Fort Monmouth Touted as the “Black Brain Center” of the U.S. 
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“Because professionally trained Jews and blacks couldn’t easily get jobs in industry, they found jobs in the Signal Corps. And they were also moving up through the ranks faster than the local white Christians.” 

According to African American engineer William Jones in the above quote from a 1993 oral history interview, the Signal Corps at Fort Monmouth offered unique opportunities for minorities in the 1940s and 1950s. African American electrical engineer and retired SES Thomas E. Daniels, who worked here for thirty-five years, concurred with this sentiment in a 2003 interview with journalist Gloria Stravelli. He stated, “Fort Monmouth was known as the Black Brain Center of the U.S.” Daniels affirmed that this post “provided a place where black scientists and engineers could finds jobs and advance their careers,” while other research facilities closed their doors to African Americans.  
These employment opportunities did not inoculate the Fort’s African American employees from the culture of discrimination and segregation that marked this period in our country’s history, however. Keep in mind that the Army itself institutionalized discrimination until President Harry S. Truman signed Executive Order 9981 on 26 July 1948, ending segregation in the United States Armed Forces. Jim Crow ruled in the private sector, and even here in New Jersey Ku Klux Klan chapters marched in the streets. Despite its best efforts, the Signal Corps could not ensure uniformly equitable treatment for African American Army personnel.
Examining the experiences of just a few of the Fort’s early African American employees illustrates the dichotomy between the Signal Corps’ progressive hiring policies and the day-to-day lives of the African Americans benefiting from that progressiveness. Harold Tate, for example, began working as a civilian electronics technician at Fort Monmouth in 1942.  He recalled in a 1993 oral history interview that the government paid him $2,600 a year, “quite a bit of money in those times.” When Tate completed his undergraduate degree, his unit chief tapped him to train as a radar officer. Tate remembered, “there were only two blacks in the whole class of somewhere in the neighborhood of about 200 officers. The other was fair skinned and passing for white.” 

Tate encountered discrimination and segregation despite the opportunity afforded to him by his Fort Monmouth supervisor. He remembered difficulties in finding off post restaurants, transportation, and housing. As he recalled, “Blacks had to go scrounging around for a place to sleep.” His experience at Fort Monmouth was so good, comparatively speaking, that when offered the option to return to the Fort after training at Harvard and the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, he said, “I’d be tickled to death to be sent back to the lab.” 

Ever mindful of the obstacles impeding African Americans’ success, Tate and his fellow African American engineers and technicians started programs to educate their coworkers and even local high school students. According to Tate, these “tutorial programs for black Fort Monmouth employees did a respectable job of trying to get people better educated.” 
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According to Tate, Dr. Walter McAfee helped teach these tutorials. McAfee, a renowned physicist, held numerous supervisory positions during his four decades at Fort Monmouth. He is perhaps most famous for his participation in the Diana Project, the 1946 radar experiment that resulted in our first contact with the moon. 
McAfee recalled in a 1994 oral history interview that several government agencies initially rebuffed his attempts to gain employment, based on his race- something he couldn’t hide during the application process, as most applications required a photograph. 
Fort Monmouth’s application, however, did not. McAfee received instructions to report here almost immediately after submitting his paperwork. He resigned from a steady teaching job in order to do so, despite fears that he would be fired when Fort officials discovered his race. 
Those fears dissipated when McAfee arrived here and found a number of African Americans already at work. Upon arriving in New Jersey, he, like Tate, noted that off post segregation and discrimination made it difficult to get housing and meals. Interpersonal discrimination occasionally reared its head on base as well, sometimes making it difficult for African Americans to receive promotions.  As McAfee described it, “…if they had one position and had a black man and a white man competing for it, the white man got it. Mainly, there’s less friction that way. The black man isn’t going to fight that hard. Of course, today you wouldn’t say that. I guess we were just getting into the jobs.” 
But McAfee’s section chief, like Tate’s, championed him, and McAfee received his initial promotion. Many more followed, to the point that “I never had trouble on an Army base after ’48. So when Truman integrated the Army, my rating was high enough they didn’t bother me. I went to places and they gave me good quarters. They gave me the best- I usually got the VIP quarters.” That experience was in stark contrast to his first travel experiences in 1946, which required McAfee to carry a booklet denoting accommodations open to African Americans. 
William Jones, who noted the Signal Corps’ reputation for accepting qualified African Americans, shared in a 1993 oral history interview that forty-eight private employers and the U.S. Air Corps rejected him before Fort Monmouth hired him. His opportunity to work here, like so many others’, was marred by the fact that, as he put it, “you couldn’t eat anywhere else in the county” other than the African American boarding house. He endured repeated humiliation when he could not dine with co-workers at local eateries. Luckily, the man for whom Jones worked early on in his career, radar pioneer John Marchetti, “didn’t care what kind of people worked on (his projects) as long as they were qualified.” 
As Jones rose through the ranks, he, too, refused to select employees based on the color of their skin, despite the past slights he himself had endured. According to Jones, “…I didn’t want an ‘all colored’ department. I could see no advantage in spite of the arguments put forth by the colored who wanted me to do so ‘in order that we could show them (the whites) what we can do’….there was and is no advantage from self-segregation.” 
Thomas Daniels, who pointed out the post’s reputation as a “Black Brain Center,” addressed the imperfections of the opportunity afforded him by the Signal Corps, saying,  “Working at the Fort, you still had a microcosm of people who really didn’t think blacks were smart enough, but you still had opportunity.” 
Recently retired Deputy to the Commanding General, Mr. Victor J. Ferlise, addressed that opportunity when asked what he wanted people to remember about Fort Monmouth after its closure. His answer included that Fort Monmouth was a place where, “twenty years before the civil rights act, black people could do great things.” The numerous pioneering African American personnel who, like Jones, Daniels, Tate, and McAfee, bravely accepted this opportunity during the 1940s and 1950s should be commended for their tenacity and remembered especially as we celebrate Black History Month. 
The trail blazed by these World War II era pioneers paved the way for more recent African American leaders here, like Mary Pinkett, the first black woman to attain GS-14, or Emmett Paige, the first black general in the history of the Signal Corps. Paige served at Fort Monmouth as Commander of the Communications Systems Agency, as the first two-star Commander of the Communications Research and Development Command, and as commander of the Electronics Research and Development Command. Other notable African American leaders here have included Albert Johnson, the first black Colonel in the Signal Corps, who served several tours here; John Patterson, the first black Chief of Staff of CECOM; CECOM Commander MG Robert Nabors (September 1998- July 2001), Fort Monmouth’s first African American Commanding General; and MG William H. Russ (July 2001-June 2004). 
For more information on the experiences of Fort Monmouth’s African American personnel, see Professor Robert Johnson Jr.’s “No Short Climb,” research project, available via the Infoage website at http://www.infoage.org/rj-nosc.htm, or Thomas Daniels’ “Contributions of Black Americans to Electronic Research, Development, Production Distribution, and Training at Fort Monmouth,” also available via the InfoAge website, at http://www.infoage.org/Daniels-1988-cover.html.  
Dr. McAfee receives an award from Electronics Command Deputy Commanding General Brigadier General H.A. Kissinger and Fort Monmouth scientist and German expatriate Dr. Hans Ziegler.
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Dr. McAfee works in his laboratory, 1946. The multi-million McAfee Center on post honors McAfee’s lifetime achievements.











