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Flaghoist spelling alphabets use individual
flags to represent letters, numbers or
specific messages for visual communication
between ships.

Originating in the seventeenth century,
these systems became formalised by the
late eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries, notably through British naval
codes and the Commercial Code of Signals
in 1855. Today, the International Code of
Signals continues this tradition as a global
standard for maritime communication.

Flags allowed ships to coordinate
operations, request assistance and identify
themselves when verbal or radio
communication was impossible. In naval
battles and merchant trade, flag signalling
was vital for fast, clear and standardised
communication across nations. Even with
modern technology, flaghoist systems
remain in use as ceremonial or emergency
backups.

How the System Worked

Ships hoisted flags in sequence on masts to
spell words or convey specific codes, using
distinctive colours and shapes for visibility.
Substitute flags represented repeated
letters to simplify displays. Whether spelling
full words such as HELP or raising a single
flag for urgent signals, flaghoist alphabets
offered a reliable way to maintain
communication across the open sea.

Morse code is a way to send messages using
dots and dashes. Each letter and number has
its own pattern. You can send it by sound,
light, or even tapping.

A man named Samuel Morse helped invent
Morse code in the 1830s. He worked with
Alfred Vail to make it better and easier to use.

People made Morse code to send messages
quickly over long distances. Before that,
messages had to be carried by hand, which
took a long time.

Morse code was used all over the world — on
trains, ships, and in the army. Sailors used it to
call for help by sending “S0S”.

Each letter is made from short signals (dots)
and long signals (dashes). You can send them
by beeping, blinking, or tapping. A person
who knows Morse code can read the
message.

Before lights and radios, sailors used
semaphore flags to send messages. These
weren’t exactly Morse code but were another
early signalling method. Later, single flags
were waved in Morse code patterns using up
and down movements.

By the late 1800s and early 1900s, many ships
had radio telegraph machines. Operators
tapped out Morse code to send messages
over long distances using radio waves — this
is how SOS was sent from sinking ships.
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How Flag Signalling (Semaphore) Worked

1. The Basics

A sailor held a flag in each hand and moved
their arms to different positions to represent
letters of the alphabet. Each letter had its
own unique arm-angle combination, a bit like
hand signals or clock positions.

2. The Flags

The flags were usually red and yellow, bright
and easy to see at a distance. They were held
at full arm’s length to make the shapes clear.

3. Sending the Message

The signalman stood in a clear place, often
high up on the ship (like the bridge).They
would form each letter one at a time using
the correct flag position. The person
receiving the message watched and wrote it
down as each letter was shown.

4. Spacing and End of Message

To show a new word was starting, the
signalman would briefly hold the flags in a
rest position.

There were also specific signals to mean
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“end of message”, “error”, or “repeat”.

Example: To signal the word HI: The sailor
would make the arm position for H, pause,
then move to the arm position for I.
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IMAGINE YOU ARE A SAILOR,
HARBOURMASTER OR REPORTER...
WHAT MESSAGE WOULD YOU SEND?

Messages sent between Around the 1900s, ships

telegraph offices and used wireless radios to send
railway stations for Morse code messages,
government, businesses, including the Save Our Souls
newspapers, and the distress signal. Before that,
public helped localand  ships and harbourmasters
international news relied on visual signals such

spread quickly. as flags and flares.
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Sailors and harbourmasters hoisted groups of signal
flags. ICS became official in 1901, developed from
earlier flag systems like the 1817 Marryat Code.
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phoros meaning bearer.

The Greeks used signal systems in 350 BC, and
Claude Chappe modernised semaphore in the 1790s.
Sailors used two flags and arm positions used to
warn each other, call for help, or give instructions.

SEMAPHORE FLAGS
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