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I felt I should have known these ships well enough to locate the call sign for each. As can be seen I failed to 

locate a portion of this information. Years ago the VCS station was one of the few organizations in the 

country to receive a list of the radio call signs and equipment fitted in Canadian ships. Due to budget 

restrictions this publication was terminated. Every vessel of every description should have been listed 

correctly in the International Telecommunication Union Publications. There were so few, including our 

yachts, fishing vessels, warships, any vessel registered in Canada that any one person should have been 

able to easily keep this information up to date if they stayed awake at least half of the working day. The 

lists of many of the Canadian ships in the International Telecommunication Union Publications were 

incorrect, such as the fishery patrol vessels were listed as cargo vessels and so on. Our warships were not 

listed for security reasons. One can easily get their call signs because they ñmake their numberò while 

entering and leaving port and for this reason it makes this excuse a bit ridiculous. The Canadian warships 

were listed in the International Telecommunication Union Publications until the 1960ôs. All Canadian call 

signs should have been listed randomly from our international blocks of call signs. Our warships, coast 

guard ships, and so on that have been issued special prefixes over the years stand out like a sore thumb. If 

they had been mixed up with all the other ships no one would have paid any attention to them.  

 

To give an example of what it was like for foreign stations to communicate with the Canadian fleet we had 

no better example than the evening of January 25
th
, 1980. For some reason the M.V. ALGOSEA with call 

sign VODB wanted to communicate with the United States Coast Guard and called same on 2182 kilohertz. 

2182 kilohertz was radiotelephone only. The U. S. Coast Guard kept answering each call but to our 

knowledge communications was never established. An hour or so later Chatham Radio WCC called 

ALGOSEA (on 500 kHz radiotelegraph) but she did not carry a radio operator so no contact was made, and 

another telegram had to be paid for and go undelivered. 

 



 
Wayne Farrar, George S. Butts Photographs Limited 

                                                                       MV ALGOSEA.  

The flags flying mean nothing other than those on board knew a photograph of her was to be taken and they 

simply flew the flags to add some colour. 

 

Another good example of the confusion that took place then was with the Captain of the BAIE COMEAU 2 

with call sign VCBD. He was phoning the Canadian National Telegraph Office direct with any messages. 

On top of the regular message charges there were the marine telephone duplex charges. A bit ridiculous to 

say the least! Whatever prompted this practice must have been something stupid or at least involved a lot of 

ignorance to say the least. 

 

Call signs have always been a point of interest to me. As you can see from the above list of ships, there was 

no rhyme or reason behind the practice of issuing these important characters of our day to day job. The 

assignment of call signs to the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation transmitters from the international block 

of call signs assigned to Chile, and the assignment of call signs to the Canadian National Railroad 

transmitters assigned to Morocco made absolutely no sense and actually defeated the purpose of these call 

signs.  

 

The Canadian Coast Guard made it mandatory for all ships of sixty-five feet or longer to advise the past 

history of the vessel and any move they so much as contemplated while in Canadian waters. This would 

have made for an excellent point to use as the division for all Canadian vessels between the four letter call 

sign and the other thing, two or three letters and four digits. As near as I can determine the six character call 

sign came about in this country in order to copy the call signs of the United States. At least that is as close 

as I can come to an explanation for the first of these. At the time we had plenty four letter combinations so 

there seems to be no other reason. Right after World War II the United States went to this system because 

of the number of call signs it needed for the many small pleasure craft being fitted with radiotelephone. 

Canada followed suit with a call sign consisting of a CY prefix followed by four digits. Since, this had been 

broken down as follows: CG and four digits ï Government vessels, CZ or VG and four digits ï West Coast, 

VA and four digits ï Great Lakes, and VC or VY and four digits ï East Coast. This would be quite 

adequate providing they had been assigned permanently (they were not), providing they had not been 

assigned to radiotelegraph stations (they had been), and providing they had been properly entered in the 

International Telecommunication Union Publications.  

 

Shortly after this system of two letter prefixes the Department of Communications came out with another 

call sign, the one with a three-letter prefix and four digits. The first two letters of the three-letter prefix 

were taken from Canadaôs international allotment of call signs. These call signs were assigned from 

Regional Offices. If a licence was allowed to lapse for a period a vessel was often assigned a new call sign 



when its licence was renewed. The same applied to a vessel that was licensed in one area and then renewed 

its licence in another area. Rather confusing for those who had to use them. There were many just plain 

errors. Several vessels were assigned a Land Station Licence with three letters followed by three digits. 

Sable Island was assigned three letters and three digits as an amateur radio station licence when VE1MTA 

had already been assigned for that purpose. This would not have occurred if there had been a licensed 

amateur operator in charge. The problem was that this confusion was not contained within our national 

borders, but was broadcast around the world for all to hear. 

 

One could go on forever describing these call sign allotments and the advantages of radiotelegraph over 

radiotelephone. It is all a waste of time now because it has been replaced. The cliché that all ships used 

English as the international language of the sea could be accurate, but much of the English we heard 

sounded nothing like English to us. Many a duplex radiotelephone call was made whereby the operator, 

after many attempts, managed to decipher the phone number only, and the ships call sign. Fortunately the 

ship was listed in the International Telecommunication Union Publications and the guesstimate on the 

phone number proved accurate. 

 

One evening I witnessed an incident. Our Chief Engineer asked our Captain, ñHow in hell can you talk 

over that thing?ò meaning the single side-band in the chart room. The Captain answered to the effect that he 

sat in front of it and closed his eyes very tight, concentrated real hard, and managed to get the most of what 

was being said. Is that communications? It was unreal, when all the Captains had to do was write on a piece 

of paper, hand it to their radio officer and wait for a reply. It was amazing that they would put up with it for 

hours on end to get a brief question answered that a radio officer could get in seconds.  

 

 
Linda Mason 

This is the MV GERMA LIONEL leaving Bridgewater, Nova Scotia, for Belfast, Northern Ireland, with a 

lumber cargo December 1979. The village of Dayspring is in the background. The ship has a pronounced 

list because it needs some water ballast for trim. Captain Jan Larsen did not want to use the silted water of 

the LaHave River and waited until he reached the clean water of the Atlantic. This was GERMA 

LIONELôs maiden voyage. These small ships that came for wood products in one form or another have 

disappeared. They all carried a Radio Officer. 

 



 
Linda Mason 

This is Radio Officer Alf Ditleff operating the radio station in MV GERMA LIONEL that had international 

call sign LHXK. 

 

SITOR 

 
They claim one piece of equipment performed better over the radio spectrum than radiotelegraph. This 

equipment was known as Simplex Telex over Radio and abbreviated SITOR. It was a form of radio 

Teletype or telex and outshone an operator for two reasons. One, it would operate on signals so poor the 

average operator could hear nothing. The other was the simple fact that when it was in the Automatic 

Request for Repetition mode, ARQ, before the receiver printed anything, it confirmed that it was received 

correctly from the transmitter. There were several forms of this unit created around the same time, but it 

had to be accepted on an international basis. After all forms had been assessed it was decided to accept the 

design of the Dutch Philips Company. It was an amazing piece of communications equipment, but to be 

honest the only thing I can think of that could make good use of it would be the old passenger liners, that 

have long since joined the Dodo birds and many other articles. It was something of this nature that Marconi 

was hoping to put into service when he first fitted ships with wireless. SITOR was faster than 

radiotelegraph and therefore capable of handling much more traffic. It still required an operator that knew 

how to tune it to the proper frequencies. Therefore, why any ship owner would go to the expense of 

installing it was a bit of a mystery. 

 

The VCS station was fitted with one of these SITOR units and the first contact was with the tanker M.V. 

CLYTONEUS at 1400 GMT, October 6
th
, 1978. At the time she was estimating Holyrood, Newfoundland, 

by 0500 GMT, on October 11
th
, coming in from Puerto La Cruz, Venezuela. When this VCS SITOR was 

placed in service it did little to justify the electric power it consumed. Some of this lack of use was the VCS 

stations fault. It was not hooked into the regular telex system so that the ship could call directly into any 

office telex machine ashore and be billed for the time it was connected to any landline telex machine. The 

VCS station charged for any service via SITOR by the word as though the ship had used radiotelegraph. 
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 John Rae VE1AGN and Paul Britton 

This is the SITOR operating position at VCS on May 19
th
, 1980. The cage over the standard telex machine 

was to reduce the noise from this machine. The main unit is the Marconi Spector via a Sweep-tuned ITT 

Mackay Receiver. The push buttons above the Spector unit select the various transmitting frequencies. 

 



 
John Rae VE1AGN and Paul Britton 

This is the Aircom five kilowatt SITOR transmitter at the VCS transmitter building, Pennant, Nova Scotia 

on May 19
th
, 1980. 
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                                                                      MV CLYTONEUS 
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Electrical Officer Terry Trueman MV Clytoneus 

This is the Radio Room in CLYTONEUS with call sign GUWG showing the first ship station to contact 

Halifax Coast Guard Radio VCS via SITOR. 

  



The VCS station did broadcasts via SITOR and the weather was broken up in various parts rather than the 

two complete forecasts. Learning that anyone copied these first broadcasts was a shock because the basic 

behavior of the beast produced this problem or characteristic. Any operator at sea did not leave it tuned to 

the VCS station frequencies. For example, Les Sells, the operator in the CLYTONEUS left his SITOR 

tuned to Bermuda Radio VRT where he received the majority of his operational traffic. When this SITOR 

was first put on the air in what was known as the FEC mode, it was transmitting in an advanced form of 

radio Teletype. When it was used with the ARQ mode with the self call numbers assigned to each unit, it 

performed in a more or less confidential condition. At least the amount of secrecy that mode provided 

should have been ample for any commercial communications. While in the ARQ mode the receiving unit 

confirmed each character with the transmitting unit to assure accuracy. This was known as the hand-

shaking method. 

 

The third mode available was a combination of the other two. This mode, the SEL FEC mode used the self-

call numbers but the messages were sent in the same way as the FEC mode. The difference was that the 

receiving unit with the self-call numbers placed on the transmitting SITOR was the only unit that would 

receive any messages transmitted. 

 

In other words, the receiving SITOR used its transmitter in only the ARQ mode. The receiving SITOR 

alarms were activated in the ARQ and SEL FEC modes only (the two modes that required the self call 

numbers). These alarms alerted the operator at the receiving SITOR of incoming traffic. 

 

The first VCS station SITOR boiled down to the lack of a fleet of Canadian ships fitted with these SITOR 

stations. We could have made use of this unit transmitting the lengthy competition messages to the Coast 

Guard ships, but by the time the various bureaucratic departments produced these units aboard these ships 

and had them working properly it would have taken many years. Transmitting these lengthy messages 

would have left the other radiotelegraph circuits available to the merchant ships, those that were paying for 

the service. Those government messages were free from charges and that was a poor way to look at any of 

the service at the VCS station. If that had become the deciding factor on the stationôs operations it would 

have been a different station entirely. Canadian National planned to fit all their ferries with these SITOR 

units and some of them actually did call the VCS station with these units. It was one frustrating piece of 

equipment at first because the majority of those who tried to use it managed to activate the VCS station 

SITOR alarm only. A few of the Coast Guard ships were fitted but before it amounted to anything the 

Coast Guard ships were fitted with SATCOM ï satellite communications. 

 

Apparently others felt the same towards SITOR as I did. The Federal Communications Commission in the 

United States issued licences to six amateur radio operators with the idea that they would be able to 

improve this system so that it would be more practical. The basic system did show a lot of potential and 

should have been an excellent means of passing large quantities of messages over the radio spectrum in a 

more reliable fashion. It would be hard to believe that the average merchant ship would have any use for 

such equipment and once again amateur radio had to step in and make the improvements for the 

commercial radio world. The amateur system was known as AMTOR for Amateur Telex over Radio. 

 

It is interesting to note that one Greek ship arrived in Halifax with a huge pile of paper piled up behind his 

SITOR unit. No one could possibly read all that this entailed because he had simply left his SITOR tuned to 

the VCS station SITOR and had copied all that this station had transmitted ï mainly weather and NOTSHIP 

broadcasts during his voyage or probably over a week. One could only wish that they had the contract to 

provide this ship with the telex paper it used. 

 

During the winter of 1987-1988 the VCS station received another major up-grade in the form of a more or 

less new station. Actually a new section was built right over the top of the old station and one resident of 

Sambro stated that he did not realize the old building was so ugly until they made this modification. When 

this new station, one might say, opened in May 1988 the SITOR was connected properly. It was hooked 

into the landline telex system and any use made of it was charged on a time factor only. It then worked 

much better and by this time those at sea were more familiar with their equipment and managed to make 

some use of this service. 

 



SATELLITE  

 
The satellite communications for ships deserves a brief mention. The VCS station had nothing whatsoever 

to do with this system. We had a few ships call us on our regular telex machines using this equipment when 

it first became available. This was the future means of communicating with most anything that was capable 

of traveling great distances. There are several basic facts worthy of note. The first and foremost is that the 

ship is not like the aircraft and capable of high altitudes and thereby long distances on the very high 

frequencies. Satellite communications is more or less the reverse of this feature. Hang the radio equipment 

at a high altitude and let it relay anything it hears. This of course provides for a very clear or interference 

free means of communicating. It also makes it very convenient for regular telephone conversations, telex, 

facsimile, and the multitude of these various electronic gadgets that have been made available over the 

years and require much radio spectrum space. 

 

Providing I have interpreted my research correctly, this system had problems when first placed in service. 

The major naval powers became rather frustrated over the use of this communications system because it 

was so easy to put the satellite out of commission. Apparently it takes little to knock one of these satellites 

out, and if we can believe the information we were permitted on the subject, this is exactly what had been 

taking place with a number of these units over the years when first placed in service. For some time I felt 

that the United States Navy was going to have as little as possible to do with this system. Then an article on 

the subject claimed the U. S. Navy was having a change of heart and was going to agree on absorbing much 

of the cost for this satellite system, whereby it would use half the circuits available and leave the other half 

for the worldôs merchant fleet. The U. S. Navy planned to absorb most of the cost of the merchant fleetôs 

half of the satellite in order to see much of the worldôs merchant fleet fitted by the year 1985. I would say 

that they achieved this goal from the decrease in message traffic handled at the VCS station. There were 

many Canadian ships fitted with Satellite Navigation equipment at this time but that was a different system 

completely. The first two Canadian ships fitted with satellite communications were the Canadian Coast 

Guard Ship JOHN A. MACDONALD with call sign CGBK, and the CANMAR KIGIORIAK with call 

sign VCFN. These two were no different from the foreign ships, such as Britainôs QUEEN ELIZABETH 2, 

with the old QUEEN MARYôs call sign GBTT. They complained bitterly of the very high cost involved in 

using the equipment and therefore ignored it as much as possible. In other words, why should one group of 

people, mainly the American taxpayer, be expected to pay so much for so little? It was rather ridiculous 

when one looked at it realistically. 

 

CANMAR KIGIORIAK on her way north to the Beaufort Sea wanted to know if the weather service would 

reimburse the cost of her sending weather observations on this unit, and if not they would transmit them 

when in range of a radiotelephone station only. She did not carry a radio officer on this trip although the 

company apparently planned to put one on board. The same old excuse we heard over and over. 

 



                   
                      Marine Engineering/Log 

This is Chief Radio Officer Per A. Mikalsen of the ROYAL VIKING SEA testing the below-decks terminal 

unit of the cruise vesselôs new MARISAT satellite communications system around 1979. 

 



                     
                        Marine Engineering/Log 

The MARISAT Antenna on ROYAL VIKING SEA designed by Scientific-Atlanta Inc. was housed in a 

protective fiberglass cover. The antenna is continuously pointed to the satellite. 

 



                     
                        Marine Engineering/Log 

This is a cutaway view of the above-decks system of Magnavox MX 111 MARISAT communications 

terminal. System allowed operation with roll angles of up to 27 degrees and pitch of 10 degrees. 

 


