Cold War Competition Heats up Innovation at Fort Monmouth: Part III
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(Note: This article appeared in the 9 November 2007 Monmouth Message)
In previous weeks, we’ve introduced the Cold War and explained how the competitive nature of that conflict fueled creativity among scientists and inventors worldwide. Fort Monmouth’s scientists and inventors posed no exception. By-products of 1940s- 1970s competition included the launch of space-age communications through radar contact with the moon, weather and automatic mortar locating radars, innovative satellites, electronic miniaturization, and night vision equipment. Part three of this three-part series highlights some of the post’s most significant or interesting accomplishments from 1980 to1991, the year that marks the end of the Cold War era. 
Former CECOM /Fort Monmouth command historian Dr. Richard Bingham once wrote, “If a single phrase could be invoked to characterize research and development activities of the 1980s, it would be ‘Force Modernization’ -- the acquisition and fielding of powerful new weapon systems, largely based on technologies developed the previous decade.  With automatic data processing systems, such as the Tactical Fire Direction System (TACFIRE), the All Source Analysis System (ASAS), and the Maneuver Control System (MCS), CECOM gave the American Soldier battlefield capabilities no other Army possessed.  So did several new surveillance systems, including… GUARDRAIL...”
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During this time, CECOM also introduced new, secure communications systems, including the Single Channel Ground and Airborne Radio Systems (SINCGARS), and a mobile radio-telephone system, Mobile Subscriber Equipment (MSE).  The latter, the product of the largest single contract ever awarded for C-E equipment, heralded a new way of doing business:  CECOM had taken the lead in finding ways to shorten the acquisition cycle through procurement and adaptation of non-developmental items.  CECOM also took the lead during the 1980s in standardizing tactical computers and software. 

Let’s examine these developments in the context on the continuing Cold War. The TACFIRE system automated selected field artillery command and control functions to provide efficient management of fire support resources. It helped give the American Soldier battlefield capabilities no other Army possessed. 

As TACFIRE was being fielded in the early 1980s, the United States boycotted the 1980 Summer Olympics in Moscow. The boycott was one of the actions the U.S. used to protest the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979. In 1981, Ronald Reagan became President of the United States.  That year, the Central Intelligence Agency began to support right wing, anti-Sandinista government guerillas known as “Contras” in Nicaragua. This would lead to the notorious Iran-Contra scandal later in the decade. 
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In 1983, the world again inched towards nuclear war during Exercise Able Archer 83. Soviet air defenses mistook this NATO exercise, which simulated a nuclear-release, as fake cover for a NATO attack. The country consequently put its nuclear forces on high alert. “The world did not quite reach the edge of the nuclear abyss,” recalls U.S. intelligence agent Oleg Gordievsky in an article by college professor Lawrence S. Wittner, “But during Able Archer 83 it had ...come frighteningly close.” 
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To protect the United States from such disaster, President Reagan proposed the Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI) that same year. This military research program sought to develop an antiballistic missile (ABM) defense system. An Architectural Survey and Evaluation of Buildings completed at Fort Monmouth in 2006 reveals that research conducted at the Pulse Power Center (buildings 2707-2710, 2713) in the Charles Wood Area contributed to the development of the SDI, known colloquially as the “Star Wars” project.  
Also in 1983, CECOM awarded the first contract for the production of Single Channel Ground and Airborne Radio Systems (SINCGARS) to replace radios of the VRC-12 family. SINCGARS provided Very High Frequency (VHF) Frequency Modulation (FM) combat net radio communication with Electronic Counter-Countermeasures, or frequency hopping, and digital data capability. 
Late the next year, research and development contracts were awarded for the All Source Analysis System (ASAS), an automated tactical intelligence system that would provide all source correlated intelligence to commanders at division, corps, and echelons above corps. ASAS’ all source fusion network could be used to generate timely, accurate, and comprehensive understanding of enemy deployments, capabilities, vulnerabilities, and potential courses of action. 

Worldwide, the Warsaw Pact, a military alliance of eight European Communist nations, boycotted the 1984 Summer Olympics in Los Angeles, citing security concerns and anti Soviet sentiment in the United States. Later that year, British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher met with Soviet politician Mikhail Gorbachev in an attempt to open new channels of dialogue with Soviet leadership candidates. Thatcher came out of the discussions declaring, “I like Mr. Gorbachev -- we can do business together.”
Mikhail Gorbachev, you might remember, became the leader of the Soviet Union in 1985; the same year CECOM awarded Mobile Subscriber Equipment (MSE) contracts in a revolutionary $4.5 billion procurement. MSE would provide users with a means of communicating throughout the battlefield, regardless of location, in either static or mobile situations.  MSE Project Manager, Colonel John R. Power, who assumed control just one month after award of the MSE contracts, stated of the program, “I wanted to be a project manager of a major Army Signal program…I got to be the Project Manager of the Army’s most major Signal program.”
The next year, U.S. president Ronald Reagan himself would meet with Gorbachev and come close to achieving a breakthrough on nuclear arms control. Gorbachev then announced Glasnost and Perestroika to the world in 1987. Glasnost was the policy of maximum publicity, openness, and transparency in the activities of all government institutions in the Soviet Union, together with freedom of information. Perestroika referred to the restructuring of the Soviet economy.
As these promising changes occurred on the opposite side of the iron curtain, Maneuver Control System (MCS) contracts were being awarded here. The MCS, a collection of computer equipment, provided battlefield information by collecting, processing, and displaying data generated within the air/land combat environment. Using this system, a commander could improve the timeliness of his or her decisions and allocate resources accordingly. 
The next year, 1988, the GUARDRAIL/Common Sensor (GR/CS) was fielded to Korea. GR/CS, a corps level airborne signals intelligence (SIGINT) collection/location system, would provide near real time SIGINT and targeting information to tactical commanders throughout the corps area with emphasis on Deep Battle and Follow on Forces Attack support. 

In 1989, George H. W. Bush became President of the United States. That year, revolutions allowed Eastern Europe to rise up against the Communist governments there, and the Berlin wall came down. Bush met with Gorbachev on the Mediterranean island of Malta to promote U.S.-Soviet relations, and the two declared the start of a long lasting peaceful era. Many observers regard this summit as the official beginning of the end of the Cold War. By the end of December 1991, the hammer and sickle were lowered for the last time over the Kremlin and the Soviet Union ceased to exist.
As the 1990s continued, the missions of CECOM and related Fort Monmouth organizations only acquired enhanced significance when, defining the Army's role in the “new world order,” the Army Chief of Staff identified the requirements for decisive victory: own the spectrum, own the night, know the enemy, and ‘digitize’ the battlefield.

Mary Beth Reed and Mark Swanson explain in their 1996 report, Evaluation of Selected Cultural Resources at Fort Monmouth, New Jersey how, at the outset of the Cold War, it was well understood that the future would favor those with superior electronic capability. If a nation could increase the efficiency of its communications network, shield that network from enemies, and at the same time expose the networks of others, the advantage could prove more valuable that that of entire armies. 
In the Cold War race for the best electronics, Fort Monmouth played a crucial role in the American defense system. 

Research at Pulse Power Center contributed to the Space Defense Initiative.











