
The first message 
sent by Morse 

code’s dots and dashes 
across a long distance 
traveled from 
Washington, D.C., to 
Baltimore on Friday, 
May 24, 1844 – 180 
years ago. It signaled 
the first time in 
human history that 
complex thoughts 
could be 
communicated at long 
distances almost 

instantaneously. Until then, people had to have 
face-to-face conversations; send coded messages 
through drums, smoke signals and semaphore 
systems; or read printed words.

Thanks to Samuel F.B. Morse, communication 
changed rapidly, and has been changing ever faster 
since. He invented the electric telegraph in 1832. It 
took six more years for him to standardize a code 
for communicating over telegraph wires. In 1843, 
Congress gave him US$30,000 to string wires 
between the nation’s capital and nearby 
Baltimore. When the line was completed, he 
conducted a public demonstration of long-distance 
communication.
Morse wasn’t the only one working to develop a 
means of communicating over the telegraph, but 
his is the one that has survived. The wires, 
magnets and keys used in the initial 
demonstration have given way to smartphones’ 

on-screen keyboards, but Morse code has remained 
fundamentally the same, and is still – perhaps 
surprisingly – relevant in the 21st century. 
Although I have learned, and relearned, it many 
times as a Boy Scout, an amateur radio operator 
and a pilot, I continue to admire it and strive to 
master it.

Easy Sending

Morse’s key insight in constructing the code was 
considering how frequently each letter is used in 
English. The most commonly used letters have 
shorter symbols: “E,” which appears most often, is 
signified by a single “dot.” By contrast, “Z,” the 
least used letter in English, was signified by the 
much longer and more complex “dot-dot-dot 
(pause) dot.”

In 1865, the International Telecommunications 
Union changed the code to account for different 
character frequencies in other languages. There 
have been other tweaks since, but “E” is still “dot,” 
though “Z” is now “dash-dash-dot-dot.”
The reference to letter frequency makes for 
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Morse Code Celebrates 
180 Years and Counting

The elegantly simple code works whether flashing a spotlight or blinking your eyes
—or even tapping on a smartphone touchscreen

By Eddie King, The Conversation
From The Smithsonian Magazine, May 21, 2019

Samuel F.B. Morse 

continued on page 4
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Local Chapter Members: Members of local chapters 
should send all correspondence regarding address changes, 
membership renewals and similar information to their local 
Chapter Secretary/Treasurer. If you do not know your 
Chapter Secretary/Treasurer, please inquire with the 
International Secretary/Treasurer to obtain the necessary 
contact information.

Your Articles and Stories: MTC is always looking for 
original photographs, stories and articles about your 
experiences in telegraphy or radiotelegraphy. Please send 
articles and news stories to the Editor of Dots & Dashes.

Telegraph Talks and Demonstrations: If you or your 
local chapter should schedule any demonstrations, talks or 
other special events, please notify the International President 
so he can publish your event in our on-line calendar.
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If notifying MTC about a deceased 
member (Silent Key), please notify:

Jim Wilson
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North Garden, VA. 22959
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(434) 245-7041

Note: If possible, please include a 
copy of an obituary and other 

available information about his/her 
career and relationship to telegraphy 

and/or the telegraph industry.

Donations of telegraph instruments, 
telegraph ephemera, historical 

materials or requests for assistance 
with museum exhibits, telegraph 

demonstrations, or other 
consultation should be directed to:

James Wades
International President,

Morse Telegraph Club, Inc.
Buchanan, MI. 49107

jameswades@gmail.com
(269) 548-8219



Want to see more?

Join MTC and get each issue
as well as access to the Dots

& Dashes archives.

Join online 

or use form on next page.
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2024 Membership Application/Renewal 

 

Name:____________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Address:__________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

City:___________________________________  State/Province:_____________ Postal Code:_____________ 

 

Telephone (with area code): _____________________________________________ 

 

E-mail: ______________________________________________________________ 

 

Background for possible inclusion in Dots & Dashes. Please submit information about your background, or 

interest in telegraphy. Use a blank page for continuation. Radio amateurs, please provide call sign:  

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

______________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

DUES – Dots & Dashes $20  E-copy________, Postal and E-copy$25.00________ 

 

Dues amount enclosed: US$ ____________ 

Donation:                       US$ _____________(Dots & Dashes, Special Education Projects, Museum, Publicity)  

Total amount enclosed: US$ _____________ 

 

Please submit your check made payable to “Morse Telegraph Club, Inc.” to: 

 

Morse Telegraph Club 

PO Box 181591  

Coronado, CA. 92178 

 

Thank you for your support of the Morse Telegraph Club!! 

 


