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Binns’ Childhood and Youth



John Robinson Binns was born 
in the Union Poorhouse 
in Brigg, Lincolnshire, 

September 16th, 1884.



Binns grew up in 
Peterborough with his 
uncle William Binns, a 

tailor, and William’s 
family, and then with 
his uncle Walter, who 
worked on the railroad 



Edison and his Phonograph

When he was 10, 
Binns heard a 

recording of the 
Lord’s Prayer 

at an agricultural fair 
in Peterborough 



At age 13,  
Binns became a messenger at the 

Great Eastern Railway 
Telegraph Office.

Telegraph office



Due to a horrific accident at 
age 14 that nearly severed 

his legs, 
Binns spent a year in 

traction, lying on his back…

…now he had plenty of time to study!



When he returned to 
work at the railroad, 
he was promoted to 

junior operator. 
He learned how to 

use all three methods 
of communication 

available.

Single needle apparatus and double paddle key from the Peterborough Great Eastern Railway 
Telegraph Office. Photos courtesy Sidney Harbour, Peterborough UK; 

Phonophore drawing from Langdon Davies  Langdon-Davies, C. An Explanation of the 
Phonophore and More Especially of the Simplex Phonophore Telegraph. Kegan Paul, Trench, 

Trubner and Co., London, 1891



1901 (age 17): senior officer 
second in charge at the 

Colchester offices: 
Binns learned how to modify 

and repair instruments



Joining the Marconi Companies



In 1904, went to 
Marconi Company's 
Wireless Telegraphy 

training school at Liverpool, 
finished training 

in 3 months 

(usual time: 6 to 10 months) Jack Binns 
in his 

Marconi 
Cap



Some German ships on which 
Binns sailed, 1905 ~ 1908

Grosser Kürfurst

Blücher

Kaiser Wilhelm der Grosse

Kaiserin 
Augusta 
Viktoria



Daily news at sea 
made possible!

In 1906 Marconi 
equipped German 
ships to receive 
messages from both 
Poldhu and Cape 
Cod, making daily 
newspapers with 
headlines available 
for the first time.

New York Tribune, 
October 7th, 1906



First wireless message sent in 
the Arctic, 

by Binns, July 1906

“While the midnight sun 
shines down upon the 
Northern seas, the 
steamship Blücher 
greets old Arcticus with 
the first radio message 
ever transmitted within 
his magic and 
mysterious circle.”

…but there was nobody to answer.



Paddle steamer, 
Ostende-Dover

In 1908, non-Germans were barred from operating 
wireless on German ships =>  

Binns assigned to carry out research on 
counterpoise wireless antenna performance in the sands 

of the English Channel coast



Photo of Brow Head 
by Pieter Bos, 2008

An Irish Interlude: 
Crookhaven/ 

Brow Head 
August-December 

1908

Ireland



The Republic

RMS Republic - 1903-1909



Assignment to the  
RMS Republic 
required that 

Binns obtain a 
Certificate of Proficiency 

in Radiotelegraphy 
25 November 1908



RMS Republic at Naples

Binns witnessed the 
aftermath of the Messina 
earthquake of December 

1908



The Marconi cabin 
on the RMS Republic (?)



The Republic’s wireless equipment



The collision between the 
Florida and the Republic



The collision, January 23rd, 1909



Map from the New York Herald, January 25, 1909



The wrecked deck of the Republic, with the 
carpenter and the carpenter’s assistant



The “CQD”



A short history of CQD and SOS - I

• Marconi adopted CQ in 1902 from the wired 
telegraph signal “CQ,” meaning calling all stations 

• “D” added in 1904, because of minor 
misunderstandings; letter chosen to stand for 
“distress.” 

• “SOS” introduced for German ships in 1905 -- does 
NOT represent any specific letters, but is easy to 
recognize.



A short history of CQD and SOS - II
• Second International 

Radiotelegraphic Convention, 
1906, adopts SOS, to go into 
effect in 1908.

• Not used by Marconi operators 
because the U.S. had not 
ratified the Convention

• The US Senate ratified the 
Convention April 3, 1912, to 
become effective May 25, 1912, 
after the sinking of the Titanic.  

Taft returning to the U.S., 1908. 
On ship, he talked about SOS 

with Binns. 
As president, he pushed 

ratification of the Convention.



In the dark, Binns broke the side key, and had to hold it 
together in order to transmit.

Marconi wireless key with side lever 
Photo courtesy Tom Perera, http://w1tp.com



The Marconi Station 
at 

Siasconset



Jack Irwin was on duty and 
picked up the signal, and 

passed on the CQD to ships 
in the vicinity, and news of 

the event to the world.

Dynamo at Siasconset



The story arrives in the press as it was happening, 
thanks to wireless! 

New York Evening World, January 23, 1909.



The Rescue



Transfer 
from the 
Republic 

to the 
Florida

New York Evening World 
January 25, 1909



The doughty men of the Republic who rowed and rowed! 
Photo courtesy Paul O’Brien, whose uncle was the 

Republic’s quartermaster



The Radio Room in 
the Baltic with 
H. J. Tattersall 

at the key

The Baltic



RMS Baltic ~ 
the rescue 

ship 
Passengers 

and crew from 
both the 

Florida and 
the Republic 

were rowed to 
her - 

1522 people 
in all.



Ships congregating around the 
Republic

Lucania Republic New York



Lifeboats being hoisted on board after 
bringing crew back  to the Republic -- Binns 

and Sealby are aft.



The Republic, January 24th   
Photo taken by a Republic passenger from the Baltic.



The crushed bow 
of the Florida



The aftermath



The recognition!



New York Times 
January 27, 1909



“CQD” Binns

Cartoon by Robert Carter in the New York American, January 27, 1909



Binns and Tattersall receive 
gold watches from Marconi



The CQD medal 
presented to the 

crews of the 
Republic, the 

Florida, and the 
Baltic by the 
Republic’s 

passengers



From the 
“Boy’s Own Annual” 1909

Medal from the Société des 
Sauveteurs de la Seine



Publicity for Marconi’s wireless!



Newspaper articles, advertising cards, “Via 
Wireless” at Luna Park, and the 3rd ever 

Electrical Show at Madison Square Garden

Marconi was thrilled about 
the advertising value of the 
disaster!



Binns goes back to sea



Binns on the Adriatic, 1910
Captain E J Smith 

of the Adriatic, Olympic, 
and Titanic 

 



Captain Inman Sealby 
After the sinking of the 

Republic he could no longer 
captain a 

British ship because there 
was no inquiry.

There was no 
inquiry into the 
sinking of the 
Republic, 
(why?) 
so no lessons 
were learned... 

The sinking of 
the Titanic may 
have been the 
result.



J. Bruce Ismay, 
Head of the 

White Star Line

Binns was scheduled to sail on 
the Olympic with Smith, but… 

…Ismay was worried that Binns 
would bring bad publicity to his 
new ships.

The Olympic 
leaving Belfast



Alice Ann MacNiff 
at the time of her marriage to 

Jack Binns, 1914



Binns, now newspaperman, and the 
Titanic disaster

Wanamaker 
wireless

On the tug 
Mary Scully

Senator Smith



Binnsy and his girls 1958



The future?


