Our Deal Area First to Record Sputnik Signals

By Melissa Ziobro

Staff Historian

CECOM LCMC G3 Historical Office
(Note: This article appeared in the 19 October 2007 Monmouth Message)
When the Russians launched Sputnik I in October 1957, our Deal Area was the first government instal​lation in the United States to detect and record the Russian signals.

“Our” Deal Area? Yes, ours. The Army acquired the site in 1953 for use by the Signal Corps, here. According to Richard W. Hunter’s Cultural Resource Survey at the Deal Test Site Township of Ocean Monmouth County NJ, the property known as the Deal Area or Deal Test Site is a 208 acre parcel of land in Ocean Township, Monmouth County, NJ. It is two miles inland from Deal and bound by Deal Road on the south, Whalepond Road on the east, Dow Avenue on the north, and private property to the west. 
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Inhabitants used the area agriculturally throughout most of the 17th, 18th, and 19th centuries. The Woolley family owned the land as far back as any records show.
Western Electric acquired the plot in 1919, and began an experimental station for ship to shore radio telephony. The property transferred to Bell Laboratories in 1925. Extensive radio communications and radar experiments occurred between 1920 and 1953.
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 A Bell Labs Bulletin dated January 22, 1953 tells us that “Many other sig​nificant advances were born at Deal, including the development of the short wave transmitter for the first transatlantic radio-telephone service.  During WWII, a part of the Laboratories’ work on radar research and development was carried on at Deal.”
The Bell Laboratory work at Deal merged with the Bell Laboratory work being carried out at Holmdel in 1953. Jersey City businessmen George Fangmann and Walter Scott bought the Deal property that year.

U.S. government activity at the Deal Test Site began in September. The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, District of New York leased the property; however the using agency was first the Signal Corps and, later, the U.S. Army Electronics Command (ECOM), both headquartered at Fort Monmouth. Approximately eight miles separated the Main Post of Fort Monmouth from this test site.
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The Deal Test Area often made the news in the late 1950s and 1960s because of its excellent facilities and because of its performance in monitoring satellites. It was, for a period, one of the prime tracking stations of the North Atlantic Missile Range.  When Sputnik I was launched in October 1957, the Deal Area was the first government instal​lation in the United States to detect and record the Russian signals.  A total of 273 orbits of Sputnik I were observed and recorded, covering approximately 500 hours of continuous monitoring .

Dr. Harold Zahl, Fort Monmouth’s Director of Research, later reported that “we had no legal project set up for tracking Russian satellites…but within our own laboratory, we had an immediate potential, and Duty called desperately.” He recalled that a “small select group of Signal Corps R&D personnel at Fort Monmouth,” eventually dubbed the “Royal Order of Sputnik Chasers,” vowed to work without overtime pay 24 hours a day, seven days a week, “until we knew all there was to be learned from the mysterious electronic invader carrying the hammer and sickle.”
According to NASA, the Cold War era launch of that electronic invader “ushered in new political, military, technological, and scientific developments. While the Sputnik launch was a single event, it marked the start of the space age and the U.S.-U.S.S.R space race.” Fort Monmouth personnel were there when the gun sounded the beginning of that race. 
An elaborate (and this time official) monitoring facility was set up in time to monitor Sputnik II, launched in November 1957.  Once again, Deal was the first American station to record the signals.

According to Dr. Zahl, the Command’s Technical Information Staff lacked official permission to release the news of Sputnik II’s entry over North America. Being only 0250, the Pentagon “was not yet ready for the space maze.” So, George Moise of the Technical Information Division “quite innocently” called one of the news wire services and asked, “Did anyone hear the new Russian satellite over the U.S. before our reception at 0250 hours?” 

The very excited gentleman on the other end of the line reportedly exclaimed, “What! No- but, but- you’ve got a story!”
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Moise avoided possible reprimand when a co-worker, Len Rokaw, managed to awaken enough high-level officials to authorize an official news release.

Other space achievements followed the Sputnik launches rapidly. Deal personnel monitored and logged all satellites, both American and Russian, as well as all missiles launched from Cape Kennedy. The Deal Area served as the communications cen​ter for COURIER, the first large capacity active communication satellite, which had been developed under the technical supervision of Fort Monmouth personnel and was launched in 1960.  It further proved in​strumental in TIROS I, the first weather satellite, also developed under the technical supervision of the Fort Monmouth Laboratories and launched that same year. 
Deal’s space availabilities dropped off gradually as NASA and the Air Force set up their own monitoring and tracking facilities, but as of 1960 Dr. Zahl declared that the “Deal library, of all satellite recordings, is the most complete in the world.”
In compliance with Army and DoD directives to abandon excess leased real estate, the Electronics Command terminated their lease with the Deal site owners effective June 30, 1973.  Most Deal facilities and personnel moved to the government-owned Evans Area.

The land was deemed safe for non-military use and uncontaminated by explosives or other toxic material. Ocean Township and the state of New Jersey joined to purchase the land as a nature preserve in 1973. 

The site was entered into the Ocean Township Parks system in 1980. The New Jersey Historic Preservation Office determined the site to be eligible for the National Register of Historic Places in 1981; however, the site is not listed. Two structures were demolished and an antenna blew down in a storm in the 1980s. By 1999, the park maintenance offices and storage were housed in two of the historic structures. Four buildings, including the two story former Army Signal Corps administration building, were vacant. 


Today the site is known as Joe Palaia Park. It holds an important place in the histories of both Fort Monmouth and space exploration. 
For more information on Fort Monmouth’s work with satellites, contact the Historical Office at 732 532 6322 or schedule a trip to visit the U.S. Army Communications-Electronics Museum’s satellite exhibit by calling 732 532 1682. 

May 1928 view of the main building at Deal and short wave towers. The three towers were used in the first ship to shore radio telephone experiments.
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Astro-Observation Center, Deal, c. 1969
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