor Eyer was guick, howover, to
establish a signal tralning=-school at ited Hill, Yeorgetown,” Listriot of

Colunmbia,




In view of modern knowledge and praciice, it seems almost incredible
to note that the Seoretary of ar disapproved, in 1861, the recommende«
tion made by Major Myer, signal officer of the army, for an lﬁprapriutian
for field=telegraph lines. While efforts to obtaln, oparats, aﬁd inprove
gush lines were measurably succeasful oa the part of the army, they were
strenuously opposed by the eivillan telegraph corporations so potent at
the lar Uepartment.

active péuﬁeﬂtn proved unavailing and injurious. Colonsl Myer's
ciroular, in 1863, desoribling the systematio attempts of the civilian
orgunization to deprive the Bi:nal Corps of such lines "as an interference
with a part of the biznal Corps' legitimate dutles,” caused him to be
placed on waiting orders, while all field-trains were ordered to be
turned over to the civillen force. It may be added that both organiza=
tions in the fisld cooperated with a dagr;a-of harmopy- and good-fellow=~
ship that was often lacking in Washington. r

Skilled parties were thus available for the Paninsul; campaign of
1882, where MeClellan utilized ther, strictly srmy work being supple=
monted by placlng_algnal officers with the navy, and thus ensurins that
coopsration vitally esdential to success. lioct only was military infore
mation efficlently collected anc distributed, but & -ecritical junctures
¥5Clellan was able to control the fira—diructiunluf boﬁh the fleld-artillery
of the army and the heavy guns of the navy.

A% Yorktown, coigns of vantage were oocupied in high trees and on
lofty towers, whonce messapges were sent to and.frn, especielly those

containing information of the position and movemeats of the foe, which

wore discerned by higthuwarqd telescopes=-un inportant duty not always




Lnown or appresiated, Often their work drew the Confederate artillery
and sharpshooters! fire, of unplessent acouracy. The saving of Franklin's
command at West Point, after the evecustlon of Yorktown, was in larze
part due to the efficiency of the Signal Corpse
Valuable as was the work before fichmond, under fire, in reconnolter=
iur and in cooperation with the military telegraph service, it proved to
be indispensable to the success of MecClellan in changing his baae fraoum
York Biver to James River=-its importance culminating at Falvern Hill,
It will be recalled that the Seven Days' Batiles ended with the bluddy.
strugzzls on the banks of the James, whers the use of the ﬂignni Corps
enabled Jollellan to transform impending defeat into sucoesaful ﬁafennu-
when the vigorous Confederate abtack at Ealvern Hill tiweatened the flank
of the army, HeClellen was aborad the United States eteamship Galana,
whose army signal offleer informed him of the situation through messages
flogred from the army. MoClellan was thus enabled not only to give
ceneral orders to the army then in action, but also to direct the fire
of the fleet, whiech had moved up thy James for cooperation, most efficlently.
Leo'a invesion of Maryland in 18862 would have been & complete surprise,
sxcept for the watohful vigilance of an officer of the Sipgnal Corps,
Lisutenant ¥iner, who cccupled Sugar Loxf, the highﬁst point in Yaryland.
From this lofty station were visible the more ilmportant fords of the
Fotomeo, with their approaches oo both sides of the river., Hiner detected

the Confederate advance guard, the train wovements, and noted the objective




points of their march, Notifying Washington of the invaglon, although
unprotacted ha held his station to ihe lasi end was finally captured by
the Southern troops. The rescoupancy of Sugar Loal & waek later enabled
Fellellan to establish a network of stations, whoge activities contri-
butad to the victory of South Hountain,

As 21k Moumtain dominatad tha\vallay'of the Antietem, it was uuuupi&&
only to find that the dense woods on ite suneit cub off all view. How=
ever, snerzetic mction soon cleared a vista, Imown to the soldiers as
"Enulellﬂn'a'dﬁg," throuch which systematic telescople search revealed
~ull extended movemsnts of the foe, Ths busy ax furnished material for &
ruda 10& structure, from the swmit of which messages of great imporiance
on which were based the peneral disposition of the Federal troops, were seunt.

At Frederioksburp flap=work snd telescopic réconnaitaring were supple=
mented by the establishment of & field-telegraph line connecting army
headquarters with Franiklin's Grend Division on the extrems left. The
flaz station at hoadquarters kept Burngide in constsnt touch with the
Federal attacking force on the right, under Couch and liooker, through
their sirnalmen in the court-house cteeple. Une stutiﬁq near a fisld~
hospital was under a fire, which kiilﬂii about twenty men and wounded many
others near by, until the surgeons asked suspension of [lagging tv save
the lives of ths wounded.

A most important part of the Siznal Corps' duty was the intercepticon
and translation of messages interchanged befween the Lenfederete gignale=
men. Ferhape the most notable of such schievements occurred in the

Shenandoah valley, in 1864. On Msssanutteu, or Three Top Faountsin, was




a signal station which kept Early in touch with Lee's army to the south-
casbward, near Richmond, and which ths Federals had under close watch.
Late in the evenlng of Yetober 15th, & kedn-eyed lieutenant noted that
"Three Top" was wwinging hisg signal terch with an wmmonted persistency
thst betokened a message of urgoucy. +he tims geemed interminable to
the Union officer until the mesau‘:é began, which he read with suppressed
excitement as followst "To Liesutenant-General Larly. Pe ready to move
as soon as my forces join you, and we will ecrush Sheridan. Longsireet,
1;1 dnbenanteGeneral,"” I
Sh&;id:m was then at Front foyal, on route to washington. The nessage
%as -handed to “emersl Wright, in tewporary command, at once, and was for=
warded by him to Sheridan at miduicht, The importance of this informae
tion is appsrent, yet Early took the Union army completely by surprise
three Gays later, at daybreak of VUotober 19th, although the tide of morn=
ing def'eat was turned to evening vietory under the inspiration of Sheridan's
matehless porsonality.
In the battles of Ustiysburg the Confederates establiched their chief
girnal siation in the cupola of the Lutheran seminary, which commanded
an extended field of operations. The Union Siznal Corpe was extremely
sotive in gathering infermation and transmitiing ordere, and for perhaps
the Tirst tize in military hiﬂtorgr tha commanding penerel of a larpge aray
was kept in communication during ective operati as’ with his corps end
division commanders. :

The west important Unlon signsl statlon, on the second day of this

titanic struggle, was at Little Hound Top on the Federal left flank, which




comnmanded & view of the country cocupled by the right of Lee's ermy.
Hoavy was the price paid for fla -work at this point, where the men
wore exposed to the flerce sharpnel of artillery and _tha deadly hullet
of Confederate sharpshooters in devil's UYen. OUn or beside this sirnal
station, on a bare rock about ten feet square, seven men were killed
or seriously wounded, Wwith rash gallantry, Captain Jumes 4, fall

hald his ground, and on July 2d, at ths most eritical phaze of the
struggle signeled to leace's headquarters, “Arheavy column of enemy's
infantry, about ten thousand, is moving from opposite our extreme left
~ tosard our right."

General iarren had lmstened by isade's order to Little Round Top to
investirate. He sayst "There were no troops on it (Little Round Top)
and it was used us a signal station. I sow that this was the key of the
whole position, and that our troops in the woods in froat of it could
not see the ground in frent of them, so that the enemy could came upon
tham unawarnﬁ.“ A shot. waes Fired into thees woods by Warren's orderg.
He continusss "Thig mofinn revealed to me the spmemy's line of battle,
already formed :nﬁ far outflankinyz our tfoops. + « « 1Ine discovery was
intensely thrilling and almost appulling." “4fter narrating how he asked
Keade lor troops, “arren continues, "#hile 1 was still alone with the
gignal officer, the muskn£ balls beran to fly sround us, and he was ebout
to fold up his flags and withdraw, but remained, at my request, and kept
them waving in defiance." This action saved tho day for the Federals,
W8 ‘larren dﬂularn!-

The syctem around Vicksburg wez such as to keep Yrant fully informed

of the forts of the Confederates to disturd his communiceations in the




rear, and also onsured the fullest coopsration between the Kississippi
flotilla and his s&rmy. Judicicus In praise, Urant's commendation of his
gicznal officer speals héat for the sorvice. Messazea were constantly
exchanred with the fleet, the final one of the siege beinz flagrzed as
follows on the morning of July 4ths "4£,30 a, me 43 1265, Adeiral
Fortert The enemy has accepted in the main my terms of capitulation and
will surrender the city, works and garrison at 10 a. m. « « Us 8, Grant,
Fajor-General, Commanding,”

The floets of Ferrazut and Forter, while knuping the Missisasippi
open, carried siznal officersz to enable thom to communicate with the
army, their high masts and lofty trees enabling siznals to be exochanged
great distances. Loubtless the loftlsast perch thues used during the war
was that on the United States Latam';nhlp 4jchmond, one of Farragut's
flest at Port Hudson. The Riclmond wss completely disabled by the cen=
tral vonflederate batteriss while attempting to run past Fort idudsen,
hor signal officer, working, mesnwhile, in the maintop. As the running
of tho batterles was thus found to be too dangerous, the veazel dropped
back and the signal officer sug.ested that he ogcupy the very tip of the
highest mast for his worklng parch, whioh was fitted up, one hundrud and
gixty feet above the weter. From this preat height it was bsrely possible to
#iznal over the highland occunied by tha foe, and thus maintain unine
torrupted communication and essential cooperation betwsen the fleets of

the gentral and lower Eissiesipoi.




The most dramatic use of ihe Bignal Corps was cocmectod with the
auacauafgl defense of Allatoons, “hsrmsu’s reserve depot in which were
stored thrae nilli;ns of rations, practically undefended, ae it was =
distance in the rear of tie army. Hesmlizing the utmost importance of
the railroad north of Marietta encd of the supplies to Shorman, Hood
threw Stewart's corps in the rear of the Union army, and French's
division of about sixty-five hundred men was detached to capture Allatoona.
“ith.tha voofederates intervenlns and telegraph lines destroyed, sll would
have been lost but for the Signal Corps station on fenesaw Mountain, Corse
was at heme, thirty-six miles bsyond Allatoona. Irom Vining's Station,
the Hessaze Was flageed over the h@a&l_oi' the foe to Allatoona by way
of ssnesew, aud thence telegraphsd to Lorse, ms followss "General Corae!
Sherwan directs that you move forward and jJoin Umith's division with your
entire comsand, using cars 1f to be had, and burn provisions rather than
lose them., Ceneral Vandever," :::t the same time a message was sont to
Allatoona: "Shermau is moving with force. lold out." and again: “lHold
one. OGeneral Sherman says he is working hard for you."

Sherman waas &t Zenesaw all day, October Gth having lsarned of the
arrival of Corse that murniﬁg, and anxiougly watched the progress of
the battls. JIhat afternoon came a despatch fr;m #£1latoona, sent during
the engazements "We are all right so far. Ocneral Corge is woundsd.”
Next morning Dayton, Shorman's assistant adjutant-general, asked how
Corse was and he unswered, "I am shori & cheekbons and one ear, but am

able to whip all hee-l yet,"” That the Tight was desperate is shown




by Corse's losses, seven hundred cnd five killed and wounded, and two
hundred captured, out of an effsctive lorce of about fiftesn hundred.
‘An unusual epplication of sirnsal stores was msde at the uingg of
RKnoxvills, when Longstreet attacked at dewn. OSending up a eignal by
Roman candles to indicats the poiut of attsck, the signal offiser followed
it by discharpging the candles toward the advancing Confedersates, which
not only disconcerted some cf them, but made visible the approaching lines
and made possible more accurate fire on the pari of the Union artillery.
nhile et bissionary #idgze, the following messeye was Tlagred at
‘oritioal points "Sherman: Thomes has carriesc the hill and lot in his
immediate front, HNow iu.your time to attack with vigors Do so. Grant.”
Uther siznal work of valus interveued between lissionmary Hidge snc Alla-
toona, so thai the Signal Corps weaa placed even more to the front in the
Atlanisa cempairn and during the march to ths sea.
The Gonfederales had changed their cipher key, but Sherman's inde-
fatipable officers ascertained the unew kKey from intercepted messapes,
thus giving the general much important infermaticn.
Several statlone for observetion were established in hicgh trees,
some more than & hundred feet from the ground, from which were noted
the movemenis of the variocus caemands, of wagon tmains, and railroad
CBrB. Houd’nlgnllnnt sortie from ~tlauta was deteoted at its very ssart,
ahd deapite the iuvurity of the fipht during which one flezman was killad,

messages were sent throughout ths battle==sven over the hoads of the foe,




Cf importance, thouzh deveid of danger, smong the final messages on
arrival at Savannah vas one ordering, by flagz, the immediate assault on
Fort Wealllster by lazen, with the soldierly answer, "I am ready and
will asgault st once," and the other announcing to the expestant fleet
that Cherman had completed the famous march to the sea with his army in
excellent condition,

In the approaches end slege of Fetersburg, the work of the Sirnal
Corps wus almost entirely telescopic reconnoiteringe Wwhile an occasional
high tree was ugud for & perch, vet the country wAE 80 heavily timbored
that sirnal towers Were NOCOSSEry. There were nearly a dozen lines of
communicatlon and a hundred sepurete stations. <he most notable towers
were Cobb's Hill, one hundred end iwenty-{ive feet; Crow's Nest, ona
hundreﬁ and twenty-six feei, and Peebles Fhrﬁ, one hundred end forty-five
feet, which ecoumanded views ol fetersburg, ite approaches, railways, the
camps and fortifications. Cobb's Hill, on the Appomattox, wes purticularly ;
irritating and caused the ounstruntian of an advance Coufledorate eartﬁ-
work a mile distant, from which fully twe hundred and {ifty shot and
shell were fired apainst the tower in a gingle day--with slight danage,
however. Similar futile efforts were ﬁada to destruy Crow's lest.

N

At CGeneral Eeade's headquarters a signal party had & unigue experience==
fortwately not fatal though thrilling in the extreme. 4 sigmal platform
ﬁaa built in & tree where, from 8 heizht of seventypfive feet the Confed=-
erate right flank position could be gsesn far to the ruar. WAhenaver impore
tant movements were in proiress this s tation neturally drew a heavy fire,

to prevent siznal worke. 4s the men were charged to hold fast at all




hasards, danaaudinglnnly alter two auccassive sho{ﬂ at them, they be-
came accustomed in time to sharpshooting, but the shriek of shell wus
nore norve-racking. UOm ;nn occasion seversl shots whintlad*harmlasnly
by, and then came a violent shock which neerly dislodged platform, men,
and instruments. # solid shot, pertly spent, striking fairly, had
buricd itself in the tree hali-way between the platform and the ground.

ihan Petersburg fell, fisld flag-work began azain, and the first
Union wessayes from Richmond were sent f{rom the roof of the Confederate
Capitols Ia the ficld the final order of importance flagred Ey tha
ﬂuEpslﬁis s follows: "Farmville, April 7, 1885. Ueneral *cadse: Order
Firth Corps to follow the Twenty=-fourth at € &. m. up the lynchburg road.
The wecond and “ixth én follow the enemy north of the river. U, 5.
Grant, Lieutenaat-Usnsral."

It must not bs inferred that all éiatingui:had signal work was con-
fined to the lnion ermy, fpr the “onfederates wore first in the field,
anda ever sfter held their own. Captain (afterwerd Geperal) E. F, 4dlex=
ander, a former pupil in the Unicn army under Eyer, was the first signal
officer of an eray, that of Rurtﬁern Virginia, Lo greatly distinpuished
hizself in the first batile of Bull fiun, where he worked for seversl hours
undor fire, cozmuniceting to his commending general the movements of
oppoeing forces, for which he was highly commendeds At a oritical moment
he cstected & hostile advance, und saved a “Yonfederate division from being
flanked by & signal message,”Look out for your left. Your position is

turned.”
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Alexander's seslgrment as chief of uriillery left the oorps under
Captain (later Colonel) Willisn Horris, Attached to the Adjutant-General's
Dapsrimant, under thé aot of 4r3il 15, 1862, the corpas consisted of one
major, tan each of ceptains, first and socond lisutenants, and tweatly
;ﬁfgﬁﬁﬂtﬁ, tﬁa fisld=force veins supplemented by detaila from the line
of the army. ©linaling, telegraphy, and secret-service work were all
done 9y the eorps, which proved to be & potent factor im the effiolent
operatliong of the varlous -armniss.

It was &t Island No. 10; it was sctive with durly in the Valley; 1t was
with &irby Smith in the Trens-Yississippi, and aided Sidney Johnston at
Shilohe It kept pace with wondroue "Stonewall" Jackson in the Valley,
withdrew defjantly with Johnston toward Atlenta, and followed impetuous
Hood in the Nashville cempairn. 1t served ably in the treboches of be-
leeguersd Viecksburg, aud elung fast to the dismentled battlements of
Fort Sumter. Jackson clamored for it until Lee gave & corps to hinm,

3
1

Jackson saying, "Ihe enemy's signsls give him a great ddvantage over men




