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VALE SOS RIP 

 

As Teleprinters and Tress sealed the doom of Landline Morse Telegraphy, Satellite communication did likewise to  

Wireless Telegraphy (Henceforth WT). And with the introduction of the Global Maritime Distress and Safety System 

(Henceforth GMDSS) in 1987 the days of the maritime distress signal SOS were also numbered. 

The box office hit film óTitanicô which was produced several years ago sparked a lot of interest in the origin of SOS and 

other disaster calls and there were many inquiries about their origin. This prompted Dots And Dashes , the official organ 

of the Morse Telegraph Club Inc. of Dillon S.Washington USA to research the subject. Much of the following was  

extracted from their findings. 

 

The efforts of Heinrich Hertz, who discovered electromagnetic waves (radio waves) and Guglielmo Marconi , who took 

up on Hertzô findings and is credited with the invention and development of WT, at last gave ships a means of long  

distance communication with each other and with Coastal Radio Stations (Henceforth CRS). Prior to that, once ships left 

port and sailed over the horizon, nothing more was known until, hopefully, they arrived at their port of destination. 

 

The first use of WT in communicating the need for assistance came in 1899 when the East Goodwin Lightship marking 

the South Eastern English coast was rammed in fog by the SS R.F.Matthews. A call requesting assistance was  

transmitted to a shore base at South Foreland and help was despatched. By 1904 many British Trans-Atlantic ships were 

equipped with WT. 

 

With the advent of WT, Wireless Operators were in great demand and many came from the ranks of post office  

telegraphists. In Britain a general call on landline circuits was óCQô which preceded time signals and special notices. It 

was therefore natural that óCQô went to sea with the operators and was soon adopted by both ships and CRS as a general 

call meaning óAll Stationsô. 

 

At the first International congress of WT in 1903 the subject of distress calls was brought up and the Italians suggested 

that   óSSSDDDô be used to signal an emergency. Although discussed it was not adopted and the subject was put on the 

agenda for the next meeting in 1906. In the meantime the Marconi company suggested óCQDô and most ships and CRS 

commenced using this signal. Although generally accepted to mean óCome Quick Dangerô this was not the case. It was 

the general call followed by óDô meaning distress. A strict interpretation would be óAll Stations, Distressô 

 

At the second conference held in Berlin in 1906, the subject of a danger signal was again raised and the Germans  

suggested óSOEô as it was already being used by them. Considerable discussion ensued but there was objection because 

the final letter was a single dot, hard to copy in adverse conditions. It was eventually decided to substitute the letter E 

with the letter S making the signal óSOSô This was agreed to by all delegates and adopted worldwide. Contrary to  

popular belief the letters did not stand for óSave Our Soulsô óSend Out Succourô or anything so melodramatic, it was  

chosen specifically because of its easy radiation and unmistakable character. It was to be transmitted together as one 

string, not as single letters. 

 

Although from 1906, óSOSô was the official International signal for distress, the signal óCQDô continued to be used quite 

frequently especially on British ships where it originated. It is well documented in the log of SS Carpathia and elsewhere 

that the first distress signal received from the R.M.S. Titanic on April 14th 1912 was óCQD CQD CQDô followed by 

their callsign óMGY MGY MGYô. Later the operators on the Titanic, First Radio Officer Jack Phillips and Second Radio 

Officer Harold Bride also used óSOSô intermittently with óCQDô. The United States of America did not officially adopt 

óSOSô until 1912, when they also ceased the use of American Morse on seagoing vessels. However American Morse 

survived for many years with ships plying the Great Lakes. 

 

Besides óCQDô and óSOSô, other signals used were óXXXô (for urgent messages), ôóTTTô which preceded warnings for 

ice, storms & other navigational hazards, and óMEDICOô when a doctor was needed. óCQDô was phased out during 

WW1. 

The last recorded use of óSOSô being used by a ship in waters surrounding Western Australia was when the tanker Kirki 

lost its bow off Lancelin several years ago. Its initial distress call of óSOSô in Morse was intercepted by the Radio  

Operator at Perth International Telecommunications Centre at Gnangara. They later communicated by voice radio. The 

call for assistance with voice radio is óMaydayô. This is derived from the French word môaidez which means óhelp meô. 

 

At 12 midnight GMT on the 31st January 1999 Wireless Telegraphy was declared obsolete and óSOSô was replaced 

worldwide by the International Marine Organization with GMDSS. The chilling call of óSOSô became silent forever. 

 

PS ï ICQ  ( I Seek You ) is now a chat line on the Internet ï Todayôs younger generation would be surprised to know it 

was first used over 100 years ago with Morse Telegraphy for basically the same purpose. Another example of how the 

Internet has several similarities with the old time Electro Magnetic Telegraph. 

 

RBX 
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News from Peter Shaw: 

 
2009 sees two important 150th anniversaries of telegraph lines in NSW/Victoria. 
 

n March, it will be 150 years since the privately constructed line from Deniliquin to Moama was put into  
service. It was built by farmers/graziers who were sending stock south. The only Murray River crossing was 

at Maidenôs Punt at Moama and an operator travelling with the drovers would ensure that arrival at the 
punt coincided with it being available for use.  
 

The telegraph stationð150 years laterðis controlled by the Friends of Old Moama. It is a museum of local 
history as well as a telegraph station which may be put on line for special events.  
 

October sees the 150th anniversary of the telegraph line from Melbourne to Cape Otway, which was then 
connected to a submarine cable via King Island to Tasmania. The cable only lasted for a few months before 
it was broken by constant wear on undersea reefs. The cable station was then moved to nearby Apollo Bay.  

 
The telegraph station at Cape Otway continued as an important part of shipping communications for many 
years. Operators would interrogate approaching sailing ships and then pass the information, which they 

received by semaphore, onto Queenscliff and Williamstown. It is reported that on some days more than a 
hundred ships passed the Cape during the gold rush era. 
 

Morsecodians from Bendigo operate the stations at Moama and Cape Otway. The latter station is opened 
for three days in August each year for International Light House weekend.  
 

Bendigo continues to open twice weekly and Bendigo operators handle much of the traffic from  
Beechworth. In 2008, I received 1933 telegrams on line, the majority being from Beechworth. There are 

now five operators working on the roster at Beechworth. Three of them travel from Albury/Wodonga (about 
40 kms) and one from Wangaratta (just a bit less travel involved).  
 

Best wishes to all for 2009       Peter Shaw 

    Maurie Challinorôs Telegraph office setup in Auckland. 
 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

As the captions on the photo indicate, I have separate gear for [ the internet programs ] CwCom and   
MorseKOB. The KOB setup uses a serial loop interface which requires a key switch to open and close the 
circuit. The bugs are locally made copies of Vibroplex bugs. The KOB sounder is British and the CwCom 
sounder is an American made Mesco.  
 

More info at:  

http://home.earthlink.net/~n7rz/morse/techdocs/loopinterface.pdf                                                    Maurie 

http://home.earthlink.net/~n7rz/morse/techdocs/loopinterface.pdf
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                                        THUNDERSTRUCK  a book by Eric Larson 
Graham Sinclair writes: 

I have just finished reading a book which would be enjoyed by anyone interested in the history of  
Wireless telegraphy. 
 

The title is ñThunderstruckò by Erik Larson, published by Random House, so itôs fairly recent. 
It tells parallel stories of Marconi and his trials and tribulations in getting his invention accepted and the 
role of wireless telegraphy in the capture of Dr. Crippen, the cellar murderer. The story of Crippenôs arrest 

is well known, but the author goes into the background of Crippen and the circumstances leading to his 
decision to do away with his wife.  
A fascinating aspect is that Crippen was totally oblivious to the fact that the Captain of the vessel on which 

he and his lover were travelling, hopefully to a new life in Quebec, had recognised them.  
Telegraph messages were sent to Scotland Yard but were also intercepted by other vessels and ultimately 
found their way to newspapers. Consequently the whole world knew that Crippen would be arrested when 

the ship berthed which was a nasty surprise for him.  
Larsonôs exhaustive research gives a clear picture of the personalities of Marconi and Crippen, and there is 

much detail of Marconiôs work done in setting up experiments to prove the capabilities of wireless  
transmission. It was not until quite late in his career that Marconi discovered that short waves worked 
much better than the long wave system he had pioneered.  

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

From Phil at Eden Killer Whale Museum Eden NSW. 

 
It has been encouraging to see traffic figures continuing to increase with 80 more telegrams transmitted 
than for the same period last year.  An event creating interest was the ñHenty field daysò, whilst not  

particularly busy, it continued to help ñKeep Morse Aliveò, and no doubt some spin off for our venue.  
The Jacaranda Festival at Grafton, again coincided with the Eden Whale Festival. Tom Collins from Sydney 

Morsecodians joined me again this year for which I was grateful. We operated from the office of the  
Sapphire Coast Marine Discovery Centre at Snug Cove Wharf and were also joined by our local assistant 
Kevin Barber. A total of 57 messages were sent and 44 received over the Whale Festival period.  

The recent Greencape Lighthouse Open Weekend for their 125th anniversary was surprisingly well  
supported despite the gale force/cold winds. A total of 101 telegrams were transmitted over the two day 
period.   

       Tamworth Country Music Festival Telegraph Special Event 17th Januaryð24th January 2009 

    
   Armadale Replica Post and Telegraph Office WA receiving station. 
 

          Figures of traffic received at Armadale were 140 for Australia and 15 Overseas.  
     The overall traffic figures were well down compared to previous years, disappointing for all.  



    BASSENDEAN RAIL TRANSPORT MUSEUM    NOV 2008 
  

About 800 visitors attended óRailfestô, at the Bassendean Rail Transport Museum recently. 

 

Attended were Tom Blinco, Richie Bright, Huck Fathers, Alan Jolley, David Murray and Des Ravenscroft. 

 

They handled a total of 85 messages. 

 

 

 

 

Huck Fathers David Murray 

Des Ravenscroft 
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An article appeared in The West Australian newspaper recently about pioneers who braved the rigours of the 

Kimberley in the 50s and 60s sharing their tales of adventure.  
 
ñMr Ammon and his banking colleague in Kununurra were issued with new pistols to guard the bankôs cash. 

They later found, to their humiliation, that the weapons didnôt fireï theyôd not replaced the fake bullets that 
had come with the guns.  

Never mind. If theyôd shot anyone, it would have taken a long time for the news to break.  
ñIf we had an urgent message, weôd write out a telegram, take it to the Post Office for delivery to the 6pm 
plane to Darwin, where it would be transmitted to Adelaide and then across to Perth,ò he says.  

A reply would follow the reverse route, taking two or three days to arrive.  

From Col Hopkins. 

 
ñI was going through a fair at Yokine recently and I spotted an Olivetti Lettera 82 typewriter in good condition.  
I immediately thought of the Morsecodians and members who have been saying they wanted to learn to  

receive properly and of course it would be on a typewriter.  
I thought it might be an idea to advertise it in the next ñMessengerò and it would be available at the next 

meeting in February ó09.ò  
 
If any Morsecodian cannot attend the next meeting but is interested, give Col a ring on 9271 -8931 


