Cold War Competition Heats Up Innovation at Fort Monmouth: Part I
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World War II marked the decline of Britain as a world power. Europe as a whole had overextended itself by the end of the War despite its prime geographic location, and subsequently retreated from its colonial outposts. Four hundred years of European world dominance thus met its demise. At the end of WWII, the United States emerged as the hegemonic superpower and squared off against its ideological nemesis, the Soviet Union.
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The term “Cold War” describes that post-World War II struggle between the capitalist, democratic United States, the communist Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR), and their respective allies. The United States military defines the Cold War era as the period from 2 September 1945 to 26 December 1991.
The competitive nature of the Cold War fueled creativity among scientists and inventors. Fort Monmouth personnel kept extremely busy during that 46-year period; in fact, volumes could be written about the groundbreaking experiments conducted, projects completed, patents awarded, and equipment fielded. Part one of this three-part series highlights some of our most significant or interesting accomplishments during the 1940s-1950s.
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In a 1946 speech at Westminster College, British Prime Minister Winston Churchill warned of the descent of an “Iron Curtain” across Europe. That January, the Diana project at our Camp Evans site launched the era of space-age communications through radar contact with the moon. 
Actor Orson Welles, who inspired fear of a Martian attack on earth in 1938, announced this feat on the radio over WJZ and the American Broadcasting Co. network. He relayed, “Radar contact has been established with the moon.” He quickly added, “Ask the scientists of the Signal Corps if you don't believe me. And I can't blame you if you don't.”
Scientists here then developed the first weather radar in the late 1940s, which observed a rainstorm at a distance of 185 miles and tracked it as it passed over the Fort. The development of synthetic quartz, here, in 1948, freed the military from reliance on foreign imports of the critical mineral. 
That same year, Soviet Premier Joseph Stalin ordered the blockade of all land routes from West Germany to Berlin in an attempt to starve out the French, British, and American forces from the city. The three Western powers subsequently launched the Berlin Airlift to relieve the civilians of Berlin.
A technique for assembling electronic parts on a printed circuit board, developed by Fort Monmouth engineers in the late 1940s, pioneered the development and fabrication of miniature circuits for both military and civilian use.
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Another major success of the late 1940s/early 1950s was the introduction of Automatic Mortar Locating Radar. The AN/TPQ-3 and AN/MPQ-10, both products of the labs at Fort Monmouth, served as major electronic weapons during the Korean War.
As our Soldiers battled the Soviet-supported North Koreans in places like Heartbreak Ridge and Pork Chop Hill, developments of the 1950s included a lightweight field television camera with a backpack transmitter; a pocket dosimeter for detecting radiation; an ultrasonic quartz saw; and the PRC-6/8/10 radios to replace the SCR-510. 
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The launch of Sputnik by the Soviet Union in 1957 took the United States by surprise and spurred the investment of more money and resources into our fledgling space program. A “space race” began between the two nations to see who could land the first person on the moon.

President Dwight D. Eisenhower reacted to the space race by signing the National Aeronautics and Space Act of 1958, which created the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA). Eisenhower also established the Department of Defense’s Advanced Research Projects Agency (now the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency).
The United States followed Sputnik with the launch of its first satellite, Explorer 1, on January 31, 1958. Solar cells developed here powered the Vanguard I satellite later that same year. The first solar-powered satellite, Vanguard I is the oldest artificial object still in space today. It provided valuable scientific information about long-term changes in space transmission phenomena and proved that the earth is not a perfect sphere, but slightly pear shaped. 
However, that’s not all that happened here in 1958.  When the first communication satellite, Project SCORE (Signal Communications via Orbiting Relay Experiment) launched from Cape Canaveral on December 18 and broadcast President Eisenhower's Christmas greeting to the world, it proved that voice and code signals could be relayed over vast distances using satellite communication technology developed at Fort Monmouth.

Vanguard II, the first weather satellite, launched in 1959. It also carried an electronics package developed at Fort Monmouth. 
The Cuban Revolution “launched” that same year, and Fidel Castro assumed power in a new Marxist Cuba. The revolution established the only communist state in the western hemisphere and ended more than a half century of United States influence in Cuban internal affairs.
Scientists here developed the first large scale mobile computer, the Mobile Digital Computer (MOBIDIC), during the late 1950s/early 1960s. This van-mounted computer represented the first experiment in automating combat support functions in artillery, surveillance, logistics and battlefield administration. 
While this work commenced, Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev visited the U.S. in 1959. The trip was going well, by all accounts, until police denied Khrushchev access to Disneyland due to security concerns. The New York Times headline screamed “Premier Annoyed by Ban On a Visit to Disneyland.”

Khrushchev did not suffer this indignity quietly, railing, “But just now I was told that I could not go to Disneyland. I asked, why not? Do you have rocket launching pads there…That is the situation I am in- your guest. For me the situation is inconceivable. I cannot find words to explain this to my people.”

His rhetoric turned more serious when he later warned Americans, “Live as you like under capitalism. But we will live under socialism.” He acknowledged that the U.S. was “still ahead of us” and “we still have a lot of work to do to catch up,” but promised, “we will catch up. We will surpass you.”

Stay tuned to see how Fort Monmouth scientists worked to ensure that did not happen during the 1960s-1970s, to include discussion of Project WOSAC, the TIROS and Courier satellites, and miniaturization efforts.  

For more information, contact the Historical Office at 732 532 6322 or the U.S. Army Communications-Electronics Museum at 732 532 1682. 

A model of the Vanguard I, dubbed the “grapefruit satellite,” at the Institute of Radio Engineers Radio Engineering Show National Convention, 1959.
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Model of the Vanguard II "Cloud Cover" satellite








SCORE proudly displayed.
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Scientist with synthetic quartz crystals.
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