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MARITIME COMMUNICATION

Prior to the introduction of radio, maritime communication was generally
limited to line-of-sight visual signaling

Mariners have always tried to communicate using more than the human voice. They waved their
arms or lanterns and used mirrors to reflect the sun. Later, they devised an elaborate flag alphabet
system to communicate ship names and locations, as well as temperature and barometer readings.
Communication by sound was also used. Whistles, bells and other devices could signal that a ship
was nearby or in distress—especially useful in fog or blizzards, when visibility was poor.

But visual and audio cues had limitations,
particularly in communicating over long
distances. The infroduction of the wireless
telegraph in the early 20th century allowed
ships to communicate with each other and with
the shore even from hundreds of miles away.
Shortwave radio, cellular networks and satellites
all expanded the range of communication and
now mariners can talk to anyone in the world,

from anywhere in the world.

Megaphone from 1910
The cone shape makes sound louder
when you speak into the narrow end. This

megaphone was used to talk between ships.
ACTIVITY |

Make Your Own Signal Flag Message Supplies:

1. Decide what you want to spell with signal flags.
It could be your name or a fun message you want
to send to someone else at home.

2. Count the number of letters in your message.

3. Make sure you have a rectangle of paper for every Gl
letter. You can use a whole sheet, half sheet or quarter sheet.

Plain white paper
Scissors

Markers or Crayons
Tape or String (optional)

Bl

4. Look at the signal flag alphabet on the next page and color each flag — o Presec’

with the pattern that matches the letters for your message. THE GREAT LAKES
5. Aftach your signal flags in order using string or tape. HISTORICAL SOCIETY
6. See if someone at home can decipher your message! NATIONAL

MUSEUM

Extension: Make your own megaphone! i

Use whatever materials you can find at home. Experiment and see what works best.
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THE SIGNAL FLAG ALPHABET
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In 1857 the International Code of Signals standardized the signal flag alphabet,
making it easier o communicate between ships. These colorful patterned flags are
easier to see from a distance than a flag with a letter on it would be.
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