Fort Monmouth: “Playground of the Army”

By Melissa Ziobro
Staff Historian 

(This article appeared in the 18 July 2008 Monmouth Message)
Few amusements existed for the first troops here in the summer of 1917. 

The lone Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA) tent used for relaxation at night doubled as a study hall during the day. 

Recognizing the Soldier’s need for diversion, the surrounding communities provided entertainment. 

Recreation houses for Soldiers opened in Red Bank and Long Branch. Officers and men shared holiday feasts with local families at both grand estates and humble abodes. 

The scale of recreational activities available to the troops would soon change, however, as organized events and proximity to the beaches turned Fort Monmouth into the “playground of the Army.” 
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Former Soldier and civilian employee John Bellantoni, who served here from 1947 to 1980, remarked “we always called Fort Monmouth the ‘playground of the Army,’ and I always felt it was the playground of the Army. We had a terrific entertainment program for the troops.” 
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The recollections of other Signal troops reinforced the impression. One veteran, for example, noted in his memoir that “Fort Monmouth, known as the playground of the Army, was the place to spend the summer.” 

Shortly after the first troops’ arrival here, the Red Cross, YMCA, Knights of Columbus and the Camp Community Service embarked on a mission to enhance the morale of the command. 

During the World War II era, the nearby United Services Organization (USO) beach at Avenel, just north of Long Branch, helped seal Fort Monmouth’s playground reputation. 
It offered Soldiers, their guests, and USO hostesses and personnel affordable access to the beaches. 

A 1944 issue of the post newspaper announced that one dime bought a towel and locker with key. Vendors sold beach items such as swim trunks at “near wholesale prices,” as well as sandwiches and drinks. 

Umbrellas stood ready for rent “for a nominal fee.” Buses for the Soldiers’ beach left the main gate at five minutes past the hour and 25 minutes to the hour. 

Army lifeguards patrolled the waters from 10 a.m. until sunset, but an article in the July 12, 1945 edition of the Signaleer (another post publication) headlined “Sea Bathing,” warned “farm boys” and “city slickers” of the dangers of the shore and advised that “the best time for the ocean bath is in the middle of the day, when the sands are warm and the stomach is empty.” 

Proximity to the beach was only one reason for the fort’s playground reputation. 

Bellantoni, whose long career here centered on special services, morale and welfare, felt that the Army had “a responsibility to take care of troops and their families, in every way possible.” 

He ensured that multiple post theaters showed top movies and that the recreation hall boasted several dances per week. 

He brought famous entertainers to the post, such as influential jazz musician Duke Ellington; TV’s “Your Hit Parade” singer Snooky Lanson; musician and actor Adam Wade, the first African-American to host a television game show ("Musical Chairs"); and singer Eydie Gorme. 

Gorme received numerous awards during her long career, including a Grammy Award and an Emmy. 

Not interested in swimming, sunning, movies, or dancing? Not wowed by big name entertainers? Well, how about miniature golf? 

That’s right, for a brief time during the Vietnam War era, Fort Monmouth boasted its own miniature golf course. 

As Bellantoni recalled, “We got that lot across from the bowling center, by the ditch there. We leveled it off, and we had an 18 hole golf course.” 

Shooting more your style? You might have enjoyed a visit to the skeet range in the 1200 Area. 

Bellantoni remembered, “…alongside the river, the stream, we put up a skeet range, so I operated it until we got complaints from some people on the other side. They were complaining it was disturbing their peace on Sunday mornings. Then that got wiped out.” 

After the skeet range got “wiped out,” personnel established an indoor rifle range in the Charles Wood Area near Building 2525. 

“All of our military dependants would go over there in the morning, Saturday or Sunday morning, and we would give them instructions on how to fire a rifle. Today, some people would say, ‘Are you trying to make a criminal out of my kid?’ The idea was to build confidence in them, to expose them to firearms in a constructive manner,” Bellantoni said. 

Anonymous sources revealed that at one time “a couple of high ranking people went in there and shot everything up. They called the company engineers in to look at it, see if we could repair it and when I looked at it I said, ‘my God’ they shot the lights out and everything.” 

The fun also got out of hand at the marina on at least one occasion. 

Yet another anonymous source recalled, “we used to bring all of the veterans from the Vietnam War--the guys that were in the hospital--we’d take them out on fishing and sightseeing trips and give them free lunch. But we couldn’t bring that boat into Fort Monmouth. We had no way to bring it in here. So we had to keep it out at Sandy Hook, where the Coast Guard is now. 

“Until one year the deputy commanding general was leaving. And he was an avid sportsman and fisherman. They decided on the 4th of July to take the boat up to Governor’s Island, you know, in the bay there. And it was contrary to regulation, because the boat was not supposed to go out at night. But, the general’s on it, you know? So, we put a lot of beverages on board and a bunch of sandwiches. And they went out. So while they’re out sightseeing there, the boat caught on fire. They called the Coast Guard. They had to evacuate the boat.” 

All the merrymaking and fun came second to the hard work of training and supporting the warfighter through long and complicated combat operations. 

Initially established for Signal Corps training, Fort Monmouth now encompasses research, development, engineering, logistics, contracting, fielding, acquisition and sustainment support. 

Today, Family Morale, Welfare and Recreation (FMWR) continues to offer a wide variety of services to the military, civilian and retiree community. 

See FMWR’s “Activities at a Glance” at https://cecom100.monmouth.army.mil/usagfmima/sites/mwr/activities.asp. 

Knights of Columbus, Camp Alfred Vail
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