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FIFTY YEARS AGO...

Even today some maritime countries have not yet implemented the uniform system o f  buoyage, 
either ‘A ’ or 'B \ proposed by the International Association o f  Lighthouse Authorities (IALA) some ten 
years ago. The follow ing article, reproduced fro m  The Hydrographic Review, Vol. XII, No. 2, o f  November 
1935, shows that, even 50 years ago, some basic principles governed the criteria fo r  lighted buoys as are 
applicable today.

IMPROVEMENTS IN THE TECHNIQUE 
OF MARITIME SIGNALLING

A Report on the Work of the Technical Conference on Maritime Signals held in Paris 
in July, 1933, was printed in The Hydrographic Review, Vol. XI, No. 2, November 1934, 
page 123. Among the papers read at that Conference, dealing with research for the 
improvement of maritime buoyage and lighting, attention is called to a memorandum dated 
9th May 1933 by Mr. G.R. P u t n a m , Commissioner of Lighthouses for the U.S.A., entitled 
Development of flashing characteristics and their use to differentiate buoys according to purpose.

As is known, progress in maritime lighting has made possible the introduction into 
practice of a new technique of flashing lights, in which the flashes occur in rapid succession. 
This arrangement permits new combinations in the buoyage of channels. Mr. P u t n a m ’s  
memorandum puts forward the following suggestions for the buoyage of channels.

(1) Channel-side lights, in the lateral system, should have a slow-flashing period.
(2) Buoys marking obstructions should be characterised by a quick-flashing period.
(3) Wrecks, by an interrupted quick flash.
(4) Safe passage, mid-channel or landfall buoys should be characterised by brief and 

slow flashes.
The slow periods should not exceed 24 flashes per minute, whilst the quick-flashing 

or scintillating lights should exhibit at least 75 flashes per minute.
This system is of interest in that it gives distinctive features by night in the same way 

as the shape or colour of the buoys does by day. The basic principle of the system consists 
in distinguishing the buoys at night by three immediately recognisable types of flash : a 
quick flash for obstructions, a combination of one long flash followed by a short flash for 
mid-channel buoys, and the ordinary (slow) flash for the sides of channels. The distinction 
between quick and slow flashes is obtained by using the above-mentioned speeds, i.e. speeds 
of 75 or more short flashes a minute as compared with 30 or less flashes a minute. (The 
groups of quick flashes followed by a pause are simply a variation of the quick flash).

No counting or timing of flashes is required in this system. It is so simple that the 
navigator is bound to see at once whether the light is quick-flashing, slow-flashing, or a 
combination of both. There is no complicated timing, and as it is not even necessary to count 
the flashes, the system should be reasonably dependable in a rough sea; the characteristics 
are more definitely recognisable than in a system which calls for the counting of flashes.



By day, the successive buoys o f  any channel may be d istinguished by num bers or 
letters to  an  a lm ost unlim ited  extent. In the proposed  system, this d is tinc tion  betw een 
ad jacen t buoys serving the sam e p u rpose  can be m ade by night also, by varia tions o f 
characteristic  w ith in  the  limits m en tioned  above, on w hich d istinctions o f  co lou r may be 
superim posed  accord ing  to certain  p rincip les. O f course, the p roposed system  is by  no m eans 
in tended  to supersede the necessary consu lta tion  o f the chart in cases w here th e  channels 
are com plicated  an d  the  buoyage very dense.

It m ay b e  ob jected  tha t, fo r channel entrance buoys and  very exposed buoys in open 
w aters o r far from  the ir base, such as landfa ll buoys, the  system entails the ad o p tio n  o f  a 
g roup-occu lting  characteristic  giving the appearance  o f  a short flash fo llow ed by a long 
flash, a  ra th e r de lica te  characteristic  to  m aintain . But this characteristic  m ay, fo r the 
m om ent, be reserved for fairw ay buoys in the channels them selves, and  there  appears to be 
no need to use th e ir general characteristics for off-shore buoys in open waters.

The tests m ade in the U nited  S tates o f  A m erica o f m echanism s w ith these charac te ris
tics p rove tha t they are dependab le  an d  are  com parab le  with o ther flashing app liances in 
reliability , ap a rt from  a  few local acciden ts. I t w ould be in teresting  to know  w hat experience 
has been gàiücd iii u ihci countries in  the use o f these characteristics.

M r. P u t n a m  reverts to the ob jec tion  form ulated  at the C onferences on the U nification  
o f Buoyage, concern ing  the danger o f  m arking wrecks aground  on the red-ligh t side o f a 
channel by green  lights, w hen green lights are  in use on the  o ther side; it rem ains to be seen 
w hether th is difficulty  can be satisfac to rily  overcom e by counting a  specific num ber o f 
flashes. T he sam e rem ark app lies in  cases where these characteristics m ay have to  be 
d is tribu ted  am ong lights on the card ina l system o f  buoyage.

Tests o f  n igh t buoyage system s w ith  quick-flashing lights have recently  been  m ade in 
the U.S.A. on the  D elaw are River. It has been  found  desirab le  tha t the turns in im portan t 
channels shou ld  be d istingu ished  by buoy  lights differing from  those m ark ing  th e  in term e
d iate stra igh t stretches. T he bends in the m ain  channel o f  the D elaw are R iver have been 
m arked w ith quick-flashing lights o f  th e  co lo u r app rop ria te  to  the ir own side o f  th e  channel. 
To avoid  confusion  betw een these lights an d  the qu ick-flashing lights on  buoys m arking 
obstructions, M r. P u t n a m  proposes to  use quick-flashing lights varied by a single long  flash; 
this characteristic  w ould  be used fo r the sides and en trances o f the channels.

Such an  a rrangem ent in troduces o ne  more d istinction  in the p roposed  system  o f 
flashing lights, b u t this varied qu ick  flash is very sim ple and readily recognisab le  and 
requires no  coun ting  o r timing.

H.B.

Even fifty years ago, the Straits of M alacca and Singapore were an im portant 
waterway for international maritime navigation. The concern of navigators as 
regards complex tidal and current conditions in the Straits was highlighted in the 
following article published in The Hydrographic Review of November 1935.

CURRENT TABLES, STRAITS O F MALACCA AND JAVA SEA, 1935
P ublished by the  Hoofdkantoor van Scheepvaart (H ead O ffice of N avigation),

M arine D epartm en t, B atavia (C entrum ), Price FI. 1.
(E x trac t from  De Zee, D en H elder, No. 3, M arch 1935, page 154)

T hese cu rren t tab les are b a sed  on curren t observations carried o u t in the years 
1932-1934 by the surveying vessel Orion. F rom  these observations, tidal-stream  constants 
were com puted , besides the constan t cu rren t which prevailed  locally du ring  the period  of 
observations; bo th  are given on page 1 o f  the publication .



T he observa tions w ere m ade at eleven sta tions, viz. o ff  th e  E en V adem bank  (O ne 
Fathom  B ank) and  th e  L ongbank , in M alacca Strait, D o erian  S tra it, B erhala  S trait, 
S ingapore S trait, R iouw  S tra it (no rth ern  part an d  sou th  en trance), eastw ard  o f  P. D jang  
(L ingga A rchipelago), o ff  P. T oed joe  (no rthw ard  o f  Banka), in B anka S trait, o ff A m edia 
Bank an d  N em esis B ank. T he tim es o f  slack w ater and  the tim es an d  strengths o f  the 
m axim um  cu rren t are g iven fo r these p laces, and  for each day o f  the year, in eleven tab les. 
The constant current to  be  expected  is show n as “ correc tion” a t th e  to p  o f  each tab le . The 
d irection  o f  the cu rren t is ind ica ted  at the to p  o f  each page.

This p u b lica tion  m erits a tten tion  an d  will doubtless be w elcom ed by sh ipp ing  circles 
as a  va luab le  ad d ition  to  the Zeemansgids voor Nederlandsch Oost-Indiê (Sailing  D irections 
for the N etherlands E ast Ind ies). F o r this p a rticu la r Zeemansgids is fa r  from  being  com plete  
as regards cu rren t d a ta , ow ing to  the fac t th a t th e  oppo rtun ity  h ad  never before arisen  o f 
carry ing ou t system atic observations at so m any places in the stra its  over so long a  period . 
In th is connection  hom age m ust be rendered  to b o th  the C o m m an d in g  O fficer o f th e  Orion, 
Mr. P.A.C.T. K n i j f f ,  D irec to r o f th e  G o v ern m en t Navy, w ho m ad e  th e  observations and  
w orked them  out in such  a conscien tious m anner, and  the Hoofdkantoor van Scheepvaart 
w hich len t its su p p o rt to  the un d ertak in g  an d  a rranged  for th is pub lica tion .

O n the rou te  g iven, i.e. the  busiest rou te  o f  the N e therlands E ast Ind ies, th e  cu rren ts 
are no t as a rule very s trong ; it is but seldom  (fo r instance in  R iouw  Strait) th a t th e  sum  
of tida l stream  plus co n stan t cu rren t exceeds th ree  knots. T he tida l stream  is m ixed a t all 
sta tions, o f p revailing  sem i-d iu rnal charac te r in  M alacca S tra it an d  p revailing  d iu rna l 
charac te r in m ost o f  the o ther straits. C onsequen tly , the aspec t o f  th e  cu rren t is very 
cap ric ious; all the m ore, fo r th is reason , the  cu rren t tab les sh o u ld  be system atically  
consu lted . This a p p a ren tly  capricious regim e is ev ident on g lanc ing  a t the tab les. I f  the 
cu rren t is sem i-d iu rnal, a n o ta tion  is necessary  every three h o u rs , viz. slack  w ate r; th ree 
hours later, m axim um  cu rren t; th ree hours later, again slack w ater, an d  so on, so th a t each 
day is d iv ided  in to  8 co lum ns. D uring  th e  perio d  o f  prevailing  d iu rn a l tides, 4 to 5 colum ns 
only a re  filled in.

M r. L u y m e s , d u rin g  his p e riod  o f  office, h ad  already  strong ly  ad v o ca ted  this type o f 
tab les (see De Zee o f  F eb ruary  1934) an d  expressed  his asto n ish m en t th a t the m anagers o f 
sh ipp ing  com panies h ad  ap p aren tly  no t yet com pletely  realised  th e  usefulness o f  such  a 
pub lication . But o p in io n s m ust be given tim e to  evolve; the in tro d u c tio n  o f  novelties takes 
tim e.

I f  the Hoofdkantoor van Scheepvaart does n o t ab an d o n  th e  ex perim en t too  soon  (for 
th is pub lica tion  is, as a  m atte r o f  fact, p rov isionally  considered  m erely  as an  experim ent), 
it is certain  th a t these  C u rren t T ables w ill be u sed  by the c ap ta in  o f  every sh ip  as a m ost 
w elcom e and  valuab le  ad d itio n  to  the Sailing  D irections. The b o o k le t is very concise  and  
clear. E ach sta tion  occup ies  6 pages (the w hole book le t consists th u s o f  70 pages) o n  w hich 
all the cu rren t d a ta  are  co lla ted . The price o f  th is collection  o f  tab les  is o n e  flo rin  a n d  there  
should therefore  be no  obstac le  in th is respect in the way o f  p u rchase . T he u nders igned  
wishes to  stress particu la rly  th a t d irec to rs o f  sh ipp ing  com pan ies  an d  cap ta in s  shou ld  
acquire  this p u b lica tio n  a n d  use it; they  can b u t benefit therefrom . It m ay  be  p ro cu red , in 
H o lland  from  G ebrs. van  C leef, Spui 28, ’s-G ravenhage; in  the E ast Indies from  the 
d is tribu to rs and  the sub -agencies fo r the sale o f  charts and  Sailing  D irec tions in  the  various 
ports, and  a t P alem bang . A ny criticism  o f  these  tab les will be g lad ly  received.

H o o y k a a s


