Cold War Competition Heats up Innovation at Fort Monmouth: Part II
By Melissa Ziobro

Staff Historian

CECOM LCMC G3 Historical Office
(Note: This article appeared in the 2 November 2007 Monmouth Message)
Last week’s article 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- 1950s competition included the launch of space-age communications through radar contact with the moon, weather radars, Automatic Mortar Locating Radars, and the space race. Part two of this three-part series highlights some of the post’s most significant or interesting accomplishments during the 1960s-1970s.

1960 proved to be a pivotal year in the Cold War era.The Chinese leadership, angered at being treated as the “junior partner” to the Soviet Union, declared their version of Communism superior and began to compete with the Soviets for influence. This added a third dimension to the Cold War, which had long been contained to two major players: the United States and the Soviet Union.
1960 also marked many significant achievements for personnel here. Personnel, for example, were participating in Project WOSAC (World Wide Synchronization of Atomic Clocks).  The project, carried out with the aid of the U.S. Navy, U.S. Air Force, Harvard University, and the British Post office, established a global standard for time measurement that would be of great value in tracking satellites and long-range missiles, for secure global communications, and in radio-wave studies.
Our laboratories supervised the development of the first televised weather satellite, TIROS I (Television and Infra-Red Observation Satellite I), in 1960 as well. TIROS I sent televised weather photographs of the earth's cloud cover and weather patterns to our giant 60-foot “Space Sentry” antenna in the Evans Area. 
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The New York Times reported that TIROS also had “obvious military implications” as the orbit of TIROS I permitted it to photograph southern Russia and Communist China. Reports show that the U.S. freely distributed TIROS I’s images to those countries both as a goodwill gesture and to demonstrate the advanced pace of American research.
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 The same year, our labs supervised the development and building of the first high capacity communication satellite, Courier. Courier proved that high-volume communications could be relayed through space. A slight scandal erupted in October when an article by the science editor of the Washington Evening Star was altered before being relayed through the satellite communications system. 
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The last line of the article originally read that the transmission was “somewhat of a stunt, but nevertheless was an intriguing operation.” Upon transmission, that line was changed to “This historical experiment in news broadcasting may well be the forerunner of tomorrow’s mode of communication.” 

Representative John E. Moss, (D-CA), publicly denounced this edit as government censorship, declaring, “This is a shocking example of the widespread lack of understanding within the military establishment of the function of a free press in our society.” The Army denied taking any official editorial license, and blamed “an error in judgment on an overzealous technician at Fort Monmouth.” The soon-forgotten episode indicates anti-communist, Western sensitivity towards the preservation of individual freedoms.

Signal Corps scientists, here, in conjunction with New York University’s College of Engineering, developed a method to measure rain in 1961. The device, placed outdoors, would size and collect information on all the raindrops falling in a 1 ¼ inch square. Interesting, yes, but was this necessary? Yes, for numerous reasons, the most important of which being that safety engineers and aircraft designers needed to know the size and number of raindrops to determine the effects of rain on jet engines and the surfaces of supersonic aircraft and missiles.

While Fort Monmouth helped introduce the raindrop measurement method, the U.S. people elected John F. Kennedy President, the CIA-backed Bay of Pigs invasion of Cuba by counterrevolutionaries failed, and the Soviets built the Berlin Wall to stop the flood of people attempting to escape East Germany. 

In 1962, the world was brought to the brink of nuclear war during the infamous Cuban missile crisis. That year, the Fort’s experimental ten-pound radar unit used the latest micro-miniaturization technology to spot moving targets more than a mile away.  This prototype model took the first step towards the production of light, hand-held tactical electronics equipment.  

Fort Monmouth then developed a Morse Code Readout device, unveiled in 1965, which plugged into any Army radio and transformed the dots and dashes of Morse Code into letters formed by a light-emitting diode (LED).  This device allowed a Soldier with no knowledge of Morse Code to receive coded messages. The ability of the U.S. to decipher German and Japanese codes had played a decisive role in the outcome of WWII, and the importance of cryptography persisted during the Cold War era. 
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That same year, a single pencil-size laser beam simultaneously relayed all seven of the television channels broadcast from New York's Empire State Building between two points at Fort Monmouth. The volume of information, believed to have been a record, further demonstrated the high capability of laser as a means of relieving over-crowded radio channels. Efficient communications networks were a key to winning the Cold War era race to perfect the best electronics.  
Meanwhile, U.S. forces invaded the Dominican Republic to prevent a communist takeover, and the Battle of Ia Drang occurred- known historically as the first major engagement between U.S. troops and Vietnamese forces.

Laboratories here developed and deployed the PRR-9 helmet-mounted receiver and PRT-4 hand-held transmitter for squad-level use by U.S. troops such as those at Ia Drang. This exploited technology to provide miniature, all solid-state radio designs with lower power consumption. The monograph US Army Electronics Command Logistics Support of the Army in Southeast Asia 1965 - 1970 cites this “squad radio” as one of the most important and revolutionary items fielded in Southeast Asia by Fort Monmouth personnel. Former CECOM /Fort Monmouth command historian Dr. Richard Bingham even considered this “individual soldier radio system” a precursor to today's “Soldier System.”

The post supplied combat troops with a number of other high- technology commodities during the Vietnam conflict of the 1960s and 1970s, fought in large part to keep Vietnam, and the Southeast Asian region, from falling to communism. These included mortar locators, aerial reconnaissance equipment, surveillance systems, sensors, air traffic control systems, and night vision devices. In fact, according to former Night Vision Laboratory Director Dr. Robert S. Wiseman, our night vision devices “deprived the enemy of one of his greatest advantages and helped save the lives of many of our combat men.”

Stay tuned to see how the Cold War heated up innovation here during the 1980s-1990s, to include a discussion of SINCGARS, FIREFINDER, TACFIRE, and MSE (don’t understand these acronyms? Even more reason to pick up next week’s edition of the Monmouth Message!).

For more information, contact the Historical Office at 732 532 6322 or the U.S. Army Communications-Electronics Museum at 732 532 1682.
During the Cold War era, Fort Monmouth made much headway towards "owning the night."








The U.S. Army Signal Research and Development Laboratory developed Courier for the Army Signal Corps, here. The Philco Corporation, Philadelphia,  Pa. built the Army satellite payload.











