
  
 

 

Antietam National 
Battlefield 

National Park Service 
U.S. Department of the Interior 

Method:  Students will work together in groups to send and receive messages using
signal flags that they have made. 

Objectives: At the end of the activity, the students will:  
 Have an increased understanding of the role of the Signal Corps during

the Civil War;  
 Be able to send and receive messages using signal flags and cipher disks.

Materials: Signal Flags, Cipher Disks, printed copies of “The Signal Corps” web
page, attached handouts including “Signal Department” message sheet, historic
photographs, quotes, and drawings. 

Curriculum Links:  UCLA, National Center For History in the Schools, Era 5:  
Civil War and Reconstruction.  Standard 2A The student understands how the 
resources of the Union and Confederacy affected the course of the war.  
http://www.nchs.ucla.edu/Standards/us-history-content-standards/us-era-
5#section-2.

Flags that Talk Lesson Plan

 Introduce the Battle of Antietam by 
referring to the 2-page history of the
battle and the battle map. 

 Explain to the students that one way that 
the armies were able to gather
information and communicate during
and after the battle was to use signal
flags.

 Have students read the “Signal Corps”
(http://www.nps.gov/anti/historyculture
/signal.htm) handout and show them the 
photograph of the Civil War signal
stations.

 Explain that the students will be making
their own signal flags and cipher disks
and will then send and receive messages
the way the Civil War soldiers did.
Signal flags can be made like the originals
by taking a two foot square of white
fabric and sewing a square of 8” red
fabric in the center.  Sew two narrow ties
of hemmed fabric to the top of the flag
and two to the bottom.  Use these ties to
attach the flag to a broom handle or long 
dowel.  Alternately, small flags can be
made out of white and red paper.

 Copy the cipher disk page to card stock.
Have the students cut out the cipher disk

and attach the two circles with the 
smaller one on top using a metal-push 
through clasp. 

 Students will divide into small groups. 
Each group will have a flag, cipher disk, 
“Signal Department” message sheet, 
and pencils.  Make sure everyone has 
their cipher disks lined up on the same 
“code.”   i.e. A  = 11 or B = 2122.

 Tell the students to write down the left
and right flag signals as they are received.
Then they should translate those lefts
and rights into ones and twos, and then
into letters. A left is a “one” on the 
cipher disk and a right is a “two” on the
disk.  (See drawing for “left motion” and
“right motion”).  Remind students that
the lefts and rights come from the
perspective of the person sending the 
message (see drawing).

 When sending a message, students
should pause briefly between each letter 
holding the flag vertically.  They should 
dip the flag straight down once at the
end of a word, twice at the end of a
sentence, and three times at the end of a 
message (see drawing of “three or front”
motion).

Procedure: 

   Time:  45 Minutes to One Hour (more if  

you sew your own flags) 

   Suggested Age: 6th-8th Grade 

   Group Size:  4 or more Students 

   Subjects:  Social Studies, Language Arts,  

Home Economics 

   Skills:  Listening, Cooperation, 

Observing, Comunication, Sewing 





HEADQUARTERS  
Army of the Potomac 

Signal Department Message Sheet 

____________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________ 



2222 
122 

1222 

221 

222 

1212 

1111 

1112 

1 

1221 

22 

2211 
2121 

211 12 
2 

2212 

112 

1122 

121 

2122 

11 

111 

2111 

2112 

1121 
21 

2221 

Cipher Disk Inner Wheel 

a 
b 

c 

d 

e 

f 

g 

h 

i 

j 

k 

l 

m 
no

p 

q 

r 

s 

t 

U 

v 

w 

x 

y 

z 

and 
ing 

Cipher Disk Outer Wheel 



Library of Congress, Alexander Gardner, August or September 1862, photograph, "Signal tower on Elk 
Mountain, Maryland, overlooking the battlefield of Antietam."





Signal Flag Equipment (Different flag colors were used based on weather conditions

and surroundings.  The flag that would be most visible was used). 



Messages from the Mountain Signal Station to General 
McClellan during and after the Battle of Antietam 

September 17  
From the Mountain 
I think the (illegible) enemy have completely flanked Burnside and are 
driving in our left rapidly. 
Major. 

September 17 
4:00 P.M. 
Rebel Cavalry are retreating towards Shepherdstown. 
By signals from Mountain 
Wm. S. Sykes (?) 
Adjt, Signal Corps 

By signals from the Mountain 
September 18, 1862 
8 am 
Off to General McClellan 
The indications of infantry are a line of smoke where the line of 
flanking fire appeared on Burnside’s flank last evening. 
Lieut. Camp (?) 
Forwarded by 
B.F. Fisher 
Signal Officer 

Sept 18 2:45 PM 
Another column of infantry moves into the woods west of Sharpsburg 
and nothing to our Right. Two or three regiments. 
Signed 
Major A.J. Myer 
From Mountain Station 

Off to General McClellan 
From Mountain Station, 4:15 pm 
Small clouds of dust moving easterly on south side of the Potomac 
A.J. Myer 
Signal Officer 

Off to McClellan, from Mountain Station 
September 18, 1862 
The enemy’s smoke show plainly that they hold a front about 3 miles 
south of Shepherdstown, I think it is on the Potomac, a smoke extends 
from Shepherdstown to Sharpsburg, thence north and east towards 
west of Sharpsburg to about 3 miles north of that place, the smoke is 
most dense in the woods directly west of Sharpsburg, I can see no line 
of battle opposite Burnside’s left between Antietam Creek and the 
river from Sharpsburg to Shepherdstown. 




