
SIGNALING 
  

Fire  
During darkness, fire is the most effective visual means for 
signaling. Build three fires in a triangle (the international 
distress signal) or in a straight line with about 25 meters 
between the fires.  
 
 

Smoke 
During daylight, build a smoke generator and use smoke to 
gain attention (Figure 19-2). The international distress signal 
is three columns of smoke. Try to create a color of smoke 
that contrasts with the background; dark smoke against a 
light background and vice versa. If you practically smother a 
large fire with green leaves, moss, or a little water, the fire 
will produce white smoke. If you add rubber or oil-soaked 
rags to a fire, you will get black smoke.  
 
 

Mirrors or Shiny Objects  
 
On a sunny day, a mirror is your best 
signaling device. If you don't have a 
mirror, polish your canteen cup, your 
belt buckle, or a similar object that will 
reflect the sun's rays. Direct the flashes 
in one area so that they are secure from 
enemy observation. Practice using a 
mirror or shiny object for signaling now; 
do not wait until you need it.  
 
Haze, ground fog, and mirages may 
make it hard for a pilot to spot signals 
from a flashing object. So, if possible, 
get to the highest point in your area 
when signaling. If you can't determine 
the aircraft's location, flash your signal in 
the direction of the aircraft noise.  Pilots 
have reported seeing mirror flashes up 
to 160 kilometers away under ideal 
conditions.  Figures 19-4 and 19-5 show 
methods of aiming a signal mirror for 
signaling.  
 
 



Flashlight or Strobe Light  

 
At night you can use a flashlight or a strobe light to send an SOS to an aircraft. When using a strobe light, 
take care to prevent the pilot from mistaking it for incoming ground fire. The strobe light flashes 60 times 
per minute. Some strobe lights have infrared covers and lenses. Blue flash collimators are also available for 
strobe lights.  
 

Symbols On the Ground 
Spreading clothing on the ground or in the top of a tree is another way to signal. Select articles whose 
color will contrast with the natural surroundings.  You can use natural materials to form a symbol or 
message that can be seen from the air.  Build mounds that cast shadows; you can use brush, foliage of any 
type, rocks, or snow blocks.  
 
In snow-covered areas, tramp the snow to form letters or symbols and fill the depression with contrasting 
material (twigs or branches). In sand, use boulders, vegetation, or seaweed to form a symbol or message. 
In brush-covered areas, cut out patterns in the vegetation or sear the ground. In tundra, dig trenches or 
turn the sod upside down.  
 
In any terrain, use contrasting materials that will make the symbols visible to the aircrews.  
 

The Ground-to-Air Emergency Code  
This code (Figure 19-6) is actually five definite, meaningful symbols. Make these symbols a minimum of 1 
meter wide and 6 meters long. If you make them larger, keep the same 1: 6 ratio. Ensure the signal 
contrasts greatly with the ground it is on. Place it in an open area easily spotted from the air.  
 
 

 
 
 
Based on U.S. Army Field Manual 21-76  


