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by Ind Lt. Michael Coffman

IT one were Lo lrace the historical developments leading
io the establshment of the US Army Signal Corps, he
would discover (hat every step in ihe growth of comban
operntions has been preceded by nn invention which spread
the vodce of command and extended s range. By giving
greater speed, mnge, and volume to his vorce of command,
the fichd commander has been able Lo control a larger army.
In many ways, armics have grown as [nst as the signal service
has permitted them o grow

Signaling devices which supplement the human voice
have always extended the range of command. The Roman
historigns  Plutarch and Livy both make reference 1o
“telegrapha™ from the Grock rele, meaning "ol 4 distance™
and graphe meaning “vo write.” Visual signals such as flags,
sircamers, fires and lights as well as avditory ones such a3
trumpels and other instruments were all lamiliar 1o ancient
generals. During mont ancient wars, there were special corps
of signalists or “elegraphens™ wathin: their armics who
contralled the boucon fires

The Egvplinn Phoroahs announced ihe armval of
imponant visitors by releasing pigeons from incoming ships,
By 2000 B.C., the Chinese were using pigeons to send the
names of provincinl electnion winners o the electorate.
Dunng the 10th eentury B, King Solomon supposedly
used carnier pipeons. Alio, pigeons carrbed the resulis of the
Cireek Olympic Games, beginning in 776 B.C

But Cireek coniributions to signaling dudn't end with
sporting evenls. A profound mnovation mn signaling history
oecurred when Folybius described o signaling system hased
an waving torches to spell letters of the Greek alphaber. The
inherent difficulty of using this system in daylight (especially
without optical instrumenis] and the simplicity al the
helicgraph caused Palyhius 1o be ignored for nearly two
thowsand vears until the development of the telegraph,
semaphore, aml Maghodst

In 1856, Dr. Albert J. Myer, a 2-vear-old Army
surgeon with an interest in the Comanche system of
signaling, was guick to grasp the potential of such a
relatively simple system of relaving messagei. The mapid
mability of the Indian Wan demanded signaling thai eould
match the Comanche’s uncanny ability to transmat the exact
whercabouts of the énemy. Dv. Myer's proposal, lorwarded
1o Secretary of War Jefferson Davis, sat idle for three yeamn

1 Tl ARMY COMMUSSCATON  Fall 1R

before a board of officers was convened. The Army's
reluctance 1o senowsly conwlder the idea wis undersiandable
in an ape when miestion wik limited 19 the rapsd
developments in electrienl engineering and communicaiions
lechnology, Eleciric telegraphy, in fact, was older than
Myer! In the early 1820%, several “needle” ielegraphs had
been invented by a galaxy of famous men: Ampere in
France, Steinheil in Germany, and Schilling in Russia. To
suggest o primitive  swvstem  of  flag-waving  scemed
anachronstic 1o the mid-1%th-century mind

There seems little doubt the iden would have been
abandoned had it not been for the foresight and wisdom of a
cavalry officer on the board, Lt Col. Robert E Lee A
veteran of the Indian Wars, Lee saw the (utility of deploving
the cumbersome telgro phic wires in & Mwd tectical mode.,
What impressed him was the simplicity of the equipmen
Myer's system required. Any man on honeback could carry
a flag or two, u pole that separated into four-foal seetions,
and atarch. If helost his equpment, he could stall signal with
his neckerchiel by day or a burning sick by night.

Though he convinced the War Depariment through a
series of tesis, Dir, Myer was unable 1o impress upon the
Senate Military Affairs Commitiee the urgency of creating a
speciil branch of the Army, headed by a colonel | Hiimately,
the 32-vear-old Myer settled for the rank of muojor and joined
the Army staff as Chiel Signal Officer. The US Army
Signal Corps dates its hirth from has appomtment on June
21, 1Ké0

The appointment of a signal olficer to the Army siafl
wies of little immediate benefi to the Union Army. The Myer
g endie was not tactically emploved untal 1862, whien it was
icd diirog the combaned land and sea attack on Port Royal
Ferry, Sowth Caroline. The Confederates, however, lowl
little time in using the Myer code. A ‘West Point gradisie
from Georgin and once Myer's assistani, LI E. Porter
Alexander headed a leam of signa] soldiers who were able io
alter the coune of Bull Run by warning the Conlederate
commander of Gen MeDowell's imentbons.  Alexander
eontinued . with signal training, estnblishing a Conlederare
Signal Service and & signial manuoal in 1362 By the cnd of the
wiar, he wis & Brigadicr general

Meanwhile, the War Deparment Hmited Myver's
activities 10 priviiding signnl trmirdng for sobdions who could
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retiern ton i hesr fespective branches, Upan iy appolniment,
boweser, Mo tested the "wig-wap™ systiem onde more in the
Southwes! i Uol BEdward Canby™s CurmpEig againi Lthe
MNavapp. He returmsed cast al (he ogibrealk ol thee Crval Warto
exlahlnh @ sigmad schioal For Monroe

Myer's conviction that ielegraph lines should be placed
under Army conlrol vemmed from the disastrous Upnion
defent my Bull Run. He concentrated on the possibility that
fhen.  Panierson’s  tclegraph  message . waining Gen
Molhowell of Gen. Johnstons romforcement of Gen
Beatregard might have been lost betwedn the telegraph
office and MeDowell's headguarters, 10 miles awa)
Coursers were used 1o run messages back and Torth over
those 10 miles, continually exposed 10 enemy fire

Myer proposed o build o ficld elegraph irain
inchadhing  1wo  hopodrawm. vans, each ogiipped &% &
:::._-.Er;”\n Ieriiifial plthee. I addition Lo rstaements s
hatieries, each traim would oarry wire, 2 supply ol lancepoles
pnd msulatinin. Regardiew of hepdquariers locailon, the
tram woold progeed 1o & point midway between it dnd the
pearesi elegraph office. This sugiesion, alonyg will a
praposl that the Secretary of War approve the tempamry
credtion ol 4 Signal Corpal 1o the duration af the war, was
further sparred by Umion deleats il the latier part ol 18632
pnd early TEGY which, as Myer quickly pommted out, werd
largely dioe o ihe superior Conlederate Sipnal Service
LEB, Stoarr, Roberi E Lee, and, of course, E. Porter
Alesander were all fim advocumies of 4 scparale signal
kranch of the Army. Following Myer's suggestions,
Congress, on March 3, 1883, creaied the United States Army
Sipnal Corps as a lemporany argankeition for the diration
of the war, The branck had one Cheel Signal Oificer, a
codonel. recenving 3211 a month. Provales ciirped between
1Y and §17 mainilily

Myver also suggesied o wwstem ol selective allicer
appoimiment, haved an rewults of competitive examinations
While carler commission were haied largely on Wet Paint
#'.141'.].]1“”‘1_ ||§I[{'|H|'| COMIMIEEIDAS, 7 \]lrl.'\i.'t COMTENEERSI NS 40
the bosis of civilan merit. the mew legialanion provided [or
sdequale testing Lo determine the moral and educational
fitness Of candidates. Subjecia ipcluded :|'|::||J-lr'.|]: Wrinng,
artthmetic, elemenary chemetry, seienoe, Neld telegraphs,
and the deplovmend of signal wniks inthe Held. To Myers
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surprise, lest results were verv high, forcing him to
discriminate on the basis of “morals™

Despite its formal christening in 1863, the Signal Corps
was in no sense on firm ground. In Sepiember 1863, Myer
publically accused the commercial ielegraph service of
subverting the Signal Corps” authority over wire lines. Myer
urged signal officers 1o “vigorously defend ther right to
control the electric telegraph trains by writing to their
commanding generals, insisting that no one use their lines
except under the direct suporvision of signal officers.”
Underestimating Secretary of War Stanton, Myer found
himsell called to accoumt for insubordination and
summuarily dismissed as signal officer of the Army.

Myer's reaction was swifl and determined. He waged a
relentless battle through personal influence in Congress and
a lavish privately printed brochure, but Stanton remained
firm, refusing to even acknowledge any letter from Myver
requesting reinstatement. Political support for Myer's cause
had mounted by the close of the war, and the obstinate
Stanton was becaming a source of irritation, so President
Johnson relieved him in favor of U Grant. As a result,
Myer was reinstated with the rank of brevet brigadier
general

Following the Cheyenne Indsan Campaign in 1866, the
Signal Corps had dwindied down to one liculenant and two
cierks. Only by congressional action was the position of
Chief Signal Officer made permanent, and, ironically, the
Engineer Corps was tasked with providing soldiers 1o be
trained m Signal skills.

Realizing hus Signal Corps might lose all identity sith
the infusion of Engineer personncl. Myer seized upan his
newly assumed responsibility of operating a weather biurcay
as justification for an expamion of the Signal Corps. To link
the weather stations 0 the sysiem  with long-line
communicalions was imperative, and only an expanded
Sagnal Corps could (11 the need,

The rapid expansion of Signal Corps functions into
nrens bevond the scope of communications responsibilitics
led Congress 1o reorganize the Corps by providing that, “the
operation of the Corps shall be confined to strictly military
matters.” Although tsctical weather reporing was retained,
all other meteorolgical functions were consolidated within
the Department of Agriculture Weather Burcau, At this
time, the Signal Corps was reduced to 10 officers and 50

enlisted. Gradually, the ielegraph lines contralled by the
Signal Corps were reduced in keeping with this policy, until
by 1916 only 40 miles west of the Mississippi were retaned,

But ithe Corps was far from dead. For sheer
determination in the face of almost unconguerable barriers,
few achievements in Signal Corps history rival the building
of the Almka Communicaiions System. Directed by
Congress with an initial appropriation of $450.550 to
provide both civilian and military telegraph links to the
Alaska Territory, it was impassible for the new Chiel Signal
Officer, Adolphus Greely, to foresee the pitfalls abhead

As a combination submarine<able and land-fine
operation, Greely ordered a section of ielegraph line
installed from Nome to Fort Safety for an oceanic
connection, Departing over |57 miles away with a cahle-
laying steamer, the Corps suffered its firn disastrous sethack
when areef ripped out the hull. The ship was finally salvaged
by a commercial shipping company,

In winter, the overland telegraph hines were delaved by
temperatures which dropped to seventy below rero. In
summer the sun transformed much of the routs into 2
quagmire. Fifteen miles per day was often an oplimistic
estimate of progress. Completed in June 1903, the line still
required Canadian wire services for communications with
the States. Plans for & 1300-mile cable from Juneau and
Sitka 1o Seattle were completed on October 3, 1904,

While ballooning was widespread as an  acrial
observation platform for artillery and reconnamsance since
the Civil War, the Signal Corps’ first entry into aviation
oocurred  shortly  after 1900, With a Congressional
approprintion aof 525000, the War Department began
construction of a “lving machine for war purposes.” The
Chiel Signal Oificer chase Samuel P. Langley, a personal
fricnd and director of the Seithsonian Institute to
undertake the project. Langley agreed to build a flyng
machine bul a1 twice the original appropriation. His
machine failed miserably in seccessive altempes to maintain
flight. An embarassment 1o both Congress and the War
Depariment. the failure was & major reason Tor the delayed

to certain inguines from a couple of obscure
bicycle manufacierers from Dayvton,

In December 1907, Fowever, the Signal Corp
published s “Specificatior 486, Advertscment and
Specification for a Heavier than Air Flying Machine.®
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Reguired to travel at least 40 mph, there was an additional
requirement thai it “be guackly and easily assembled and put
in operating condition in aboul ane year.”™ Although foriy-
one bids were recerved, only three met all requirements, and
of ithese, only the Wright Brothers’ airplane was ever
delivered and accepied

With the purchase of the first Armv airplane. flight
mstruction began as part of the Signal Corps’ contract with
the Wright Brothers. Le. Frederic E. Humphreys soloed on
October £, 1909, to become the first Army Aviator. The
Army struggled with one pilot and one plane until 1911,
when Congress approprinted $125.000 for Army aviation.
Chiel Signal Officer, Brig. Gen. Allen, received 325,000
immedumicly amd ordered five plancs for flight traiming al
College Park, Marviand.

Rich in military hentage, Augusia has been associated
with the LS, Army Signal Corps since 1911 when the
aviation traiming was moved from College Park (o Augusts
In addition to o favorable climate, Augpsin had gained
recognition through the exploits of one of the Wright
Brothers' early instructors, Frank Coffvn, a native
Augnian, who had established s private flight school on
Monte Sano Hill. That same wear, the Army’s entire
inventory of aircraft, numbering five fragle Wright B's and
Crirtizses, arrived for o training camp that lasted only a vear
at Barnes Farm near Sand Bar Ferry Road in Augusta,
belone a permanent field was built in San Antonio, Texas.

The vears belore WWI saw dronmatic mmnovations o
military  aircraft. The observation and adjustment of
artillery fire had been mdequately demonstrated at Fori
Rilev, Kansas. and the Lewis machinegun had also been
fired from the eariiest bplanes.,

[t was imevitable that the Signal Corps would lose
respotsibility for the truining and maintenance of an atreraft
section and in Augusi 1913, Congress called for an
seronautical branch ol the Army whils retaining an Aviation
Sectipn within the Signal Corps. Not until May 1918, wasan
Army Air Corps esinblished.

World War | marked a radical departure from the
traditional coneept of the Signal Corps. What had been un
elite group of communicators, numbering about 2000 prio
to the war suddenly became 2,712 cfficers and 53277
enlisted by the end of the war

Technological support for this war effori increased
proportionately. Maj. Gen. George O Squier, Chiel Signal
Officer, who had a PhD. in elecirical engincening
cooperated with the communications industry, directly
commitsioning experts lrom the privaie sector (o (ackle the
complex problems associated with radio tubes. Pioneers in
radio research such as Dr. Roben A, Millikan of ihe
University of Chicago, and John J. Carty, chiel engineer of
American Telephone and Telegraph Company., are bai two
examples of these experts, Ala, a8 major signal laboratary
was crented nf Camp Alred Vail in Litile Silver, New Jeney
later (o become Fort Monmouth, The development of the
SCR-6Ts and -68% from this laborstory and the
introduction of these early radiotelephones into France by
the mud-I918'% heralded & new age in military
communications.

In addition (o pervonnel expansion and radiotelephone
development in WWI, the impact of radar on WWII cannot
be underestimated. Albed superiority in radar technology
permitied high accuracy warget acquisition on the beachhead
at Anrio, Italv, and also nedtralored the effectiveneis of early
German V-1 rocket attacks on England. Great credit can be
given o command emphasis pror 10 WWIIL by the Chief
Signal (Mficer, Maj. Gen. Joseph Mauoborgne, who
encouraged aceclerated development in mdar technology.
Col. Williarn Blair, Director of the Army Signal Corps
Laborstory at Fort Monmouth, was responsible for the first
military madar in 1937

The introduction of tactical FM radio was abo an
important innovation in WWII communications
Developed m the 1930% by Col Roger Collon and Maj.
Edwin H. Armstrong in Signal Corps Laboratorics, the new
sets eliminated the need for time-wasting tuning adjustments
by using crystal-controlled frequencigs. Field commanders
such as Patton seized on the tactical advantage alforded by
improved command and control,

By WWII, signal intellipence had evolved (rom the
wire=tapping of Cial War days 1o a sophisticated means of
deciphering and interpreting enemy communications. [t
incorpormied cryptology with compiling and distnibuting
codfes and ciphers. Headguariered in Arlington, Virginia,
the Signal Security Agency comtrolled & stall of aver T 00,
only o relinguish control Lo the G-2 element., with the Signal
Corpa retaiming adminisirative and  financial  sopport
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responsibiliies. By the close of the war, this led to the
creation al the Army Security Agency, eventually becoming
today's INSCOM

Following WWII, the Sigoal Corps began
experimenting with extra-terrestrial communications links
as early as 1946 with “Project Diani” an effort 1o bounce
rdar signals aff the moon from 8 station in Belmar, New
Jersey. Although only seven percend of the |12 megacycle
radiar pulse returned, a muilestone wis eslablished

With the Soviet bloc entry into satellite iechnalogy, the
Signal Corps quickly responded in Lecember 1958, wath the
faundh of its first test satelbite, Score 1, which mpidly led toa
global communications network. An acranym for Signal
Communication Orbit Repeater Experiment, it meccived
signals from the earth, stored them on tape, and re-
broadcast them (o the eanh an command (o stations located
in Texas, Anrona, and Georgia,

Although primitive by today's standards, Score | led to
the solar-powered Courier 1B, alsa able to store, receive, and
resbroadcast messages on  demand, with increased
capabilities over ils predecessor, In one experiment, all
TTL6%Y words of the Bible were transmitied 1o the saicilite
on high-speed tape in foureen minutes, The procesd was
reversed with & text clearly undersiandable, an incredible
feal for uis time.

The firt major communications system emploved in
Vietnam was a response to a need for high guality telephone
and message circuits between key locations. Code named
“Backporch® It utilized troposophenc scatter radio trunks
capable of providing numercus circuits beiween [ocations
more than JM miles apart. Fonded by the Air Foree and
deployed by the Signal Corps, the systermn had vans

comaining troposcatier terminals capable of transmitting
and receiving up fo sevenly-lwo volee channels
simulianecusly. Hecogniratle as the 60-ft tall “Sillboard
anfconas,” the sysiem was operated by the 3ih Signal
Battalion.

The inadequacy and unrehability of the radio circuits
linking Vietnam with Hawaii and Washington led to the
SYMNCOM satellite communications service which provides
a relay link between Hawais and Saigon, Also, il marked the
first wse of satellite communications in & combat 2one.

Further demands for a communications system thai
could meet the demands of a vastly expanded US presence
Vietnam led ultimaicly te & commercial fixed-stution
system. Known as the Integrated Wideband
Communications Svstem, all equipment was commercially
procured. and installed by the contractor. This was the
Southeast Asian hink wn the plobal Defense Communications
Syitem.

The benefits of sience and the products of our
echnolagy continue ip shape our socicty and fo influenoe
events of worldwide significance. Today, Fort Gopdon, the
home af the Signal Corps, s af the forefront of educational
techaology in providing communication skills lor the Army
worldwide. It continues the proud tradition of 130 vears of

excellenee. @

It Coffman hay been on ariive duin i foe oty vedrs, He
spertt bhe firti fhve 0 the enlisted vanks aerving o s
interpreter and teardator in Russinn g German. An (8
gragiume, Coffman holdy @ B A, (rene lawle ) froem Flivrde
Technodipical Lintveridty
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