Signal Corps history

The following article may not be republished or reproduced without the express written consent of John E. Hoover (copyright

1983).

The

Southern
Connection

by Maj. Gen. John E. Hoover, US Army retired

Itis always difficult to gain accept-
ance for a new system or concept in the
Army. When Albert J. Myer, an As-
sistant Surgeon, attempted to intro-
duce his new system of “signalizing”’ to
the US Army, he encountered a host of
difficulties.

It was 1860 and Myer was a sur-
geon with only six years experience in
the Army. At 32, he was a major who
had been promoted over senior captains
with much greater experience, some of
whom had been on active duty for as
long as Myer had been alive. He was
also the first and only Signal Officerin
any army.

The tiny US Army, which was run
by a handful of ancient men with a
lifetime of service, was not exactly fer-
tile soilfor new ideas and new systems.
These complications were further com-
pounded by the “Southern Connec-
tion.” By a remarkable turn of events,
during the period 1854-60 when Myer
was developing and testing his system,
he came in contact almost exclusively
with officers soon destined to provide
leadership to the Confederacy. During
this time, the record shows that his
work came to the attention of only one
officer who was to attain seniorrank in
the Union Army.

These contacts with Southerners
began soon after Myer’s first assign-
ment in 1854 to Fort Duncan, Texas,
near Eagle Pass on the Rio Grande.! In
those days the Texas frontier was a
challenging place to be. The Indians
were on the rampage, the Army was
trying to fight mounted Indians pri-
marily with Infantry, and most Army
units were sadly understrength. At Fort
Chadbourne, Texas, Company C of the
2nd Dragoons had an average of
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twenty men present for duty, and they
were commanded by the Post Surgeon.2

After only amonth at Fort Duncan,
Myer set out for Fort Davis near El
Paso. The route led to the northwest
through Fort Clark where it appears
that Myer first met Lt. J.E.B. Stuart,
soon to be a Confederate major general.
Myer spent almost a year at Fort Davis,
much of that time in the field with the
troops on scouting expeditions. He re-
turned to Fort Duncan in December
1855, where among other duties, he
again accompanied scouting parties
into the field. It was from Fort Duncan,
on 1 October 1856, that Myer wrote
Secretary of War Jefferson Davis,
querying the War Department as to its
interest in his system of military
signals.?

For those who have encountered
the myth that Myer got the idea for his
system from watching the Indians sig-
naling to each other, remember this: as
a medical student and apprentice tele-
grapher, Myer had developed the con-
cept for a system of communications
for the deaf by 1851. In effect, he trans-
lated the dots and dashes of the electri-
cal telegraph to motions of the finger or
hand to the right or left of a reference
point, thus providing a visual commu-
nications system. He also pointed out
that the same results could be attained
by touching the top of a table for a short
or longer interval. Furthermore, the
system could be used in the dark by
varying the legth of time that pressure
was applied to the surface of the skin.
Even at this early date, Myer made
enquires about the military applica-
tions of his system. Clearly, it took a
man with an innovative mind and con-
siderableimagination to make this sort

of conversion and application. For such
aman, the advantages of his signaling
system to those infantrymen chasing
mounted Indians over the high plains
of Texas must have been fairly obvious.

At about the time of Myer’s return
to Fort Duncan, the Second Cavalry
was deployed to Texas from Jefferson
Barracks Missouri. This regiment, offi-
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The first Battle of Bull Run was important and bloody, and Army signalmen under
the command of Lt. E. Porter Alexander played a critical role in the outcome. They
were members not of the US Army but of the Confederate Army.

cered by men hand-picked by Jefferson
Davis, was known as “Jeff Davis’s
Own.” It was to be distributed widely
over the Texas frontier during the next
several years. While encounters there
between the officers of the Second
Cavalry and Myer do not appear in the
record, certainly he must have met
some of them. In any event, they shared

ARMY COMMUNICATOR

the same sort of combat experience in
the Indian warfare on the Texas fron-
tier. The original roster of the Second
Cavalry included four of the eight men
destined to be full generals in the
Confederate Army: Albert Sidney
Johnston, Robert E. Lee, E. Kirby
Smith and John Bell Hood. Initial as-
signments to the regiment also in-

cluded William J. Hardee, later lieu-
tenant general, C.S.A.; Earl Van Dorn
and Charles W. Field, who became
Confederate major generals; and three
others destined to be brigadier generals
in the C.S.A.5

Secretary of War Davis did notlook
with favor on Myer’s proposal in 1856,
but he left the cabinet after the election
of that year. And in 1857, Myer man-
aged to get his proposal presented to
the new Secretary of War, John B.
Floyd, late Governor of Virginia and
soon to be a major general in the Con-
federate Army. Floyd was very recep-
tive. He kept Myer, who was in the East
on leave, on the East Coast through the
remainder of 1857 and 1858, allowing
him time to prepare for the presenta-
tion of his ideas to a board of officers.®

On 28 February 1859, Col. Samuel
Cooper, the Adjutant General, notified
the appointees to — and issued instruc-
tions for — a board of officers to ex-
amine Myer’s proposal for a system of
military signaling. Cooper, who had
been commissioned in the Army in
1815, was to become the senior general
in the Confederate Army and serve for
the duration of the war as the Adjutant
and Inspector General. The board was
composed of Lit. Col. Robert E. Lee of
the Second Cavalry (also on leave from
Texas), Maj. Benjamin Huger of the
Ordnance Department, and Capt.
Israel C. Woodruff of the Topograph-
ical Engineers.” While Lee needs no
introduction, Huger, who is less well
known, was also to become a major
general in the Confederate Army.

The board’s report on Myer’s pro-
posal recommended that experiments
be carried out to validate the operation
of the system. Cooper advised Myer
that he was to work directly under the
War Department, taking his instruc-
tions from Cooper during the conduct
of the tests.®

After completing some initial test-
ing at Fort Monroe, Virginia, Myer pro-
ceeded to New York City. One of the
officers who assisted him there was Lt.
Cadmus Wilcox, who would soon be
commanding a division in the Con-
federate Army.? Later he found a young
officer at West Point, Lt. E. Porter
Alexander, who agreed to help him
with further tests. Alexander was born
in Washington, Georgia, and was to
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become a brigadier general in the Con-
federate Army. During October, Novem-
ber, and December 1859, the testing of
the system was completed in the New
York Harbor area.'®

In February 1860, Secretary of War
Floyd wrote Senator Jefferson Davis,
who had become Chairman of the Mili-
tary Affairs Committee, recommend-
ing the adoption of Myer’s system and
the appointment of a Signal Officer to
the staff of the army. Floyd indicated
that Myer and Alexander were avail-
able to testify before the Committee,
and they did so on 23 February 1860.!!

Senator Davis recognized the value
of Myer’s system and was not opposed
to its introduction into the Army. How-
ever, he did oppose adding a Signal Of-
ficer to the Army Staff because he felt
that it would ultimately lead to a new
branch of the service. He felt that the
supervision of the system should be
given to some established branch or
office. Furthermore, Davis believed
that if the Signal Officer position were
established (the rank of major was
being considered), Myer would prob-
ably get it. He was strongly opposed to
the relatively young Myer being pro-
moted over the heads of all the senior
captains in the army. Despite this op-
position by Davis, the Senate finally
passed the Army Appropriation Bill
which included authorization for the
addition of a Signal Officer to the staff
of the Army.'?

Myer was appointed to the post,
and a few months later he got a most
interesting letter from Lt. J.E.B. Stuart,
now stationed in the Kansas Territory.
In view of the contents of this letter, itis
interesting to speculate as to whatideas
and experiences these two lieutenants
(Assistant Surgeon Myer’s rank was
equivalent to a first lieutenant) must
have shared when they were together
in the vicinity of F't. Clark, Texas, some
six years before. Among other things,
Stuart’s letter predicted just what Sen-
ator Davis feared — a separate Signal
Corps in the Army, which was to hap-
pen some three years later! Stuart wrote
that he wanted to be put on the list of
applicants for the Signal Corps (then
non-existant), which he felt had to be
increased to include a colonel, a lieu-
tenant colonel, two majors and eight
captains.!? :
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FIRST BULL RUN
CAMPAIGN

Situation 11:30 A.M,, 21 July 186l
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At about 7 a.m. Bee and Bartow were ordered from their reserve position near

Early to reinforce Cocke.

By October, Myer had reported to
Col. T.T. Fauntleroy, another Souther-
ner, who commanded the Department
of New Mexico with headquarters in
Santa Fe. There, he again ran into
Cadmus Wilcox. He was immediately
ordered to Fort Defiance, Arizona,
where he joined a column commanded
by Capt. Lafayette McLaws, another
soon to be division commander in the
Confederate Army. McLaws’ column
was a part of the force commanded by
Lt. Col. E.R.S. Canby, which had been
committed against the Navajo Indians
(Canby seems to be about the only offi-
cer who became familiar with Myer
and his system who was destined for
senior rank in the Union Army). Canby
assigned Myer the necessary officers
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and men for training, but Myer had
difficulty retaining the officers detailed
for this duty. This problem initiated a
correspondence with the Assistant Ad-
jutant of the Department, Dabney
Maury, another future Confederate
major general.!* Despite his problems,
Myer was able to field an effective Sig-
nal party when Canby took the field on
25 November 1860. This was the first
employment of Myer’s system in actual
operations in the field. According to
Canby, this first trial of the system was
a complete success. He reported to de-
partmental headquarters that he had
“discharged his guides and spies,” and
that Myer’s Signal party was so well
organized and effective that it would
not be necessary to replace them.'?
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With the outbreak of the Civil War,
Myer was ordered back to the East.
After his return, he began training Sig-
nal personnel at Ft. Monroe, Virginia.16
In the meantime, when Georgia se-
ceded, Lt. Alexander, who had been
Myer’s original principal assistant,
resigned from the US Army and made
his way to Richmond where he was
commissioned a Captain of Engineers
in the Confederate Army.!”

Jefferson Davis, who had been the
Secretary of War to whom Myer ini-
tially submitted his proposal, was now
the President of the Confederacy. As
Chairman of the Senate Military
Affairs Committee, he had been in-
volved in the debates on the establish-
ment of a Signal Officer in the Army;
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At about the same time Jackson was ordered from his position near Early to take
pposition between Cocke Bonham.

he had studied Myer’s proposal and
was thoroughly familiar with the test-
ing of the system. He clearly under-
stood its value and took immediate
steps to capitalize on Alexander’s exper-
tise. Despite a severe shortage of en-
gineer officers, Alexander was directed
to set up a small factory in Richmond
for the manufacture of Signal appa-
ratus. When this task was completed,
he was ordered to report to General
Beauregard at Manassas, where he was
to establish a Signal Service in support
of Beauregard’s army.!8

Alexander’s activities were cer-
tainly notinhibited by the fact that the
senior general in the Confederate Army
was soon to be Samuel Cooper, the
former Adjutant General of the US

Army, who had been directly involved
in all of the War Department activities
concerning the testing and evaluation
of Myer’s system. He had become a firm
believer in the system and a strong
advocate. As amatter of fact, by the fall
of 1861, he had a “Department of
Signals” functioning under his super-
vision as the Adjutant and Inspector
General of the Confederate Army.18
Another influential person in
Richmond in those days was Gen.
Robert E. Lee, who was soon to become
the Military Advisor to President Davis
and then Commander of the Army of
Northern Virginia. Lee, of course, had
served as the President of the Board of
Officers which had reviewed Myer’s
system for the US Army. He and Myer
had served on the Texas frontier at the
same time, and they probably shared a
common appreciation of the value of
Myer’s system as applied to the Indian

warfare in that area.

With this sort of appreciation and
support at the highest levels of the
Confederate government and Army,
Alexander encountered very little diffi-
culty in accomplishing his mission. He
got his Signal factory established in a
very short time and then reported to
Beauregard at Manassas. There he re-
cruited and trained his Signal person-
nel, reconnoitered the ground, and
chose his Signal stations to support the
Confederate position. He deployed his
men before the battle, now known as
the First Battle of Bull Run, or
Manassas, depending on your point of
view. Alexander was ready on the morn-
ing of the 21st of July when the attack
began, and he played a critical role in
the outcome.20

As Alexander, from his Signal sta-
tion on the Wilcoxen farm east of
Manassas (see sketch)?! observed
through his glass the flag of the station
near the Van Ness house on the left, he
stated ... the sun being low in the east
behind me, my eye was caught by a
glitter in this narrow band of green, I
recognized it at once as the reflection of
the morning sun from a brass field
piece. Closer serutiny soon revealed the
glittering of bayonets and musket
barrels.”22

Thus, at about 8:45 in the morning,
Alexander had discovered McDowell’s
turning movement around the Confed-
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erate left. Within a few minutes he had
notified Evans, the commander on the
extreme left, and Generals Beauregard
and Johnston, the senior Confederate
commanders on the field (an utterly
impossible feat prior to the introduc-
tion of the new signal system). The
simultaneous arrival at Evans’ head-
quarters of a courier with Alexander’s
warning and a member of his own
picketing force reporting enemy forces
at Sudley Springs convinced Evans
that he was in serious trouble. On his
own initiative, he redeployed his forces
to meet this threat.?s Beauregard had
already set some of his reserves in
motion to strengthen his position be-
hind Bull Run. He also took immediate
action to redirect those forces to the left
to counter the Union attack.2* Without
the signaling system, it undoubtedly
would have been hours later before
Evans or Beauregard would have be-
gun to take action to meet the threat on
their left, and the outcome of the battle
might have been quite different. As it
was, the Confederate victory was a
very near thing.

On the Union side, War Depart-
ment orders for Myer to join General
McDowell’s forces were not issued until
the 17th of July, only four days before
the battle began.? Myer did not arrive
at Bull Run until the day of the battle.
Having no signaling capability avail-
able, the Signal Officer of the Army
gerved as an aide to General Tyler for
the remainder of the day.2¢ The situa-
tion facing Myer, which was a sharp
contrast to the one facing Alexander,
was aptly described by Capt. Samuel T.
Cushing, one of Myer’s most able as-
sistants, at a meeting at the old Signal
Camp of Instruction at Georgetown,
D.C., in September, 1892:

“_..The system was the invention
of adoctor—a non-combatant—and the
Corps was officered by lieutenants of
volunteers without prestige. It was ex-
perimental, unknown to students of
war. Previous use of signals had in-
volved myriads of flags or cumbrous
machinery, and it was not easy to
convince the authorities that the sim-
ple processes and equipments adopted
in this system would be either useful or
successful. The thought of detaching
from the fighting forces of the army a
number of officers and men to ‘flop
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flags’ was not, at first, favorably con-
sidered. The allotment of money was
made in the most penurious manner,
and it required super-human energy to
obtain recognition for the Corps until
the enemy had shown, by using signals
at Bull Run, that it was prepared to
adopt the system. . .”%
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Maj. Gen. Hoover received his BS from
the US Military Academy in 1947, his MA
from Georgetown University in 1955, and
did further graduate work at Columbia Uni-
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He retired in 1978 and had then served
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manded a 4000 man Signal Group in Viet-
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that country; he served as the Chief Com-
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Senior US Communications Planner for
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a Signal Battalion in Europe responsible for
supporting Theater Army Headquarters in
the field and served as the Operations Offi-
cer of the Signal Group responsible for
providing communications support to the

' NATO Central Army Group.

He also spent three years as an instruc-
tor at the US Military Academy at West
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