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ALPINE DISTRESS-SIGNAL.'

ONNovember 10, 1892, the Alpine Club Committee appointed
a sub-committee, consisting of Mr. C. T. Dent, Captain E. D.
Law, Mr. F. O. Schuster, and Mr. H. G. Willink, to consider
and report upon the possibility and advisability of recom­
mending for adoption by all Alpine Clubs some form of
signalling-communicat ion in the mountains in cases of
emergency.

On January 12, 1894, the sub-committee sent in their
report , which was accepted, and which will be found in the
Appendix to this paper.

In considering the question referred to them, the re
appeared to the sub-committee to be two chief points upon
which they had to come to definite conclusions, viz. :- -

L What was to be the scope of communication ?-i.e., were
f u ll means of intercourse to be devised, or only a code of
messages, or a certain definite message; and if eit her of the
lat t er what code or message?

2. What actual method of signalling should be employed
for the purpose?

On the first point, the scope of communicat ion, they de­
cided that the one thing most wanted was that a party should
be enabled to summon help in serious emergency. The power
of sending other message s might be convenient, but the
distress-signal must stand alone and be unmistakable; and
any system which might cause misunderstanding must be
condemned. And they accordingly confined their express
recommendation to the adoption of a universal distress­
signal alone ; though the methods of making the actua l
signal recommended do, as will be seen, lend themselves '
without ambiguity to the establishment of more extended
int ercourse, if individuals or localities should so desire.

On the second point, the best method of making the
signal, several axiomatic propositions presented themselves.
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An ideal signal should conform to the following con­
dit ions, viz. :-

(a) It should be e xtremely simple, so that the sender
cannot possibly go wrong in making it, nor the reader in
understanding it.

(b) It should be unmistakable for anything but a signal
of communicat ion.

(c) It should be int elligibl e at great, no less than at
small distances.

(d) It should be available by night as well as by day,
and by means of sound as well as of sight.

(e) It should, so far as possible, be independent of
at mospheric conditions of light and shade, and colour, and
also of perspective.

(f) It should be capable of being easily made, and should
require the minimum of constant at tention or labour.

(g) It should be readily improvisable-i.e., it must not of
necessity require, though certainly it should not exclude, the
use of special apparatus.

If, in addition, it leads up to or can be developed into
an alphabet ic or other extended code of communication
between persons properly qualified, so much the better.

It was clear, at starting, that the above conditions
absolutely excluded more than one class of signal which has
for other purposes been found practicable. For instance,
all sign als depending solely upon colour, whether of lights or
flags, &c., and also all semaphore signals, however useful as
subsidiaries, cannot in the mountains be applicable under all
circumstances. Colour entails apparatus; and it is doubtful
whether a coloured lamp (unless burning a specially strong
light) would be visibl e at any great distance at night, or
the colour of a flag or other object be distinguishable from
far off in a sunset glow, or in a blue haze, or against the
light. The use of colour, moreover, as the essential distinc­
tion, is inconsistent with the use of the reflected rays of the
sun, one of the best means of making signals; and it is
difficult to imagine a correlative audible signal. The natural
suggestion of a flag, to be hoisted and kept flying, besides
being open to the objec tion that climbers are prone to hoist
flags as indications of success, and to leave them flying for
good (or until the next storm), was ruled out of court on the
ground that it would have no parallel luminous or audible
signal- a mere steady light being manifestly open to con­
fusion. Semap hores, again, except whe n the arms are human
(with or without flags in the hands), also require apparatus,
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ho wever simple (especially at night) ; are not audible ; are
probably liable to apparent distortion by perspecti ve; I and
do not of themselves attract attention so well as does a
moving or a shin ing obj ect. If the signaller be himsel f
t he semaphore he will be legible a t a comparative ly short
distance ; and in any case he ma.y, un til attention is
attracted, have to stand in posit.ion longer t han he will like,
even if he be well and strong, wh ich he migh t not be.

No one, in fact, who has not actually t ried to converse
with persons at a distan ce can apprec iate the difficul t ies
which occur in sending even the simplest signals. The
fellow at th e other end is alw ays so inconceivabl y stupid .
And in the mountains these difficulties will perha ps be
especially great. Indeed, no p erf ect scheme can possibly be
devised, for thick clouds or a contrary wind must stifl e the
most penetrating appeal to eye or ear; and there will ofte n
be the fu rther difficu lty that the signaller will not kn ow
whether h is signal is u nderst ood, or even observed at all.
After much discussion, the sub-committee decided that the
foregoing conditions would best be fulfilled by a signal of
the following description, viz. :-

(a) A regular series of short signs (which may be called
, dots ') conti nued during one minute at .t he rate of six dots
per minute, and repeated in alternate minutes; th e precise
duration of individual dots being ' immaterial, provided that
each dot is as nearly as possible of the same duration, and
that the intervals are regular.

(b) Th e dot may be made by wh at ever means may be
most suitable under the circ umstances- e.g., a single wave
to and f ro of a flag or anything held in t he hand, also the
exposure for a moment of any object ; a sin g-le flash of light
from lamp or looking-glass; a single blast of horn Ot' whistle,
or a shout.

Any means may be used to gain attention in the first
instance, if necessary- e.g., a bonfire; but, ap art from this,
t he intermittency of the signal is calculated to attract
notice.

The signal should be answered by a similar series of dots
in alternate minutes, made, how ever, at the rate of three
dots per min ute.

As regards t he differen t waYRof making the signal, ea ch
case will have its own requi rements, wh ich must be met by

1 Fo r ins tance, a semaphore at the Sch warzsee might be read di fferent ly
at Zermatt and at the Riffelberg, and none th e less so if the signalle r werc
facing one place more than the other.

A 3
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the signal best. adapted to them, whet he r audible or visible,
and whether dist inguis hable by light , colour, or mot ion. No
h ard and fast rules can therefore be laid down, the great merit
of the system recommended being its infinite elasticity, inas­
mu ch as almost aDY single ph enomenon, except perhaps a
sn eeze or an avalan che, can be pressed int o the service.

The following suggestions, however, may be found
useful :-

(1) Vi mal signals (oth er than' light signals ').-In waving
a flag or othe r obj ect the sender should squarely face the
object ive, and should wave his' dots' as high and wide as
possible. Except a t short distances, anything so small as a
pocket-handkerchief fastened to an axe will be of lit tle use;
a shir t or coat would be better. An object hoisted and
lowered will make a good dot, but in the case of a flag
regard must be had to the wind, with a view to t he surface
bein g fully displayed to the receiver. A large flat thing (like
a hut door) alternately shown and laid down , or presented
f aceways and edgeways, might perh aps serve . Where appa­
ra tus is available, a collapsing drum, or a kind of Venetian
shutter, have been found usefu l contrivances.

In all cases the object used should contrast with t he
background as seen by the re ceiver. This background may
be as certained by the sender if he looks back along a stick
carefully pointed at the obj ective. An opaque object, how­
ever pale in colour, will probably show dark, and will

,?ert ainly not show light, ag ains t a light sky or against snow
In sun.

(2) Light signals.- In signalling by flashes the beam of
light, whether fr om lamp or mirror, should be kept steadi ly
directed on the objective, and the dots should be caused by the
removal and interposition of som e sufficient screen, I e.g., the
human body. Any two rather pointed objects will serve as
sights. . They should be set up firmly, and at a convenient
h eight, not less than two feet apart, their tips being in a true
line bearing on the obj ective, and the hind sight being t he
smaller of the two; and the beam should be kept so directed
that the shadow ofthe tip of the bind sight remains exactly on
the tip of the fore sight. They should be adj ust ed with the
utm ost possible accuracy, as a slight er ror is mu ltiplied by
di vergence, an d it is impor tant that they sho uld be so fixed
as not to be liable t o disp lacement , whethe r by melting
snow, or a porter wa ndering in t he dark, or any other

I Thi s is th e principle of the he liostat. Of course, if a heliograph is avail ­
able, it will be used in the ord inary way.
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animal. If ther e is any prospect of night signalli ng being
necessary , the signaller should not forget that the si~hts

can be much more easily adjusted by day than in failing
light. H e will therefore beforehand, when circumstances
adm it (e.g., before leaving a cam p to which he in tend s to
return), establish his sights in bearing upon the point, if
any, t u whi ch an appeal for help may, in case of ne ed, be
made . At su itable distances a lamp may be waved, like a
flag .

If working by reflect ed sunlight, constant attention will
be foun d necessary to keep the mirror beam truly directed
as the sun moves ; if t be party comp rises two or more persons,
one man should devote himself entirely to this. The mirror
need not be more than three or four in ches in diameter. It
should be held very steady, resting on an axe-head or other
firm support.

When t he sun is at all behi nd t he sender, t wo mirrors
must be used, one facing the sun, the other facing th e
objective, as before directed; but the inclination of the
former mi r ror alone nee d be var ied to su it the sun, the latter
mir ror bei ng used to pass on along t he sigh t -tips the beam
reflec ted into it from the former mirror. Care must be
t aken to keep t he centres of both mirrors as nearly as
poss ible in their or ig inal posit ions.

(3) With regar d t o signals by sound, perhaps no more
ca n be said than that they will not always in t hemselves t ell
t he receiver the exa ct position of th e send er. Every effor b '
sho uld therefore be made t o supplement t hem by visual
signals.

In all signals regularity of imieroa l. i s of the utmost impor­
tance, both as reqards intervals between dots, and as reqards the
, rt~inute1:nte'rva,[s ' between the series.

As to a subsidiary or more extended system of signalling',
the sub-committee did not , as a lready stated, make any
express recommendati on on this point. But whe re parties
desire to comm un icate more fully, the Morse code (a com­
pound of short and long signs, or dots and dashes, t he dash
being three times as long as the dot I) is, it is submitted,
much the best, and for t he following reasons, viz. :-

(a) It can be expressed by the same means as the distress­
signal.

I I n using th e Morse cod e th e dots and dashes composing any let t er must
be given oontinuously, a pause being made between let t ers, an d eac h word being
answered by a sin gl e da sh. Full instructions will be found in the 1Jlamlal of
A rm y Signalling, wh ich can be bought at Stanford 's, price I s.
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(b) It is not peculiar to any nationality.
(c) It has in finite capabil ities, compr ising the whole

alphabet.
(d) And yet, by us ing abbreviations (e.g., single letters),

any short privat e system can be pre-arran ged.
On the ot her hand, t ho ugh easy to learn and easy to

send, it requires mu ch practice to read well. P robab ly i t
will be found ad visabl e that all hu ts, in view of possibl e
sources of help , should be f urnished with printed instructions
in several languages, and a copy of the Morse code, togethe r
with the best suitable means according to the locality of making
the di stress-signal. P roper sights, per manently adjusted,
might be set up at such places, and also at convenient spots
at t he sources of help .'

Lastly, t he sub-com mittee are anxious to point out that
nothing in t he ir recommendations will prevent indi vidual s
f rom makin g use, for their own purposes, of any form of
signal, such as semaphore, flags, &c., whi ch may be conve­
nient und er particul ar circumstances.

I n mak ing their report t he sub-com mittee did not forget
t hat probabl y in a great majori ty of cases no signal at all will
be practicable. The need will generallyarisp. in bad weather;
or at great distances from visible sources of hel p, i f not in
lonely spots quite out of sight and hear ing; or in case s of
injury or exha ustion; or even all these drawbacks may exist
t ogether. But if only one life in twenty years may poss ibly
be saved, the exper iment will be worth tryin g ; an d it is to
be hoped that the Alpine Club will lose no t ime in leading
t he way in this, as it h~s done in so many othe r matt ers , for
the good of mountaineers and travellers. Every guide should
be imperatively required to underst and the signa l and its
application .

H . G. W .
Malrch, 1894.

I I t has been suggested that certain hou rs should be chosen at which, by
preference, signals should be made, and special look-out kept . Thi s, however,
appears to be a matter for local arrangem ent. '



APPENDIX.

Report of the Sub -Committee appointed to consider the
Question of Signalling on the Mountains.

T HE sub-committee have carefully considered the question submitted
to th em for consideration, and beg to report as follows :-

In their opinion it is desirable-

1. That a single signal, implying distress and want of help, should be
approved by the Alpine Club and recommended for adoption generally
in all other A.lpine and mountai neering clubs or associations.

n. That thi s signal should be of the simplest character possible, not
liable to be mistaken for any other, and that it be suitable for use
during the day , night, or in fog.

lIT. That in their opinion the form of communication best adapted
for th e purpose is an intermittent signal recurring, or interru pted, at
regular intervals of ten seconds-i.e., repeated six times in the minute
- dur ing alt ernate minutes, any means whatever being used to attract
attention in the first instance, if necessary.

IV. That th e 'answer ' (if any ) be a similar signal, but at t wenty­
seconds' interval-i.e., three times a minute.

They submit that the advantages of this form of communication lie
in its wide applicab ility, any meth od being permissible by whic h
intermittent signals can be made. For instance (witho ut entering into
minute details) , such signals may be made (a) during the day by the
movement of any suitable article-such as a flag, or an extemporised
flag- or by th e alternate exposur e and concealment of any conspicuous
object, or of a flash of reflected sunlight ; (b) at night by th e similar
movement, or th e concealment and exposure, of a light ; and (c ) at
any time, under fav ourab le circumstances, by th e employment of sound
on the same principle.

The sub-committee have considered the advisability of employing
a different signal to imply safety, or' all well,' and they are unani-
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mouslyof opinion that this is unnecessary, and would tend to con­
fusion.

The sub.committee are of opinion that if a general consensus of
opinion in favour of this proposal is obtained from other Alpine clubs,
endeavours should be made to insure its wide adoption, and that all
hotels in mountain districts and all huts should be provided with a
description of the distr ess-signal and hints as to the various methods
in which it may be employed.

The sub-committee desire to point out that the signal r ecommende d
has the further advantage that it may be extended to alm ost any
degr ee by the employment of the Morse code, without leading to any
confusion or possibility of mistake.

The sub-committee further r ecommend that dur ing the ensuing
session an evening should be set apart for the reading of papers on the
subject, and a discussion at a general meeting of the Club.

l
e. T. DENT.

(S' d) H. G. W ILLINK.
igne F ELIX O. SCHUSTER.

E. D. L AW.

To the President and Committee of the Alpine Club.
JanUll/l'1I 12, 1894.
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