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Overview: the Signal Corps in World War II

by George Raynor Thompson .~

2/6/03 /'"' ~
Lateinthe 1930s,the Signal Corps labs, under Col. Roger Colton working with Armstrong, "' J.....

hbutton crystal-controlled FMtactical radios (Armstrong donating hi
his radio equipment and his patents voluntarily). Crystal control of every channel eliminatedfu'ssy
dial-tuning,so unskilled,harriedsoldierscouldtalk overthesevoiceradiossimplyby pushinga . ( .~ .
button. _

This control, however, meantmininggreatquantitiesof rarequartzcrystalandproducingmiliiOnS~) ~)
of precisely cut crystal frequency-control units. The radio industry had heretofore never imagined I '0 "-r)

possiblethe productionof morethana few thousandhand-fabricatedunitsa year.The Signal / ,,\ .J
Corpsriskedthe chancethat enoughcrystalunitscouldbe produced.Morethan 100 ~ u" ~
manufacturingcompanies,with the Army'said,attackedandsolvedthe intricatetaskof mass- (' ~
producing the crystals and the highly complex pushbutton radios. Y

Likewise, Col. Grant Williams, signal office of 1st U.S. Army, commented, "I feel every soldier

~
.

who lived through the war with an armored unit owes a debt he does not even realize to General
Colton." For it was Colton who had made the risky decision to commit Army tactical radio to FM

and crystal control at a time when there was uncertainty if effective FM radio could be mass 0- .
produced, if quartz crystal could be found in sufficient quantity, and if precise fabrication of the k \)
frequency-control crystal units could be converted to mass production. 0/ . \
http://www.gordon.anny.mil/AC/WWII/WWIIINTR.HTM ('q)
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SCR-299 mobile communications unit

by Ted Wise

-
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The Signal Corps' SCR-299is the best example of Yankee ingenuity before U.S. entry into World ~("
.War II. The 299 was the civilian and military communications experts' effort to give a long-range ~(.,.

communication advantage to the U.S. Army and its allies.

Military observers were unanimous that the successof modern, fast-moving "blitz" tactics was
directly linked to how efficient armies' co'mmunicationssystems were. Up to 1940,
communications by messenger, signal flags, telephone and other signal devices had been
adequate to meet the challenge of the slower-moving military machinery.

However, Germany's initial successesin a highly mechanizedform of warfare were attributed to
their efficient and highly reliable communications system - the lightning-like movements of their
panzer divisions could be coordinated and timed for split-second action. These tactics produced
an ever-changing battle line ranging over distances of many hundreds of miles.



Communications officers could see that if the United States became involved in the war, our army
also would have to be equipped with modern communications to coordinate our combined
ground, air, sea and armored forces - none could function efficiently without the others' aid.

To meet these demands, a high-powered radio transmitter was required - capable of infallible
voice communications over 100 miles; self-powered; sturdy enough to work in all conditions (cold
North, hot South, jungle humidity or dry desert heat); flexible enough to cover a wide range of
frequencies; and able to operate in motion or at fixed locations. It had to be entirely independent
in its mobility-containing repair and replacement parts to ensure its continued operation on
detached missions.

"Olmstead's Baby"

The problem to find, procure, test and field such a unit under all conditions - and produce it in
time to give our army what it needed-was the concern of Col. Roger Colton, chief of
engineering and technical servicesat Fort Monmouth, N.J.

"Olmstead's Baby," as the project was called (after the Chief Signal Officer at the time), was to
find commercial and military parts already produced and make them work together. Colton's
program gathered commercially built transmitters with the necessaryrequirements for Signal
Corps adaptation. Out of the various sets sent from U.S. vendors, and after considerable
experimentation, Hallicrafters' Standard HT-4 transmitter was chosen as the desired radio's basis.

Production began in early spring 1942. The HT-4 - designed for amateur Useand commercially
available for several years - was compact and stable. It could deliver 325 watts of power on
voice and 450 watts on code. It was crystal-controlled but provided optimal use of the master-
oscillator power amplifier and was able to work over a wide range of frequencies.

The Signal Corps' requested changeswere achieved by Hallicrafters' engineers working with
Army technicians at Fort Monmouth. Adapting the transmitter to military use required
incorporating minor changes, augmenting the basic unit with more electronic devices -
permitting the transmitter to handle a wider range of frequencies - andstandardizingcontrol
equipment.

The HT-4 transmitter's new version became known as the BC-610transmitter. The receivers
finally supplied were the BC-312and BC-342,plus the BC-614(speech amplifier), BC-729(tuning
unit) and BC-211(frequency meter), along with the PE-95(power unit). All these became part of
the truck-and- trailer unit called the SCR-299- later better known as the "mobile
communications unit."

The SCR-299was part of the first equipment to land on the African shores and did yeoman duty
during those hectic days when the fate of the United Nations' African campaign was in the
balance. For long periods it was the only means of communication linking Oran and England,
Oran and Casablanca,Gibraltar, Algiers and Accra.

By this time our allies had heard of this famous equipment that gave such phenomenal results
and, through Lend-Lease,gained many complete units. British generals Montgomery and
Alexander used the SCR-299to coordinate their successfulefforts against the Germans in North
Africa.



Gen. Dwight Eisenhowercredited the SCR-299in his successful reorganization of the American
forces and final defeat of the Nazisat KasserinePass.In the invasion of Sicily and later Italy, the
SCR-299was used with telling results.

Though the original Signal Corps requirements were for communication points up to 100 miles,
under favorable conditions these transmitters made and maintained contact over 2,300 miles of
land and sea.

Without adequate communications, the Army's numerous divisions couldn't have been used to.
their fullest. World War II proved communications and split-second timing were crucial in
overpowering Germany's panzer units. The SCR-299provided the necessaryanswer to the Blitz.

Greg Goebbel
http://www.vectorsite.net/ttwiz2.html
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Cot Roger B. Colton succeeded Cot William R Blair as Director of the Signal Corps Laboratories in 1938
Transferred in August 1941 to the Office of the Chief Signal Officer in Washington; received promotion to
the rank of Brigadier General sometime between that date and March 1942. Served as Chief of Supply and

(later) Chief of Research and Development.
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:to~:r i. Colton Wt\!:1101."1\in Jc,r.oaboro~l.'.1forth Cu.rol1n~. on DcccmDr,r
15. 1807. hP. wae t:;rad1U1ted.trOtl1Tnle lI'nhcrdt;r. NO\1iio.von, Conuoctlcut..
v!th the dC;::1'l!oor Bachelor of Phllouo!JlhY' in 1909. Ite WI.\Ocoaml!:~ionf.!t\ : n
\he la..'tI1ll1rAI'IIIY'aC a 88cond l1cuten31Lt. COllootArt! Uory Corpe. foill'Tovc::Ibnr
... 1910.

PJWI(OTIOHS

:to; Ir."!: prQ/:Jotcd to nrot l10utentUtt on Ju1;;r 1, J.916~ to C3.ptMll 011
"'3Y 1:;. 1917; to'mt\jor' (tetllp01'en") onJune~. 1918; and to Uoutenant colonaJ.
(t.t"I:Ipc::Uj') 0%1.Scptt.m1Jer 19, 1918~ Be rovurtod. to his porm3Z1cnt r:mk of
ctlptl\1n on ~e~I'UA1'Y 2, 1.9P.O. oDd. vall proaJoted to moJor on Ju.4r 1. 1920;
to licutcn~t colonel on August 1, 1925: to colonel on llovcmbor 1. 1939: to
bricadier Genoral (tomporary) On ~o.nuary 30. 1942: to caJor goncTQ1 <tc~or~ry)
on A~st 7, 1942. .

, "

... , .. . SimICE
.' ':,..'. '" . .

']Ie ';!1r.;t \1as. assignscl.' to. J'O,x't. HGnrojill.. ViJ:.e:;ni.D., with Coast ~..~1.11~~-
troops:untU NO"e'er.1bt;t".I91:t.. 1Ihel1.he WQt ~o Pcna",cola. Flodda. 1'01; !'.J,'tty

. .until A.u","USt:1915. " Re, 1>rUiltorrP4 ~o the 3rd Coaat Jrtilio%y CtmpMY at Fort
_111021.' }!C\:1York, ~cre be reu.Gined until Jl'ovember 1915, -..hal.ho W3.F.
ae:rignad.' to 'the C~le S1jeal!l81"-41J.osopb.BcmY~ -in Eastern ;wlJ.tcra'. ' Hd "'''-11.de!-
tailed'in the Ordunc~ ~t :at tbo.1':or.t of'. FaibarkatioD'. Hoboken, N<nr
Jcrarq. ,1Jcnwcdn i~t 1917...4IIo11.J~U&r7 19l5. .when h~ assWlled cQ11lt1andof !'ort

"~~', G. :'o'deht', lfew Tot'k. III Mar J:916 he enrolled in the Ooast Artiu.er~ ~ohool.
" l'ort.l~onroc.:Vh:g!ni,a.. 8nd'~ eOlilplction of his course in OctoDer 1918 "ent

~ '~O F~t't.l-Ia.cA...thur. Cal1!orn1a. in.co!IIIBen~ of" .~e. 2n1!; A;=.r ~t1lleri,~i1rk:.',. " . -,.. .

In Av~~t 1919 ho onrollc4"l~ ~ sPG~ial course in .:aiectrical 'En.Ginc~r'ng
Md. Ge.&~G1nju~ h1 the Kusa.cbusrtta Instituto of TecnnoloPY. ~~brid£.o,
UaSGnehuEott:, ~ r~o1ved the degree o~ Master of Scionco fl."1:llDtha.t ~cllcol
in Docccbor 1920. :lie entDred Columbia UI11vo:r81i;:r, )lev York Oity, for ~cci¥
studio!: in J~W1%y 1921 ana. after cCI1Ip1eti,ng t11cm1.:1.Juno 1921. p:oc~ca.ed to
:tort l.tonroe, Virgin!3-, 80\1an 1ns~ru.ctt'1' at tho Coast ArHlle:ry S~ool. Be'
'bOCGlIIO0. '~ar:1boro! the Oosst. Art1l1crj'" ~oard at tho.t post in Doc:ar.1Jcr19:;3t
scrvli1€; .i.n tha.t c specit,. wti1. Jartf1.:J.r.f1924. WO!1ho DOgan a tour n.t Fort
M11ls, ~Uipp1no IslandR. aaa UinoPlmt10r Comml;l.t1.dcr. He 8oBJ;Ur.lodCOr,D:I;md
of tile 9lBt OO:!lst.6J:otil1eqat th2.t poat; in APfil 19G5~

He Jo:'>incdthe 12tll'.Coe,st 'Artillary at 3i'ort' !-{I)n,t'oo.V'ir~1!lia, in ;ja:n.'=~-y
1926 mid in tne r~llcwing Septambo;: onrol1~. in the Advanoed. Course of the

,Coa.$1;J.t"til1~:t"J SGhoc1'. 'h~in& ~3dua.tCld in J;me ::'!?Z7. ktar he \:'U:;'~('!:J~!'1.1~'
c",m')lcto~ t:11:':MtU'<:(; at t~o CCIJ,':Il:Indi!nd (hJJ\crcl :H.oI.fi5ehCJcl, j,\;ri; i.can~m'I.:J4'\;;1,
Kanaas. ~.."ldJoined the ~bor DefCl:\BQsat Lone IUand Sound at Fe:-t K. G..
Writ;ht, lie... York, then ~:ran(lforroc1 1':'012Coast ,A.t-t1l1ary to tho Si~ Corp$
on Junc 21. 1930. ~o months 1.a.ter ho boc3II1oPanat13Dcparttlont Si.gnal.Officer
at Qu.arTYueiGilta. p~ Ca.nal Zono. He waf! givl!~ chaJ:'go of the P1:>...nt=d
Tr3.f'f'ic Divi31011 in thl! O£!i,cc. C!1iof Slpel Officer, Washington, D. C.t in
AUf;Ut1932 .:lid of t1J.c ltosDo.J:ch and Dovo1opDtmt Divtaion of th3.t o£ticC! h/o Y'C£n1
13.tcr.

lie ~Ia!l 23:cc:uti~ Of'ficor at Fort l.coDl:louth. How Jcr~Qf. Dud th~ Sl~:U.
Cot'))S :Ua.b01:'l!.tnric6 thero 'bct.woom ~t 1936 Mol ,6.\\l;"18t 1937 ,,",,0:1 ho o:U'olled
ir. ~hc .\1.T.1~.W,,: Col1.c~, \f~"hi.J\ltt(ln. 1)~ 0.. f':'olll ~.ich ~o V~R gr.,J,ul1\,cd ira
Juno 1938. !to boc~o DlrQctor of tho S1g.'18J. ~crps Ln1:Joratorlu:o at 3'n..t
!.(Of\T.Iouth. Uc\.; JCr:Jcy. On AU{;WIt 12, 1941, 11c va:: ord.ered, to d~\~ in \'h.:
Of'nc::!, Ohicf Si~n.1 Ogflcor. 'Ii<L~h'ngton. D. C.. <md. ~CCE]!lOChlof of th':!
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0'- Baldrin-gar
.'-~.iA"r~:

~'~'~'~PJ.:r SCrVicos. Bo was dosignated. Ohio! of tho Engineering C!J1d.
" !!ochnica.l Service, Orticc of the Ohittf'., Signal O.fticer, in Au«us~ 1943. He
f ',.as ro1ic-vod a.s Chi of' , ~inecring 81ld"~ecbnica1 Servicc, in September 1944,

and a.ssigned. to Arrny Air Forccs BCadque.rters. Washingi:on. D. C., and uas
than assiGflod to ,the .40?-Oth.~ Air 'orces :B:!.seUnit. (RC3dqUtU"ters,.Army
Air Forces !rcchnictll Scr'vice Conca.nd.),' at Wright Fic~,' buy-tori, Ohio, t'\."ld
appointed Ai~ Comnunications Officer, Air TcChnicnl'ServicO,CoDcs:a.

He retired in the e;ra.d.oof tlajor e;cncral on JanUarY' 31. 1946.

pECORATIOJiS

He \'1a.~aWa.l'dod thoDi$tin~shed Service l(cdal in Doc.eJ:Iber 1945, \iith
the f o11o~dng ci,;ation:

"M~jOl°Gcr.cr~ Roger 3. Col to~ d,i'stinguished himself froD Sopte;':ibor
1944 to Scptcnbo;r)1945 by the o~coptionalq .tJcFitd>rio'ls dannor" in ,.rhich he
dischDx~cdhc~v,y rc~o~sibilit1os as Air CoCttUnicatiQns O!~~cerof tho:Air
!l!echnicaJ.' ,Service CO!:1I1n:id..Wright Fie1d~ and Electronics Ad~J'i,s:orto the l~ssist-
Mt 0:110:: of' Air St<:lff-4, Roc.c!qu.'U"tersArtty Air :r~rcel3. 'ao directed. the
trmsfcr fraT.! the' Signal Oorps "to tho A.rs:q Air Forcos 01 tho research, d.ovelop-
Dcnt. proC'UXOtIont, storago 3nd i$8UO.0£ oOJ:l.Cunications itcns and othcr
electronic cquipr.1cnt peculiar to W.o"Ai"r Forccs. HilO contributions to IJ~
e~cctro.nic dovices,inc~udingdcvclo~on~s~~~.nadc possibl~increased .

rOSCl1\1.tion l,?a.d.~nG to ~n6 applica.tion of radar: to, .strategic' bOD'b,ing, fir~ '
co~trol, Wld :Gt',i~ed T.1i;SSg~B, wore out~.~and~ 8Jid ai-ought ,:lbout tho opO~I~tic11-
a.l usc .of.~ t~OI?.o ir:1ploi:1pnts rears ~e.od of the nO.at optinistic ostiDb.~bs o~ the

..~cion~ific 1;10rld.; ~ hiS:kBen, yi~icnt profcssi~nal :lmo"nedgq., pcsc..,~t'a..1'J.CO'
nn4-~i~closs ,offorts,G~'crDl Ool~on contributed n~t~blY'to the successful
pro~,:)d.ution of' t;ho ~'. ,'- . . '. " "~:, ' ' '. '..
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w.~ D~~'i'1.ill1:iT.:...~p to 'd.o.to i'l~ of lG. rob~ 1946.
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~ajor General
i/n ~ignal Corps,
~'T &T Executive
j. Iteth'ed Army major ,cneral Roger

l!
. Colton. 90, who served In the Sig.

. nel Corps. died of eardiac an'1!St Tues.

j
dlY at Mount Vernon Hoepltal in Fa.Ir-
fa.'CCounty. .

, Gen. Colton ~"ed during World
War n as di~ctor ot the SIgnal Corps
Laboratoriell and director ot Signal
COl'p$research, develCJt)ment,pl'OOUt'e-
Air oommuunfcation oUicers for the
Air Corp~ Technical Semee CornnuuuL

He received the Legion of Merit
and the Distinguished Service MedaL

Gen. Colton's wode eontributec1 to
the development of both radar and an
electronic fire-eontrol system for air-.crafl

He retired from the Army in 1946.
He served as president of the Intema.
tiona1 'relcphone and.Telegraph Labora-
torie!i and as depu~ technical direc-
ttll' for IT&T during thc lQ50s. He
t1IoV'ed here in 11153.

Gen. Colton was a native of North
Carolina. He earned a bachelor's de-
j(ree from Yale University and a 1ft8&-
teJ:"sdegree from the Mas.sachusetts
In,tituteof Tedmology. ~

He enlisted In the Ar.tny In 1912 and
lIerved in the coastal artillery until
transtel'dng to the Signal Corps In
1930.He was a graduate ot the Com-
mand and General Staff School and
the Army War College.

He i!i!iurvi~ed by his wife Ora C., of
the bome in Alexandria; a daughter
Shirley C. Lot%,of Al'exandria, three
grandchildren and five great.grand-
childrAl1.

The famiLY SUl:(gest!ithat expres.
I;ions of $ympathy may be dn the form
tlf contributions to the Taft Sehool in
WatertrJwn, Conn., or the Columbia
t.llfhthouse ror the Blind in Washing.
ton.

DAMH FPO

ILOGER JI. COLTON

COLl'ON. ROGIJR a.
(I'AIJ,~ USA kef.)
On .II"",,"" 2', 1918,.1 MI. 'VIIP
110ft WIIsPll8l. M..,JOR GEN.
RoGER B. COL'fON, 01 "I~n-
elr!", ve~ lluiC.1ICI01 Ore C.
COIIDnjlalher of Shirley (aJton
WItt: .liO Wl'Vllled IW -three
9I'enddlllllreJI.Fun ' ~IceS
wm tit tlet\I 8' Pt. My., ClUIPeI.
on F'~. JallU8l'Y 27, ~I 3 D.",.
loII_e12 tv IIIII!nMtII In Arlin:llon

'. ~tJOtIIlI' CI!mC!I!rY ..,... :ull tr.m:
III nona<'$. AIU~ANGIOMEN"S
&V nil! DEMAINE FUNERAl..
HOME, ,ALEXANDRIA: Mi!rTIo,I81
COIIlrlbuilOm may lie made 10
TaU SehOoi Waler1own. Conn., ()( j
ColUmbia l:iGmtmuse for 1hR .
Blind. WMlIllKllOn. D.(.
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