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Introduction.

This guide is intended as a brief introduction to the story of human communication and the role of
Porthcurno in the development of global communications. Please refer to the relevant
60Communi cation Workshopd document for f udedoude
website (www.porthcurno.org.uk) for activities for use either before or after your visit or outreach
workshop. Feel free to print these out, use and edit these as you like.

Feedback about these and any other materials and resources produced by Porthcurno Telegraph
Museum will be gratefully received by Larissa Paver, the Learning Manager, at
larissa.paver@porthcurno.org.uk.

Communication means passing information
from one place or person to another. This
may be to send out warnings of danger (a
simple, loud and sudden noise, smell or
visual sign, or a message), to help keep a
social group together (through speech,
written messages or physical contact like
hugging and grooming) and for passing on
survival skills (through teaching what to eat,
where to sleep, how to keep clean etc).

A brief history of human communication
Early Human Communication

We know about how early humans
communicated because of the evidence
theydve | eft behind.
know it, but when they left pictures behind
they were sending messages through time.
The cave paintings from Lascaux in France
(see right), estimated to be 16,000 years old,
tell us lot about the kind of environment early
humans lived in, what they ate and hunted
and how they communicated.

However, as life became more sophisticated
and nations and then empires began to
emerge, the need for more complex
communication systems became increasingly
important. Thousands of years ago, ancient
Egyptian Kingdoms were communicating with
other countries in the Middle East by writing

These people lived in small family groups and
were self-sufficient. They had little need to
communicate with people outside their own
tribe and if they did it was through face-to-
face contact where speech and sounds were
good enough.
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messages on papyrus and sending them with
a messenger.

By the time of the Roman Empire, long
distance messages were an everyday thing
and good roads, communication and
transport systems were built around Europe.

However, before the discovery of electricity,
the only fast way of communicating
information, such as approaching enemy
ships, was visually. A well-documented
chain of beacon fires from Falmouth to

Plymouth alerted the Navy of the Spanish
Armada on 30™ July 1588. The warning
could have reached Plymouth in 10-20
minutes depending on the vigilance of the
observers compared with the six hours it
would take a messenger on horseback to
cover this distance.

However, beacon fires could only send a
single piece of information already expected
by the recipient. More complex techniques
were required to send other messages.
Many of these methods were first developed
for use at sea.
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and graphein (write). It can be used to
describe any way of sending messages over
long distances.

Porthcurno Telegraph Museum is largely
concerned with the electric telegraph i
sending messages over a distance through
wires using electricity. This is different to
wireless or radio telegraphy which uses radio
waves to transmit messages.

Flag codes and semaphore

The international flag code developed in the
18" and 19™ centuries was, and still, is a
recognised maritime system of
communication, although today it is mainly
used for ceremonial occasions. The flags are
brightly coloured and the patterns carefully
designed so that even in poor visibility or at
great distances the code could be read.
Each flag not only stands for an individual
letter or number, but, when prefixed by a
special flag, each one could also represent a
pre.set sentence such
6l require
lot of time and effort during emergencies or in
situations that occurred on a regular basis.
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INTERNATIONAL CODE FLAGS AND PENNANTS

WITH MEANINGS

ALPHABET FLAGS
ALFA I’:‘ KiLo 1 UNIFORM E D
[ — = e — 1
Have diver down, keep clear | Wish to communicate You are running into
danger 0900 S
BrAVO ‘ LimA E VICTOR g
- e e ars - 2 D
Dangerous goods Stop instantly Require assistance
CHARLIE Mike WHISKEY E -:-
- 0 — 0 o — 3
Yes My vessel is stopped Require medical Assistance
making no way 00—
-
- - ER e
1 4
Keep clear, maneuvering No Stop your intentions, oS
with difficulty Watch for signals
ECHO - OscAR B YANKEE y//
Altering course to Man overboard Dragging my anchor | _____
Starboard
— e R
s —— el 6 §
Disabled, communicate In harbour: All persons Require a Tug
with me report on boar Fishing: Shooting nets SRR
GoLF |:[[I QUEBEC SUBSTITUTES
e il 1st 7 ;
':lescll\?r'\'ge ?122%:19 nets Request free pratigue e
HoTEL ] RomEeo
l 2nd 8 ﬁ
Pilotonboad | « f  F -
INDIA SIERRA
e @l - —
3rd 9
é(l)tretring course to Engines goingastern | | _~~~ | _ e — '
JULIETT = TANGO [l
On Fire, have dangerous Keep clear, engaged in
cargo, keep clear pair trawling
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In 1792, Claude Chappe, a French engineer,
built the first fixed visual semaphore line
between Lille and Paris. This was a system
of conveying information by means of visual
signals, using towers with pivoting shutters,
also known as blades or paddles. Information
is encoded by the position of the mechanical
elements; it is read when the shutter is in a
fixed position. However this type of
semaphore suffered from the need for skilled
operators and expensive towers at intervals
of six to nineteen miles. The last commercial
line was abandoned in 1880 as a result of the
later popularity of the electric telegraph.
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A semaphore system was also implemented
in what were known as Admiralty semaphore
huts ( or
flaps were opened or closed to represent
letters of the alphabet. The huts were sited
on hilltops and messages were sent one to
another along important routes. A well-used
one was London to Southampton where the
main fleet was stationed in the Napoleonic
Wars (17991 1815). It was also the
preferred way of signalling to off-shore naval
vessels for centuries. The huts were
equipped with bunks, a stove and other basic
living requirements so there were always
operators on site.

In the maritime world in the early 1800s, hand
held flags started to replace the mechanical
arms of shutter semaphores. Semaphore
signals were used, for example, at the Battle
of Trafalgar (1805). This was the period in
which the modern naval flag semaphore
system was invented (see next page).
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Some codes were set up for specific reasons. The seining code is a good example from Cornwall
(see below). It was used by the huer on a high heas
or twigs covered in white cloth). He could see the shoals of pilchards and could tell the fishermen
where to go and what to do as it was difficult at sea level to see the shoal from the boats, and all

the boats had to work together as a team.
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Electricity and the ElectricTelegraph.
The movement of information by hand and
horse continued to be the most effective
system until the development of electrical
technology in the early 1800s. At this time,
many people had become fascinated with

electricity. They were doing experiments with

it to find out exactly what it could do, how it

could be harnessed and what its effects were.

The

telegraph and the technology was surprisingly

simple.
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In 1819 Hans Oersted, a Danish scientist,
showed that when a wire carrying an
electrical current was placed near a
magnetised needle, the needle moved. He
had discovered the electromagnetic effect
which was to have the most profound effect
on the development of telecommunications. If
an electrical current could be sent along a

wire in a series of pulses which made a
magnetised needle move in pulses, then it

ndustri al 6 soeldbk possible to develop a code foly w a

these pulses and, thus, communicate over
long distances.

m O O W

-

E 6

~ X 2 <

N

—e T
- T
o » 3 eee—
S— 4 eeee_
o 5 eeses
coo g —eeee
» 7 —eee
o 8 ———ee
oo g e
. G
i ) ee]—/ee
-  efe—fe—




PORTHCURNO TELEGRAPH MUSEUM LEARNING

Originally the telegraph was used, from 1837
onwards, on the newly built railways to send
information to stations further down the track.
There were five parallel wires which, when
used in combination, only allowed 20 out of
24 letters to be sent in code (the original code
was not Morse) and so some odd spellings
were needed.

However, once the potential for
communication was realised, and plans
began to be put in place for cable to be laid
under the sea to other countries and
continents, they had to find better ways of
sending the signals.

Morse code was invented by the American
Samuel Morse. It meant that with just a
simple on/off switch, very long and
complicated messages could be sent very
quickly. It also meant that only one wire was
needed (the electrical circuit was completed
by the earth).

There was an explosion of telegraph
communication along cables after this. The
first successful trans-Atlantic cable, for
example, was laid in 1866. Cables were laid
all around the world under the sea and
instead of taking weeks to send something by
letter or word-of-mouth, it now took only
minutes or hours.

The Electric Telephone
These developments in the telegraph were
happening during the Victorian era which was

a time of incredible technological
advancement , and it
the next innovation came along. The clicking
of Morse messages around the world, while
an enormous achievement
offer the immediacy or subtlety of

communication which speech gives. To be
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able to speak to someone far away makes
them feel closer; laughter and tears can be
shared and a whole range of emotions from
joy to anger to confusion can be expressed
clearly. Discussion can proceed at an
appropriate pace. It was inevitable, therefore,
that a means of transmitting speech rather
than text would be the next step forward.

Alexander Graham Bell first made this step
possible when he demonstrated his invention,
the telephone, in 1877. It was the answer to
0f-apeakingd and teleph
soon in operation on a commercial basis. By
1891 a telephone cable had been laid across
the English Channel, carrying 250 calls a day
between London and Paris. The first trans-
Atlantic telephone cable was laid in 1951.

Telephones change sound waves (vibrations)
into variable electrical signals, light waves or
radio waves which are then changed back
into sound at the receiving end.

The launch of the first communications
satellite, in 1962, made global communication
via telephone far easier, as well as allowing
television signals to be beamed around the
world.

Fibre Optic cables and the internet

The development of fibre optic cables in the
1980s which carry digital signals (very fast
(orYdff puises}kimptieedokni of lightt has meant
that much more information can be carried at
the same time through cables. Thus the
huge amounts of information carried by the

w a s ninfetnet as hegomé pmssible. be f or e

In a neat reflection of the early days of the

eleatric teleégsa@h)] the first tanshtraidtic fibre
optic cable was laid in 1988. It may come as
a surprise to learn that over 90% of internet

on
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traffic is carried by cable, not satellite, as information that we have come to expect
satellite communication has proved too slow through &6broadband6.

and is unable to cope with the volume of
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