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Civil War Signaling 



“The field upon which we now stand will be known as classic ground, for here has 

been the great central point of the organization of our military forces.  When my 

administration of public affairs will have been forgotten and the good and evil will 

be only known to the investigation of the antiquarian, Camp Curtin, with its 

memories and associations, will be immortal.”   
                                                                            

                                                                            - Governor Andrew Curtin, 1865 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Picnic & Baseball Game  
On August 16, CCHS had its annual membership picnic. This year we 

changed things and held it at the Harrisburg Senators Park. We had a 

buffet dinner before the game and everyone enjoyed the event and 

wanted to do it again.  Next year, we will reserve earlier so we can get 

a Friday or Saturday night and also go around the same time so the 

mayflies are gone by then. CCHS picked up $13 of the $25 food and 

ticket price for game as a membership perk. 

 

Monument Clean-Up Oct. 30 

The Camp Curtin Historical Society will hold its fall clean-up of the 

17th Pennsylvania Cavalry monument site at Gettysburg National 

Military Park on Sunday, October 30th.  Volunteers are needed to 

pick-up trash that has accumulated during the summer.  Please gather 

at the Peace Light Memorial at 2:00PM.  Bring trash bags; gloves are 

suggested.  For more information call 717-732-5115 or email 

genjenkins@aol.com.  

 

2017 Annual Meeting  
The Camp Curtin Historical Society will hold its annual meeting at 

2:00PM on Sunday, February 26, 2017, at the Camp Curtin 

Memorial-Mitchell United Methodist Church, 2221 North Sixth 

Street, Harrisburg, Pa.  Our speaker will be Cooper Wingert, 

presenting a program on Slavery and the Underground Railroad in 

South Central Pennsylvania.  This meeting will also include 

presentation of reports and election of officers and members of the 

board of directors. 
_____________________________________________________________ 
 

Cover: Signal station at Elk Mountain during the Antietam 

Campaign. Photo shows Union soldiers of the Signal Corps atop a 

small tower made of logs; an officer is looking through a telescope at 

another signal station, a signalman stands nearby with a flag ready to 

send a message, and another officer on the right would record 

incoming messages.  The photograph was taken by Timothy 

O’Sullivan.  (Library of Congress Collection) 
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Harrisburg Civil War Days 
  

The first Harrisburg Civil War Days, June 17-19,  

were a great success!  Hundreds of people took 

advantage of panel discussions, walking and bus 

tours, living history programs, special displays, a 

riverboat cruise, a commemorative church service, 

and free museum admissions to learn aboout our 

local Civil War history.   
 

The Camp Curtin Historical Society partnered 

with the National Civil War Museum, State 

Museum of Pennsylvania, Pennsylvania Capitol 

Preservation Committee, Historic Harrisburg 

Association, Harris-Cameron Mansion, 

Pennsylvania National Fire Museum, Fort Hunter, 

Susquehanna Art Museum, Harrisburg Midtown 

Arts Center, Camp Curtin Memorial-Mitchell 

United Methodist Church, and Pride of the 

Susquehanna to offer the extensive range of 

programs.  
 

Mark your calendar now and plan to attend next 

year’s event, June 16-18, 2017. 
 

 
Jim Schmick at Fort Couch in Lemoyne, part of a bus 
tour of West Shore Civil War sites. 
 

 
Victorian Dance Ensemble introducing guests to Civil 
War era dancing at the Susquehanna Art Museum. 

 
Cooper’s Battery demonstrating artillery drill at the 
National Civil War Museum. 
 

 
One of several panel discussions.  This one covered the 
role of Camp Curtin in the Civil War. 
 

 
Visitors viewing Pennsylvania’s Civil War Battleflag 
collection maintained by the Pennsylvania Capitol 
Preservation Committee. 



  

Civil War Signaling  

 

Today, we take communication for granted.  Cell 

phones allow us to talk to anyone, literally 

anywhere in the world.  During the Civil War, 

however, communication on the battlefield was a 

real problem.  Since ancient times, the main way 

of conveying messages was by a messenger 

carrying a verbal or written message on foot or on 

horseback.  It took time because of distances 

involved and the difficulty of finding the recipient 

of a message on the battlefield.   

 

In the years before the 

Civil War, U.S. Army 

Surgeon Albert J. Myer 

(right) devised a 

system for sending 

messages over long 

distances by waving 

flags during the day or 

torches at night.  

Signal units were 

equipped with flags, 

torches, telescopes, and cipher disks.  Fort Myer 

in Arlington, Virginia, is named for him. 

 

Men selected for the signal service were expected 

to be intelligent and have good eyesight.  Special 

training camps were created and men had to 

successfully complete a rigorous training course. 

Myer’s basic system would be used by both the 

North and South during the Civil War.    

 

Messages were sent by waving a flag or a torch.  

A wave to the flagman’s left meant “one” and a 

wave to the flagman’s right meant “two.”  Various 

combinations of “one” and “two” meant certain 

letters, much like the “dot” and “dash” of the 

Morse Code.  The “three” or front wave indicated 

a break in letters or words.  Note that the 

receiving signal station would see “one” as a 

move to the right and “two” as a move to the left.  

One man would use a telescope to see the 

movements and shout out the numbers to another 

man who would write them down.  After the 

message was completed, the numbers would be 

“translated” into letters.   
 

 
       First                Right Motion      Left Motion               Front Motion  
    Position                   “Two”               “One”                       “Three” 
 

Signal flags were made in three color 

combinations.  The background of the signal 

station (sky, trees, buildings, or mountains), and 

conditions (fog, shadows, or the position of the 

sun) determined which color would be seen best 

by the receiving station. 
 

 
White w/red square         Red w/white square      Black w/white square 
 

Signal flags were made in three sizes, 2X2 feet, 

4X4 feet and 6X6 feet.  The size used to send a 

message was determined by the distance to the 

next signal station. 

 

Since the enemy could sometimes see the signals, 

the messages were encoded so that they could not 

be easily read.  The encoding was done by using a 

cipher disk (upper right).  The wheels of the disk 

turned so that letters could be lined up with any 

set of numbers.  Each day the alignment would be 

changed so that the code changed.  With the disk 

at the alignment shown, the word “west” would 

be: 

W  1 Left 

E 1212 Left/Right/Left/Right 

S        122 Left/Right/Right 

T 211 Right/Left/Left 



 
Cipher Disk 

 
As a practical matter, the coded messages would 

have been relatively easy to “break” if intercepted 

by the enemy since there are only thirty different 

cominations of letter and numbers.  By searching 

the most frequent numbers and setting the disk to 

the most common letters like A, E and T, a coded 

message could be deciphered. 

 

 
 

Illustration from Harper’s Weekly, November 12, 
1864, showing a signal station operating at night 
using torches. 

In the field, signal stations were set up on any 

available high point, such 

as hills, roofs of 

buildings, or specially 

built platforms.  The 

platforms might be as 

simple as a few raised 

planks, as in the drawing 

of the torch signaling 

(below left), to a more 

subtantial log construc-

tion (see cover).  When 

the Army was in place 

for a long time, towers 

over one hundred feet tall 

were constructed (right).  

 

While much of the signaling was behind the lines 

involving sending mundane reports and requests 

for supplies, the Signal Corps had a role in battle.   

 

One of the first uses of signal flags in combat was 

at the First Battle of Manassas/Bull Run.  A 

Confederate signal station observed Union troops 

movements on the left flank and sent the simple 

message "Look out for your left, your position is 

turned."  This quick message allowed the 

Confederates to send reinforcements where they 

were needed and helped to win the battle. 

 

At Gettysburg, the Union signal station on Little 

Round Top proved vital to the North’s success on 

July 2.  The timely observation of Longstreet’s 

movement and quick messages brought troops to 

the defense of the hill and saved the day for the 

Union.   

 

Throughout the war, the Signal Corps of both 

armies operated on almost every battlefield, often 

under difficult conditions and under enemy fire.  

The casualty rates of the Signals Corps were 

higher than other branches of the service.  

 
The current insignia of the U.S. 
Army Signal Corps honors the 
memory of its Civil War roots by 
displaying two signal flags and 
a torch. 

 



Local Civil War Veterans Honored on Memorial Day 1937 
 

 
 

The tour of the Harrisburg Cemetery during the Harrisburg Civil War Days featured this newspaper 

from 1937 with coverage of Memorial Day.  The pictures are of four living Civil War veterans, 

members of Harrisburg’s Grand Army of the Republic Post 58, Charles Rhoads, age 88, 16th 

Pennsylvania Cavalry, Henry Maurer, age 90, 26th Pennsylvania Emergency Militia of 1863, Joseph 

Pilkay, age 97, 127th Pennsylvania Infantry, and William Starry, age 92, 21st Pennsylvania Cavalry. 



Dedication and Remembrance Days 

Coincide This Year 
Since November 19 falls on a Saturday this year, two events marking the 153rd anniversary of the 

Gettysburg Address will take place on that day.  Dedication Day is always held on November 19, 

regardless of day of the week, and Remembrance 

Day is held on the Saturday closest to the 

anniversary. Thus, the two events will coincide 

this year. 

 

Dedication Day is cosponsored by the Lincoln 

Fellowship of Pennsylvania, Gettysburg National 

Military Park, Gettysburg Foundation and 

Gettysburg College.  At 9:30AM, the day's events 

will begin with the wreath-laying ceremony at the 

Soldiers' National Monument, followed by the 

Dedication Day Program at 10:00AM at the 

rostrum in the Soldiers' National Cemetery.  This year’s speaker is LeVar Burton, actor, writer, director, 

and producer, best known for his roles of Kunta Kinte in the landmark television series "Roots," and as 

Geordi La Forge in "Star Trek: The Next Generation."  He is also the host and executive producer of the 

PBS children's series "Reading Rainbow" - one of the longest-running children's television shows in 

history, earning over 200 awards including multiple Emmys and a Peabody.  Lincoln portrayer George 

Buss will recite the Gettysburg Address, and the U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Service will hold a 

naturalization ceremony for citizen candidates.   

For more information on Dedication Day activities, visit 
www.lincolnfellowship.wildapricot.org  

 

Remembrance Day is sponsored by the Sons of Union Veterans of the Civil War.  At 11:00AM, there 

will be a wreath-laying ceremony at the Grand Army of the Republic-Woolson Monument on Hancock 

Avenue in the Park (near the site of the old Cyclorama Building).  At 1:00PM, a parade of thousands of 

SUV members, Union and Confederate reenactors through the streets of Gettysburg.  The best viewing 

is on Baltimore Street and Steinwher Avenue.  At 8:00PM, the National Civil War Ball will be held at 

the Wyndham Hotel.  All of the profit from this ball is donated the Gettysburg National Military Park.   

For more information on Remembrance Day activities, visit 
www.suvcw.org/svr/svr.htm 

 

 

http://www.lincolnfellowship.wildapricot.org/
http://www.suvcw.org/svr/svr.htm


 

Camp Curtin Historical Society 

presents two outstanding programs 

on the Battle of Gettysburg 
 

October 16 - “Wounded Houses, Shattered Lives” 
Linda Clark speaking on Gettysburg buildings that still exhibit battle damage  

and the inspiring stories of the resilient citizens who survived the horrors of battle.  

Linda was an elementary school librarian in the South Western School District in 

York County for thirty years.  She has been a Gettysburg Licensed Battlefield 

Guide since 1979 and has authored six books on the Civil War.   
 

     
 

November 6 - "A Case of Battlefield Forensics"  

Charles Teague will present a program on Gettysburg post-battle photographs, 

collectively called "A Harvest of Death." He has investigated the location of the 

photographs by consulting various specialists in addition to his own detailed 

examination of topographical features, uniforms, other related photographs, and 

what is known of the visit to the field of battle by the photographers.   

Chuck has been a seasonal ranger at Gettysburg for fourteen years, following  

careers as a lawyer, military officer, and senior pastor.  His publications include 

Gettysburg by the Numbers and Masters of the Field at Gettysburg.   
 

 

Both programs are free and will be at 2:00PM at the 

National Civil War Museum 
One Lincoln Circle, Reservoir Park, Harrisburg, Pa. 

 

For more information, telephone 717-732-5115  

or email genjenkins@aol.com  

mailto:genjenkins@aol.com

