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Notes from the papers of Lt. George N. Gray, 53rd Ohio Volunteers! and Acting Signal Officer

Signal Officer’s Basic Course

Circa 1862

by Maj. Gen. John E. Hoover, U.S. Army retired

In Augusy, 1861, Major Albere J.
Muyer, Signal Officer, U8, Army,

established e Signal Camp of

Instruction at Red Hill in Georgetown,
D.C. At this camp, officers and enlisted
men who had been detailed from their
Fegiments were ramed in Myer's wig-
wag system of signaling and associared
subjects, including how ro ride a horse,
In  the succeeding months, trained
officers and men in “signal pariies” were
dispatched 1o major  headquarters
throughowt the army where, In nmaost
cases, they were deratled from their
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regiments for signal instruction by the
rrained signal pariy.?

On the first of April, 1862, a signal
party headed by L. J. B, Ludwick, and
consisting of twe additional officers and
six privates, reported ro Maji. Gen.
Henry Halleck, sometimes referred to as
“Old Brains,” commanding at St. Louis.
Halleck ordered the signal party 1o
report o Gen. Grant, which they did on
the sixth af April ai Pittsburg Landing
{or Shiloh) in the middle of that blood)
batles

Soon after the battle of Shiloh,

afficers and men detailed for signal duty

fram their regiments were gatheréd at a

camp of insiruction  ar  Paducah,
Kentueky, Among these men was Li.
George N. Gray of the 33rd Ohio
Volunieers, and from hix papers we can
get some idea about thelr imstruction,
which today we would probably call
their  Basic Cowrse. The following
informarion is quoted from Li. Grayy
nores on “lnstructions (o be ObSBF“,-’('(i'lh‘_""
signal officers when establishing
stations, opening communications and
exclianging messages.”™
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1. In fixing upon a station great
attention must be paid — first of all —
to the background; which should
contrast as much as possible with the
color of the flag. If the background is
dark the flag should be white and
conversely. It must be selected so as to
be in full sight of the opposite station
and especially so that at night the foot-
torch may be plainly visible.

2. If on a mountain top or in a
wood — climb a tree to see the other
station. Signals can be made from a tree-
top — the signal officer remaining on
the ground and calling off the orders.
The man can fasten himself in the tree
with a belt.

3. In dangerous localities choose a
position as little exposed as possible and
keep acareful lookout on all the avenues
of approach.

4. After determining on a point the
next thing to be attended to is the
arrangement of a glass support which
may be a heap of stones, two saddles
lashed together, a temporary tripod of
sticks, a post, a stump, a fence or
anything furnishing a steady rest. In
battle or at sea the glass will of necessity
be held in the hand in which case the
Marine glass [binoculars] will
commonly be used, and when possible
the naked eye....Construct the support
so as to provide the operator a
comfortable position for reading....
Stones or other heavy bodies should be
placed on and about the glass in order to
secure 1t in its place.

5. When you wish to open
communications at night, or when an
officer is sent off to establish a new
station, or to open communications
between points not before attempited,
large fires should be built thus alfarding
a visible object on which the glass at the
other station can be fixed. Be careful
however to place the fire at such a
distance from the station point that its
glare will not interfere with the lights
from your flying or foot torches. Take
suchi a position yourself that your view
may not be disturbed by it.

6. Place your tarchman
immediately behind and near the fpot-
light so that when fives are made the
lights will intermingle [in the fous
element code in common use during the
Civil War, the letters of the alphabet
were denoted by combinations of
numbers | through 4, and there were
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standard motions of the flag or torch to
represent these numbers. The number 5
was made by waving the flag or torch
from the upright position over the head
directly to the ground in front of the
operator. One 5 indicated the end of i
word, two 5s the end of a sentence, and
three 5s the end of the migssage]. Put him
also a little in advance of you on your
right or left so as to be able to observe
any mistake he makes. He should also
when possible be concealed from the
enemy and at a sufficient distance from
you to prevent your eyes from being
dazzled by the glare of the torch. Foot-
lights should always be hidden from the
enemy as it will render the reading by
him of your messages impossible.

7. In the day when doubtful of your
backeground attach a white and black
flag to the same stall and have them
swing for 15 minutes untilrecognized by
the opposite station.

& While calling attention sweep
with wour glass the whole conntry in the
direction of the station sought. But
when possihle agree upon the exact spot
beforehand at which the proposed
station will be established and take its
bearing by the compass, which being
reversed when you reach the spot agreed
upon will greatly assist in discovering
the other station.

9. When the station sought for is
thus found you at amce procesd L
secaure lirmly ¥our glass i its Support 50
that it will bear directly on it and then
call its milention patiently until
obtaimed. Cr if you find you are
perceived already — signal its number
or call or answer any signals it may
make thus epening cammunication.

100 T call attention use thi ais food
flag and the sixteen (oot pole changing
tor the four foot fag ond the twelve foot
pole beiare sending messapes

I1. Notice particularly that the
flagman faces precisely the
communicating station and that the
movemenis are made exactly on his
right and left.

12. Messages will cither be peeeived
in writimg and signed or reduced o
writing and signed in presence of the
officer sending helore being sent

13, Messages will commence 1hus
“Off.” 1.30 A.M. or P.M. ta {here
follows the name) 33, This indicates that
the pdidress is closed. Then lollows the
message. 55 making close al sentence.

At the end make 44 signifying the
message s signed. Then give the
signature after which give the number of
words in the message by using numerals
as 6,7,8,10 etc., and 555 — down.

14. This is replied to thus after
counting the words: 6,7,8,10 etc., and
555 — down.

15. No officer will leave his station
nor cease watching the other station
until 11. 1. 11. 555 [cease signaling] has
been exchanged between stations.

16. So long as a flag is shown at
either station flying and stationary, an
officer or man will be left at the glass at
the communicating station. This i1s a
signal that the other station may be
wanted at any moment.

I7. Signal 444 appended to a
message means ’‘get an answer
immediately, 1 will wait and receive it.’
This comes after the signature and
before the 555 and down.

18. Time to be taken from the
station of the senior officer present from
which a flag will be shown stationary
five minutes before the hour.

19. If nothing more is to be sent
from either station each will say
11.11.11. 555.

20. At dark glasses will be fixed
bearing on the communicating station
and will remain properly elevated and
sheliered from the weather ‘till next
fiorning.

21, All stations will light foot-
lights at 9 P.M. and 3 A.M. allowing
ther to burn five minutes.

22. At any hour of the night a
rocket or a red light, when supplied, will
be the signal for all stations to light up
foot-lights and be in readiness with an
officer at the glass to exchange signals.

23. A light shown at dusk or when 1
is growing dark is the signal that the
other station is to use torches instead of
flags. At dawn a foot-light shown a few
moments and then extinguished
indicates that the other station is to quit
using its torches and put on its flag.

24. The officer at each station will
sec that a kookout through the glass is
kept from his station so well that no
signal may be shown at any time of the
diav for more than ten minutes withoni
wecuring an answer. For this reason he
will cavse, when possible, his men i
keep a regular glass-watch relieving
each other every two hours day and
night....



25, When reading at the glass cover
the head with a hlanket or the cape of
your overcoat expechally in windy
weather as i shuts out sl other abjects
bt the commumicating station..._.

26, Accustom yvoursell 1o use both
eyes at the glass as i prevenis striaming
and soreness which will certanly be
occasioned by keeping one eve shut and
the other open for any length of time. .

27, When receiving a4 message take
aerhilege for pranted and keep your eve
earelullv. on the opposite station unil
you are sure it has made the last motion.
See thal your [(logmian mokes no
mistakes — pitering vour orders 1o him
very distinctly and making ashort pawse
after each leiter and number. When the
mevsage is lengthy pause after ench
sentence long enoueh to allow it 1o be
written. Be careful of your spelling and
the grammancal construction of your
senicHies.

2. When on a repeating station
cause your (lngmin to repeat each letter
and numiber as fast as vou receive Lhem.
Exery very impnortatil message should be
repeated i order 10 insure s correct
receptionn,

29. 1o bad weather cover the whale
body of the gloss except the object glass
with o blanket or some other covering.
In hot weather obtaina shade i you can,
for i order to signal well the operator
should me least be comfortable,

A0 Allow o listemers nboul your
stavion. If attacked destroy at onee any
mEssaRe of imporiant papers that may
be in your possessian. Carry no codes
info the fekd

3L Inchanging position watch the
other flag and stop your flagman the
mament il moves. Adjust and fix your
gluss before ealling attention,

12 Signals can be made with a
handkerchief i the hand. o musket,
shirt, a brunch of a tree or anvihing
which can be seen. Different eolored
[ires can represcnt as per  previous
agreement | or 2 or short and long.
Hnshes or Jowd and soft sounds and o
o gred infindieery in short thire is scarcely
any conceivable position in which men
can be pliced, in which ane officer of
any intervention of acquaintange with
the syvstem’ will not be ahle 10 open
communications and exchange
messages: with another, Provided his
locality can be seen amd there might be

14

o wu s

g

cases 1 which even that would nor be
HECENsary,

11 The fMag will be kept fiving 1o
ind cie the position of the officers.
When in an exposed position officers
and men will be down excopt when
tramamiiting and receving messages...

34, When there 15 the least ironble
about the transmission of messages the
sin(6] foot flag and sixteen(16) foot pole
will be used a1 sen and eisewhere. Each
will with its [irst neknowledgement of
signals from the other station indicate
the Mag 1o be used as follosws: 10, 11, 11
WoW. W, (White flag) or 11 1. 11 B,
B. B (Black Nagy and give the number of
receiving stifion,

35 The rolling of vessels interferes
with the reading of messages. For this

fenson a (6) six Toot flagand { 16) sixteen
foot pole should be used and the
message be read with the natural gye os
with a marine glass, Officers going 1o pea
should om every apportunity practice
hetween vessels,

I, Ench signal officer will have &
call by which ke shall be known ind 16,
which he shall always reply.

17. The code of signals to he made
by howting flags in the halyards when
other signals can niot be used will always
be iwrranged and a copy of it kept by each
officer. This is made Iefore the
expedition sails and after asking the
commanding officer what messages he
wonld like to have o arranged; a code al
night signals to be made with
compusition lights [Cartridpes

ARMY COMMUNICATOR



procdacing fhares of dilfzeem colors]wall
alien b aprampsd ansl & code of rocket
ol Tces wilb wnt b used when the
sIlE mEssapes ean be sent by torches,

I8, Pach ~ignal officer landing will
have, enrrst by Kin men, some signal
fights anid wrme pockets. W hen b part of
the “rowwps are on s kore and a parl on
shipy an when landmg an an enemy's
const 1he signal Talls well’ ought to he
mide a1 10 and 3 ACM. L will be
iegeaied by = sheps,

19, Signul men will bBe kepl
wihcrcver the forces may be on the
Tagkout Zof signals,

0, When officers observe any
siatior. making  thelr call they  will
alwas ~espaond 1oL s woon s possible
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fid Eanter whether previously nstructed
or noL

41 When an officer ot the glnss
faces the same way as the opposite
flagman he musi remember thar the
nin bers are reversed and chunge sides,

42 A stations call i the signal by
which other stations eall s attention
The stntion calling attention will make
the signal for auentan mierspersing it
however at frequent intervals with the
call of the statlon 1o which the sipral =
directed....

41 When waorking Gl the loot-
tarch without stopping or extinguishing
the light. When i is necessary o fill 1he
flving torch while a1 work drop it 1o the
left, extinguish and (1 in thit position
and then light agmmn, bring i o the

perpendicular and proceed as before
Stop 1o (il ar the end of w owaord il
pnavoidable. Dropping a torch po the
feft nnd putting i out there i 3 signal
that you have stopped to fill

44, Be carcful that vour wich is
property adpested 17 tec tighe the torch
will not barn, i poo looke the Muid wall
escape and it will burn too rapidle. A
miedinm between the two exirenes will
be sonaght and it will generally be Tound
when the flame ks aboul four mches in
diameter

45 When the torch gets too hot
which will be known by the sighing and
inerensed sire of the leme 51 o [ & (e
minutes and b the toreh stand ot o
perpendicular "l the  Bame  has
dimirished (o i proper siee

46 When the wind blows o that
your fying torch can not be clearly secn,
remove the flame shade and replace it by
the wind shade, speming out the leave
5o thiat they will stand inoacap shipe and
phout two inches distanl fron  each
other at the top Diszcier of cup as
found being abocat five inches at the top

47, Be careful o fix the wind shade
on the toreh 1o brang the burning holés
of the torch above the wind cap
mentioned above

44, Fill the flying torch on the
average cvery |5 minutes otherwise
though it may give a Mame 2 il bam
the wick to o cinder

49 When 1he wand biows i sncha
franner as o faake the foul-hgh
difficalt tn be seen from the otler
station so fix the foot-light asto bring its
{lame shide in direct apposition 1o the
wind and if this should not suffice build
behind the foot-light a screen abaut twi
feet high and tvo feet long of stones and
carth, boards or any other suitahle
material.... When working in the
presence. of the enemy conceal yvour
foot-torch from him by means of the
temporary screens, keeping nevertheless
in full view of the other station, It is
impossible to read might signols unless
the Toor torch be in ful! view of the
officer rending.

50,17 praciicable use wsmall ire is
e foot-light and let the man keep 1
burning briskly while vou ire signaling
The Mame should wor be more than a
foot in length or breadih,

81 In case of emergency torches
may be constructed of pitch pine,
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cordage, canvas, tags or other
inflammable matenial saturiicd with tar
or other combustible fiuid, Lanterns
may be iised, one as a foot-light and one
fixed toa pole as o Mying torch. S0 may
fire bramds

51 Before packing your toreh have
any Nuid it may eontain poured back
inte the canteen. Gbserve this
particuiarly in ceasing work an nighl.
Chee wick properly managed, il care be
taken to keep the torch well filled while
in use, will last for a week,

53 In opening a linge cross a
country, fitst take some prominent
position from which find some other
pomnt in view and on of as MeEar W
possible ta the exact line of direction
vou wish to take. ©in this retained poini
grect some kind of a hbeacon, 4 white or
other c¢olored signal flag or some
marked object by which it can be
recognized from a distance, Take the
bearing of the point selected from the
first point. This second point should no
only be visable from thie init il point but
praobably from a third beyond it. At the
first point station an aificer to reply to
any signal he may see. Other aificers are
now moved by compass toward the
secofd point selected carrying a signal
flag flving and being intently watched by
the odficer befl a1 the first statiaon. From
time to time the sdvanerg party will pui
itself in communication with the first
station so as to receive fram it any
directions of the course the first station
may wish 1o give it or pther importint
informution. 1t will alio  frequiently
verify its course by the compiss. On
reaching the second station & beacon
will be rajsed, ohicrvations made,
communictaions opened with the first
station, a third point chosen and a party
sent forward us before. This operation
will be repeated until terminal point is
reached. Afterward attempts will be
made to fpeduce thé number of
iniermediale stntions by finding other
and better paints.

34, Should an pfficer while runming
a line or reaching & station find himself
able ta communicate readily with ane or
more of the stations between his twn
and the first he will mutily the
unnecessary stations of the fact
whereupon they will at once ahandaon
their stations and proceed to the station
giving thiem the infarmation....

55. When a message is being
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iransmiiied through a number of
stations, each signal officer will repeat in
numbers cach betier as he receives it to
his flagman who facing toward the next
stition will instantly make it with his
Mag or torch. Each officer will st wnil
he peroeives it repeated by the opposite
siation before sending another
remembering that to reid the repeating
flag he must reverse the numbers,

55 Whenthere are two otficers bn a
stition in repeating messages bath must
be present ong (0 feceive the message
and the other 1o ses that the next station
repeats it properly.

57 Dificers whose glasses have an
adjusting double locus should when the
light i dimy use the short fecus and when
it is sirong the long.

58 On fixed stations the plasses
should not be taken from their support
when signaling i ceased for a time._..

59, To regulaie the gliss at night fix
it on some brilliant star.

o0, Signal parties are also
reconnailermg parties and will nlwoys at
frequent mtervals scan carelully the
whole &ountry within  their  view
especially in the direction of the enemy’s
fines and report all camps, movements,
pickets, and badies af froops or other
facts which he may obsgryve 1o the
nearest commanding siations by signils
if possible or otherwise by express. The
same intelligence will alse be conveyed
to all signal siations in cannection with
them.

Signal Camp Paducah June 2d
1862

Gieo. ™. Giray

Lpiin  the completion  of his
franmimg, LE Gray receivied orders (o the
MGevisxtppd flopille. e, he  other
coflivers anil eighit flagmen reporied 1o
Commidore * Davis, commanding the
fleer ar Memphis, Tennesive, oi June
fth. Li. Gray participated in the
cxprediticn from rthe Mississippd River
wp thie Whitte River i make vontact with
Gierr. % R Curtls in Jacksonpos,
Arkansas, Missing the general theee, the
expedivion returned 1o the Misslasgapi
andd travelivd up thar river us far as
Helerig, Arkansas, where they met Gen.
Curtis anid participated in operations
afong the Mbsivippl i the vicinly of
Heferna, Daring these operaiions, the
sighal party was kepr busy
communicating hetween the punboals,

the transparts, and the froops on shore
wihien el were deployed from the
tramsparis. While the vapedition was at
Helena, GGeneral Halleck issued an order
disbarsling the Nignal Corps in his
deprarivient. On August 15, 1862, Lt
Giray purnwdd in Jus sigmal equipment.
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ENDNOTES

'I' am deeply indebted to Col. William
W.E. Purcell and ilic Gray family for
granting me access to Lt. Gray’s papers from
which most of the contents of this article
were derived.

2Until Congress authorized a Signal
Corps in |EH3. there was only one Signal
uflieer authariped im the U.S. Army, Major
Albert J, Mver, all other officers on signal
duty were detailed to that duty as Acting
Hignal Offigers.

3Brown, J. Willard, The Signal Corps
UXA in the War of the Rebellion. Arno
Press, New Yorl, 1974, p. 59 and passim.

i owa, p. 461

*liray papers. All spelling and
punctuation has been reproduced as it
appears in the original. My comments
appear in brackets,

°Hrown, pp. 463-65. While there was no
officially designated Signal Corps until 1863,
the term was in ¢common use in the U.S.
Army by 1862

Now retired, Maj. Gen. Hoover has served in
a wilile ravige of assignments in the United
Stares. Europe, Japan, Korea and Vietnam.
Among his many citations and decorations
are the Legion of Merit (with OLC), the
Bronze Siar (with OLC) and the Joint
Service Commendation Medal. He has eight
service medals, A West Point graduate.
Honver also holds an M.A. from
{reorgetawn Usiiversity. He and his wife, the
Jormer Afary S Cox, have two daughters
Mary Kartiryn and Holly.
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