Fort Monmouth Invention Warned of Pearl Harbor Attack

By Melissa Ziobro

Staff Historian

CECOM LCMC G3 Historical Office
(Note: This article appeared in the 21 September 2007 Monmouth Message)
Many Fort Monmouth employees realize that much of the Army’s early work with radar occurred on this post. Fewer, however, know that our equipment successfully detected the incoming Japanese planes at Pearl Harbor.

Those planes, as Helen Phillips, then Museum Director and Signal Corps Historian recalled in 1967, “catapulted the United States into World War II in a cascade of fire and broken ships. Never since the Revolution had America been so close to ignominious military defeat. Never had our sovereignty been so jeopardized.”
Could anything have stopped this infamous attack, and our subsequent entry into the War? Dr. Harold Zahl explains in his book Radar Spelled Backwards that the SCR-270B radar “gave 52 minutes of unheeded warning as the Japanese approached Pearl Harbor on the 7th of December, 1941.” Dr. Zahl helped to design the vacuum tube components for that early warning radar here at Fort Monmouth.
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Another member of the Fort Monmouth radar team, John Joseph “Jack” Slattery, recalled in a 2001 interview that “The 270 (radar project) started at the behest of…General Hap Arnold, then Chief of the Army Air Corps, when he saw the demonstration (of the SCR-268 radar here in) May of ’37. (He) asked could the Signal Corps provide him with one of these gadgets that would give his airplanes about a hundred miles warning of an incoming raid to provide them with the opportunity of starting their planes and getting up and attacking the raiders before they got to the target. Well, that said, immediacy was a requirement, far more than the searchlight SCR-268. So, that was set up as a separate group, and they built the SCR-270, first A, and then B, an improved model. And that was the radar that functioned on the Pearl Harbor raid.” 

In fact, six of the SCR-270B arrived in Hawaii on 1 August 1941. They began testing and operation shortly thereafter. According to official radar history, General Officers were “highly pleased with the proceedings of radio direction finding sets and the personnel associated with the information centers.” LTC C.A. Powell, Department Signal Officer, stated in an 11 November 1941 memorandum that “We have had very little trouble with the operation of these sets.”
So, Pearl Harbor had radar sets capable of detecting the incoming enemy attacks on 7 December 1941. Officers expressed confidence in the capability of that equipment, and, on that “day that shall live in infamy,” the SCR-270B indeed came through and successfully detected the incoming Japanese planes.  What prevented the Army from mobilizing to defend Pearl Harbor in the 52 minutes of warning that the SCR-270B provided? 
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The published findings of the Army Pearl Harbor Board and the Navy Court of Inquiry reveal what actually occurred from an operational standpoint, together with an official judgment on the errors in command. Findings are excerpted and summarized below:
“At the time of the attack, only a few vessels of the Pacific Fleet were fitted with radar. The radar of vessels berthed in a harbor such as Pearl Harbor, partially surrounded by high land, is of limited usefulness at best and does not provide the necessary warning of hostile approach.”
“The shore-based radar on Oahu was an Army service and entirely under Army control. The original project called for 6 permanent (fixed) and 6 mobile installations. The fixed installations had not been completed by 7 December 1941 and only 3 sets had been shipped to Oahu up to that time. On that day there were in operation 5 mobile sets located in selected positions with equipment in efficient condition, but inadequately manned.” 

“Training of personnel had started on 1 November 1941. The Army Interceptor Command was barely in the first stages of organization by 7 December.”

“Between 27 November and 7 December 1941 the Air Warning System operated from 0400 to 0700, the basis for these hours being that the critical time of possible attack was considered to be from one hour before sunrise until two hours after sunrise.”

“Two privates, Joseph Lockard and George Elliot, who had been on duty at the Opana station with an SCR-270B from 0400 to 0700 of 7 December 1941, elected to keep running the set until a truck arrived to take them to breakfast so that Lockard, an experienced operator, could give Elliot some instruction. Two minutes after the official closing time for the set a large echo appeared near the extreme end of the range baseline on the oscilloscope when the antenna was facing north. It indicated a large flight of planes at a distance of 136 miles.”
“So strong was the signal that Lockard checked over the adjustment on the set to make sure it was not spurious. As the echo moved in to a range of 132 miles, there seemed no doubt. Lockard called the Information Center and reported the fact. The Information Center was staffed at the time only by an enlisted telephone operator and an Air Corps officer who was there for training, with very little experience on radar. Having information that a flight of B-17s was expected at the time, he assumed that these might represent the source of the signals and told Lockard to forget it. Meanwhile Lockard and Elliott continued to track the planes in to twenty miles from Oahu, when they lost them due to the distortion.”

At this point, according to Lockard’s testimony, “we proceeded to close down the station and go back to Kawailoa for breakfast.” The two privates were unaware that tragedy was about to strike. The Japanese bombers attacked Pearl Harbor at 0755. 

Lockard subsequently received the Distinguished Service Medal and an opportunity to attend Officer Candidate School at Fort Monmouth. He was a first lieutenant in the Signal Corps when he testified before the Army Pearl Harbor Board and the Navy Court of Inquiry. 
Elliot, who had trained at Fort Monmouth, would also return to this post after his assignment in Hawaii. 

Back at Fort Monmouth that December, the radar team despaired. Had their product failed the fleet- had it failed the country? Radar technician John Marchetti granted an interview some fifty years after the bombing in which he was asked, “When you heard about Pearl Harbor…how did you feel when you heard what had happened with the radar when the Japanese were attacking?”
He replied, “I was furious. I was furious. The radar that had been built…was completely misused. It could have saved lives at Pearl Harbor; it could have changed the picture totally around. But instead it got us in the war, because that was the very real reason why we joined the war.”
Jack Slattery’s disappointment, as revealed in his 2001 interview, was a fresh as Marchetti’s.  Slattery’s interviewer stated, “One of the things that is curious about the attack is that it seems as though the radar worked well, but the people in the equation didn’t quite follow through the way that they were supposed to, at least the way its been reported historically. We were curious as to how did the engineers who actually developed this radar- brought it to working efficiency, got it into production- how did they feel about the attack at Pearl Harbor, particularly when they knew that there were six radars set up to protect the island of Oahu and the fleet?”
Mr. Slattery replied, “Well, not only did we know there were the six radars there, but also we knew that each one of them was working properly. Because, we had taken a group of our younger engineers, with maybe a year or two experience, and trained them on how the SCR-270B should perform. And, they’d all been out there and checked them all. So, we were desperately disappointed. And we did not hear until twelve weeks- twelve days later, and we got a very cryptic call from one of the generals in Washington, who said, “Tell the fellas not to worry, their machine worked.” But that’s all we had for perhaps another month or two. And then we got plots of the tracking, of the tracking of the radars before seven o’clock and tracking afterwards. And of course, the radar that remained on the air was a voluntary performance of the crew for training purposes while they were awaiting transportation back to their barracks. And the fact that they wanted to work, for more training, was indicative of the loyalty of the crews on all the radars. They would all have stayed if someone had said to them, “can you stay ten minutes and watch something?”

Dr. Zahl recalled similar distress over what he feared may have been the failure of the Fort Monmouth radars in Hawaii. He remembered that after a few days, “there was still no word as to how or whether our radar had worked at Pearl Harbor. We knew there were investigations on- and we would just have to wait it out. It was around the fifteenth of December. A small aspirin-chewing group had gathered in my office drinking black coffee…The phone rang…It was from Washington… (they) had just received word about our Hawaiian radar. Our Opana Station at the northern tip of Oahu had worked and given some warning. Elated, we cheered, vigorously shook hands and slapped backs…then silence, (to) hear further details.”
The Signal Corps laboratory radar personnel at Fort Monmouth could rest assured: their radar had worked. The official Army report as to the efficiency of the SCR-270B stated the following: 

“The Aircraft Warning Service on the morning of 7 December 1941 was in operative condition for all practical purposes. It had an information center and five mobile stations. It was sufficiently operative to successfully pick up the Japanese force 132 miles from Oahu…If the radar system and information center had been fully manned, as it could have been and as it was immediately upon the disaster at Pearl Harbor and thereafter without further physical additions, it could have been successfully operated on December 7th…The aircraft warning service…was a fully operating service and did so operate shortly after the attack…”
The History of the Signal Corps Development of U.S. Army Radar Equipment reports that these facts cast “quite a favorable light at least on the engineering and technical accomplishments of the Signal Corps laboratories personnel in designing, procuring, and shipping out the SCR-270B.” Word soon reached Fort Monmouth that the Army wanted more of these sets. Procurement objectives were expanded, and research efforts were to be multiplied. The Pearl Harbor disaster had actually proved the indispensable worth of the radar developed by the Signal Corps, here.
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SCR-270 installed. 
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SCR-270 operator’s position.
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