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This year’s annual history day theme was “Communication in History; The Key to 

Understanding.” Communication has been essential in many different elements of life, including 

the more destructive elements, such as warfare. It is necessary for coordination between armies, 

and the nations behind them. There have been many methods of long distance communication 

during war throughout history, with the next one typically more advanced than the previous one. 

The use of the telegraph in the American Civil War particularly caught my attention, with this 

being one of the first cases where forces were able to communicate over vast distances at such a 

rapid pace, through wires. 

To find out information about my topic; the use of the telegraph in the American Civil 

War, I had to look into various sources. Books were particularly helpful to researching my topic 

because even if they were not read from cover to cover, they were loaded with information to 

which I could find or explore a specific aspect of.  I found books by David Homer Bates to be 

extremely helpful, with about three of my sources coming from him.  Bates was the chief 

chronicler of Abraham Lincoln’s telegraph operations, so he not only knew a lot about the 

telegraph in the Civil War but also was a major asset in this war and its use.  Works by Tom 

Wheeler were also useful for helping me to conduct my research.  These two authors helped me a 

lot and I could even see their knowledge  in some of the other sources I saw. Additionally, I was 

enlightened by websites, old newspapers, and telegrams sent during the war. 

In the process of writing my paper I can thank my parents and teachers for helping me 

when I got stuck and needed suggestions.  My Dad helped to find out how to get started on it 

when I could not think and my Mom helped me by looking over my sloppy first draft with me. 

My teachers helped me by giving suggestions on what to do and what not to do.  

 



 

The telegraph was a useful and efficient way for long distance communication during the 

Civil War.   It allowed for the speed to which messages were sent to not be as affected by 

distance as long as there were telegraph lines set up.  In this paper I will be focusing on the 

telegraph and how it was used, and how it made communication in this war so different from 

previous American wars.  

The application of the telegraph in the Civil War was significant because it was one of 

the first times where this method of communication was put into play during a war.  Information 

traveled way faster due to the telegraph, and it was relied upon by a larger degree. The telegraph 

made many aspects in war more efficient and allowed for new ones to emerge.  Our modern day 

methods of communication used during warfare can be traced back to the Civil War and the 

telegraphs influence in it.  
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     Technology is always changing and evolving and the application of it towards warfare widely 

affects how wars are fought. During the American Civil War the influence of communication 

technology through the telegraph changed how generals, military officials, military leaders, 

national leaders, and their forces were able to converse. It allowed for the effective separation of 

communication from transportation,1 and created almost instant transmission for people who 

were miles away, on or off of the battlefield. The application of the telegraph improved the 

ability for long distance communication, therefore changing how the war was able to be fought. 

     The Morse telegraph was first developed in 1844 and by the start of the Civil War civilian 

telegraphic communication had already been established in America,2 just not for the use of war. 

The telegraph’s main purpose was to transmit messages quickly over large distances using long 

and short beeps, dots and dashes, to spell out words in Morse code. During the war, telegraph 

messages were most commonly sent in cipher, and then translated back on the other end of the 

wire. Telegraph operators ran the lines and many were skillful enough that they could send 

multiple words per minute. During this war telegraph lines were put up as forces advanced on the 

battlefield, stringing together the war zone, “boundinging the corps together like a perfect 

nervous system.”3 The Civil War was the first war where America’s military forces applied the 

use of telegraph.  

     Previously in armed conflicts there was not an effective way for the long distance 

transmission of information to be conducted; also the distance of a place affected how long it 

took for information to reach it. There were other methods of communication before the 

telegraph, like mail, signaling, which is useful for disclosing at a shorter range, or having 

1 Carey, James W. “Technology and Ideology: The Case of the Telegraph”  
2 Hagerman, Edward “The American Civil War and the Origins of Modern Warfare; Ideas, Organization, 
and Field Command” 
3 Smithsonian “Plate 73. U.S. Military Telegraph Battery Wagon”  

 



 

someone travel to deliver a message, but these methods of correspondence were not as effective 

for the span of which they needed to travel. News, requests, commands, and general information 

would move through the war zone slowly, sometimes even when it was too late. Pre-telegraph if 

a leader wanted to be involved or have a say in what happened, they would have to be physically 

present on the battlefield. Even the outcomes of battles could take days or weeks to know. The 

telegraph opened up the lines of communication in the Civil War. 

     Before the beginning of the Civil War, America did not  have any telegraph companies 

exclusively for military use, there wasn’t even a line to the War Department Building. When the 

army wanted to send a telegram, they had to send a clerk with a hand written message to stand in 

line at a telegraph office, just like everyone else.4 This however changed with the creation of 

military telegraph companies and telegraph companies that serve the military. Telegraph systems 

such as  the North’s Signal Corps,  and The United States Military Telegraph Corps (USMTC), 

and the South’s Confederate Telegraph Corps emerged5. Telegraph lines were also put up in 

important military installations, like the War Department Building hence improving the speed of 

communication. This was an entirely new aspect of war for America.  Ultimately, the army with 

the more advanced military telegraph platform had the advantage in communication helping 

them win the Civil War. 

     The South, or the Confederacy started, out with some disadvantages. They were originally not 

very open to the telegraph, and they lacked the resources that the North had. They also had less 

materials and personnel than the North, also known as the Union, with about 90 percent of the 

telegraph lines in the U.S. being in the North. As the war progressed they failed to develop their 

telegraph systems as effectively as the North. While the Union strung about 15 hundred miles of 

4 Wheeler, Tom “How the Telegraph Helped Lincoln Win the Civil War” 
5The Confederate Telegraph Company was normally more referred to as the Southern Telegraph 
Company. 

 



 

military telegraph lines during the war, the Confederacy only managed to string about one 

thousand.6 The application of the telegraph to warfare was an entirely new thing for America, 

and having better or less advanced ways of applying it could determine who had the advantage or 

disadvantage in the form of communication. 

     The telegraph enabled for there to be better coordination on the battlefield. With the 

telegraph, military leaders could be in direct contact with each other and their forces. This let 

them communicate and discuss strategy, instructions, needs, and coordinate movements with 

each other, even if they were miles away, or in the chaos of a battle. It allowed for generals to 

change up their battlefield plans and positions while alerting others of it. With the telegraph they 

could be in constant touch with their subordinates and quickly react to changing conditions.7 

General Sherman in his memoirs remarked, “For the rapid transmission of orders in an army 

covering a large space of ground, the magnetic telegraph is by far the best, though habitually the 

paper and pencil, with good mounted orderliness, answer every purpose…. but the value of the 

magnetic telegraph in war cannot be exaggerated, as was illustrated by the perfect concert of 

actions between the armies in Virginia and Georgia during 1864. Hardly a day intervened when 

General Grant did not know the exact state of facts with me, more than fifteen hundred miles 

away as the wires ran.”8  

     This was very different from previous wars in the way that this device endowed for swift 

communication between military leaders out on the field. They could now converse and 

coordinate with each other rapidly in the moment of battle. This ability enabled for the reach and 

the degree to which armies were controlled to be extended and better managed. Even when the 

6 Homer, David Bates “Lincoln in the Telegraph Office: Recollections of the United States Military 
Telegraph Corps During the Civil War” 
7 Hochfelder, David “The Telegraph in America: 1832-1920” 
8 Memoirs of William Tecumseh Sherman, Both Volumes in a Single File 

 



 

forces of the Civil War were spread out, which was constantly, they were still connected and 

well instructed. 

     With the telegraph they were now conversing with each other faster than ever thought 

possible, giving updates and reports rapidly to those acting in the war and also to the general 

public. General Sherman also in his memoirs stated that “messages were sent back and forth 

from our camp … to our telegraph station at the Chattanooga bridge. Of course the glad tidings 

flew on the wings of electricity to all parts of the North, where the people patiently awaited 

news”.9 The telegraph allowed for news to spread faster than in any previous American conflicts, 

which accelerated the rapidity to which people could know the news of victories, defeats, and 

casualties. With this improved ability came the need for censorship. For the first time, at the 

outset of the Civil War, the federal government had to create an apparatus to censor news 

stories.10  

     The telegraph granted for important figures to have insight and influence on what happened 

during the war even if they could not be on the actual battlefield. It empowered field 

commanders to direct battlefield operations, for senior military officials to coordinate strategy 

across great distances, and allowed national leaders, such as Lincoln, to be actively involved and 

informed on what went on in the war, but still able to do their duties of leading their nation. 

Military leaders and national leaders learned how to use the telegraph to coordinate operations 

and strategy, and “the immediacy of electronic messages put the president in his general’s 

tent”11, in the words of Tom Wheeler. Military leaders and national leaders could now quickly 

communicate with each other, while performing their duties and combined insight. 

9 Memoirs of William Tecumseh Sherman, Both Volumes in a Single File 
10 Kielbowicz, Richard B, “The Telegraph Censorship and Politics at the Outset of the Civil War” 
11  Wheeler, Tom “How the Telegraph Helped Lincoln Win the Civil War” 

 



 

          The telegraph was an important tool to Abraham Lincoln in helping him to revolutionize 

his role as President and Commander in Chief. This was one of the first times in a war where a 

leader could be this informed, involved, have this much influence and control without actually 

having to be physically present on the battlefield. How he used it to project his leadership was 

absolutely incredible, and it was one of the first times where a leader would have this ability, 

meaning he had to figure it out on his own.12  

     In previous wars, the national leader would have to be out on the battlefield in order to 

communicate real time and combine national and military leadership. America had fought with 

the heads of government removed though, this meant that field commanders had basically all 

control of what happened. The telegraph allowed for this to change, giving the president the 

ability to communicate with military leaders in the field in almost real time, and at the same time 

with their advisors in strategic discussion, which was basically unheard of in the history of war.13 

The telegraph office in the War Department Building, which Lincoln visited daily, has been 

compared to the White House Situation Room of our day. In this room Lincoln would send and 

receive many telegrams per day, using this device to stay actively involved and informed, 

implementing his leadership. These abilities enhanced how national leaders were able to fight 

this war. Some of the ways that national leaders engage in conflict today can be rooted back to 

the telegraph and Lincoln’s application of it. 

     During American Civil War from May 1, 1861 to June 30, 1865 about 6.5 million messages 

were sent by the USMTC. On average they would cost about 40 cents per message, and together 

they all added up to a cost of about $2,655,000.14 The telegraph continued to be useful for the 

12 Wheeler, Tom “Mr. Lincoln’s T-Mails: The Untold Story of How Lincoln Used the Telegraph to Win the 
Civil War” 
13 PBS “The Telegraph in the Civil War” 
14Essential Civil War Curriculum 

 



 

next century in allowing for the correspondence between people who could be multiple miles 

away. By around the 1900s, it began to be replaced by more modern devices. Though the use of 

it dwindled, the system and the application to which the telegraph was applied was still a major 

base for the next more modern systems. The telegraph was applied for military purposes again in 

World War One and World War Two and proved itself as an asset, even though there were now 

other methods for communication. The telegraph is no longer used, but the notion of the 

telegraph stands metaphorically for many of the inventions that contributed to the modern 

technology and systems now used today.15 The telegraph was a revolutionary device, being one 

of the earliest ways for long distance electronic communication, and application of it in the Civil 

War affected how it was carried out.  

  

15 Carey, James W. “Technology and Ideology: The Case of the Telegraph”  
 

 



 

 

Primary sources 
 
Bates, David Homer, Author, and Alfred Whital Stern Collection Of Lincolniana.  

Diary and daily journal of David Homer Bates. Washington, D.C.: D.H. Bates, to 1865, 
1863. Manuscript/Mixed Material. Retrieved from the Library of Congress, 
<www.loc.gov/item/2011655153/>. 
 
This source is the diary of David Homer Bates. I used it to see how he recorded the 
events of the Civil War. 
 

Bates, David Homer. “Lincoln in the Telegraph Office: Recollections of  
the United States Military Telegraph Corps During the Civil War” Google Books. New 
York The Century CO. 1907. US 6301.398. De Vinne Press, October 1907  
 
This book by David Homer Bates, Manager of the War Department Telegraph Office and 
cipher operator from 1861 to 1866, is about how the military telegraph was essential, and 
how it was used by Lincoln during the civil war. I couldn’t access the whole source 
without paying, but I still got a lot of valuable information that helped me loads on my 
paper. 

 
Bates, David Homer “The Telegraph Goes to War: The Personal Diary of David  

Homer Bates, Lincoln’s Military Telegrapher” Hennepin County Library, Edited by 
Donald E. Markle, Forward by B. Franklin Cooling, E608.B28A 2003, 2003001740, 
Edmonston Publishing Inc. Hamilton, New York, 2003, June 1 

 
This book is David Homer Bates Diary with a forward by B. Franklin Cooling. I used this 
source to get valuable information about the use of the telegraph during the civil war 
 

Chicago Tribune. (Chicago, IL) 17 Apr. 1865, p. 1. Retrieved from the Library of  
Congress, www.loc.gov/item/sn82014064/1865-04-17/ed-1/.  
 
This newspaper contained news about Secretary Stanton, Lincoln’s assassination, Booth, 
Fords Theater, plans for Lincoln’s funeral, and Andrew Johnson. This source was useful 
to me because some of this news was delivered by telegraph. 
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Grant, Ulysses S. “The Civil War Memoirs of Ulysses S. Grant” Apple Books,  

Afterword by Thomas Fleming, 2001054726, Tom Doherty Association LLC 175 Fifth 
Avenue New York, N.Y. 10010, First published 1885, republished March 20, 2002 
 
This book contains the memoirs of Union General Ulysses S. Grant. In his memoirs 
Grant sometimes mentioned the telegraph, which is what I used to learn more about how 
it was used, and as proof of its importance in the civil war. 

 
Learning Lincoln On-line Set Three- Civil War Studies, learningable.info. 133 

https://lincolnasgreatcommunicator.wordpress.com/telegrams/telegram-to-general-grant-a
ugust-17-1864/ 
This source includes a telegraph that Lincoln sent to Grant, telling him to “ hold on with a 
bulldog grip”. It also has some background information on that telegram. I used this 
source to see this important civil war telegraph. 
 

.“Old Time Work by Wire: The Brilliant Record of the Special  
Correspondents” The American Civil War: A collection of free online primary sources, 
The Brooklyn Daily Eagle, Page 3, Quarterly Semi Annual, Volume 51, Number 212, 
August 2, 1891 
https://bklyn.newspapers.com/image/50449854/?terms=Telegraph&match=1  
 
This newspaper talked about the telegraph, telegraph operators, and the dangers they 
faced. It also talked about some specific instances during the civil war where telegraph 
operators were very helpful. This newspaper helped me to learn about telegraph 
operators, their jobs, and how they were helpful.  
 

Sherman, William Tecumseh “Memoirs of General W. T. Sherman, both volumes in a  
single file” Apple Books, B & R Samizdat Express 
 
This book contains the memoirs of General Sherman. I used it to see how he used the 
telegraph as a general, and to see how it was useful. 
 

Telegraph from Abraham Lincoln. Telegraph to General Ulysses S.  
Grant. “Lincoln as the Great Communicator'' Courtesy of National Archives on 
Wordpress.com, telegraph sent August 17, 1864 
https://lincolnasgreatcommunicator.files.wordpress.com/2013/10/lincoln-to-grant-august-
17-1864.gif  
 

 

https://lincolnasgreatcommunicator.wordpress.com/telegrams/telegram-to-general-grant-august-17-1864/
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https://bklyn.newspapers.com/image/50449854/?terms=Telegraph&match=1
https://lincolnasgreatcommunicator.files.wordpress.com/2013/10/lincoln-to-grant-august-17-1864.gif
https://lincolnasgreatcommunicator.files.wordpress.com/2013/10/lincoln-to-grant-august-17-1864.gif


 

In this telegram Lincoln was telling Grant to keep his hold fiercely. I used this source to 
learn more about telegrams that were sent and I got to see this important one. 
 

 
 
Telegraph from General F. J. Porter. Telegraph to T. S. C. Lowe and Brig.  

“Battle of Manassas”. Manuscript Division, Library of Congress, 124A.4 November 30, 
1861 
https://www.loc.gov/exhibits/treasures/tr22c.html#obj6  
 
This was a telegraph message sent during the battle of Manassas. I used it to learn what 
written telegraph messages looked like. 
 

Townsend, George Alfred. “Morse: The Romance of the Invention of the  
Telegraph; It was Worked Out by a Poor Portrait Painter; How Idiotic Statesmen Giggled 
Over It.” Library of Congress, The Bismarck Weekly Tribune, Page 7, March 16, 1883 
https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn85042331/1883-03-16/ed-1/seq-7/#date1=1861
&index=4&rows=20&words=Telegraph+telegraph+telegraphing+telegraphs&searchTyp
e=basic&sequence=0&state=&date2=1886&proxtext=Telegraph+&y=0&x=0&dateFilter
Type=yearRange&page=1  
 
In this newspaper they are interviewing one of Morse’s friend’s sons, and he is telling 
them about how Morse came to invent the telegraph. This newspaper helped me to learn 
how the telegraph came to be, and about the steps to make it, including the steps of those 
who helped to create the possibility of eventually developing a telegraph. 

 
“Twenty-Seventh Congress. Sess. 3 CH. 84. 1843 Chap. LXXXIV- An Act to Test the  

Practicality of Establishing a System of Electro-Magnetic Telegraphs by the United 
States” Library of Congress, United States Congress, Approved March 3, 1843 
https://www.loc.gov/law/help/statutes-at-large/27th-congress/session-3/c27s3ch84.pdf 
 
This is an act passed by congress giving $30,000 to Morse for an experimental line. I 
used this source to see how Morse’s telegraph was approved and funded. 
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Taylor & Francis. 
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This source was about the telegraph’s effects. I used this source to learn more about the 
telegraph’s effects and the reason for them. 
 

Coe, Lewis “The Telegraph: A History of Morse’s Invention and Its Predecessors in  
the United States” Google Books, reprint of the library bound edition, a 780786 418084, 
McFarland & Company Inc. Publishers, 2003, November 26 
 
This book was about the development of the telegraph and its effect. I used this source to 
find out about the steps over many years taken to develop the telegraph. I couldn’t access 
the whole book without buying it though. 
 

Coggins, Jack “Arms and Equipment of the Civil War” Google Books, 2003067423,  
Dover Edition, Dover Publications, first published 1962, republished 2012, March 7 
 
This book was about weapons, equipment, and technology used during the civil war. I 
use a few pages focusing on the military telegraph and signaling during the civil war to 
help me with my paper. 
 

David Homer Bates - Biographies - The Civil War in America | Exhibitions -  
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This source talked about four types of major global communications and their use since 
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This source helped me to better understand how the telegraph was important, and it’s 
pros and cons. It informed me on how the telegraph contributed to union victory, its pros 
and cons and why it was important in the civil war 
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ePub3, 978-0-544-45414-9, Houghton Mifflin Harcourt Publishing Company 
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https://muse.jhu.edu/article/421003/summary  
 
This source was about the problems that came with rapid communication during the Civil 
War. I used this source to see some of the problems and conflicts that came with the 
telegraph. 
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https://ehistory.osu.edu/articles/us-grant-and-operations-0 
 
This article was about how Grant used strategy, operations, and tactics during the civil 
war. I used this source to see how General Grant operated with new technology. 
 

McGillem, Clare D., “Telegraph”, Encyclopedia Britannica, 2March. 2020, 
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https://www.essentialcivilwarcurriculum.com/the-telegraph.html
https://muse.jhu.edu/article/421003/summary
https://ehistory.osu.edu/articles/us-grant-and-operations-0
https://www.britannica.com/technology/telegraph


 

 
 
 
McPherson, James M. “The Battle Cry of Freedom” Hennepin County Library, 2003  

version, ISBN 9780195168952019516895x New York: Oxford University Press. Original 
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This massive book discusses the American Civil War. I only skimmed over it but it gave 
me a better understanding of what went on during this time and just a little about the 
telegraph. 
 

“Plate 73. U.S. Military Telegraph Battery Wagon”. Nationwide Museum of American  
History, Smithsonian. 1986.0711.0283.23  
https://americanhistory.si.edu/collections/search/object/nmah_1294290 
 
This article had a little bit of information on the telegraph from General Grant’s 
Campaign in the Wilderness to its close at General Lee’s surrender. I used this source to 
better understand how the telegraph was important to the Union. 
 

Plum, William R. “The Military Telegraph During the Civil War in the United States  
Volume 2: An Exposition of Ancient and Modern Means of Communication and the 
Federal Confederate Cipher Systems; Running Account of the War Between the States” 
028 563 719, Chicago. Jansen, McClurg & Company Publishers, 1882 
 
This book walked me through how the telegraph was used during the events of the civil 
war. I used it to learn more about using the telegraph during the civil war  
 

Produced by Partisan Pictures for PBS Learning Media, “The Telegraph 
 and the Civil War” PBS Learning Media, November 14, 2013 
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This article gave me information about how the telegraph was useful, and how Lincoln 
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This book was about how Lincoln used the telegraph during the civil war. This may have 
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