Dynamic designs, atypical architecture abound here
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Knowing I was going to write this article, I have been observing fort workers each morning and evening as they go to and from work. In everyone’s Fred Flintstone-like eagerness to get to work, clock in, set about their day and race home, no one ever stops to look up and around at the buildings in which they’re working. 

And why would you want to look at the roof of your building, you may ask? Well, Fort Monmouth is home to some very historically significant pieces of architecture. I learned this recently when I was asked about the Dymaxion Deployment Unit (DDU) on the roof of the Myer Center in the Charles Wood area. 

One of the older structures on post, this DDU (“dymaxion” is an abbreviation for “dynamic maximum tension”) was designed in 1941 by renowned architectural engineer Richard Buckminster Fuller (1895-1983). Fuller is perhaps best remembered for his innovative and environmentally friendly designs for inexpensive housing and transportation.
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He was commissioned by the Army to make hundreds of the DDUs as quickly as possible. The units were manufactured by the Butler Manufacturing company. The round cone-topped units with porthole windows looked a bit like grain bins and were made from corrugated sheet metal. 
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During World War II the units were used for radar and flammable experiments as well as temporary housing. The cost of each unit at the time was $1,250. According to Robert W. Marks, author of "The Dymaxion World of Buckminster Fuller", hundreds of units were sent to the Persian Gulf during World War II where they were used as desert dormitories and radar shacks. 

The Signal Corps bought 200 DDUs in 1942 from Fuller, and seem to have been his only significant customer. The scarcity of steel put a halt to the mass production of the units. Existing units were used primarily for experiments and storage after the war. 
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A former employee at the Evans Area, Malvin Shar, said the DDUs were used extensively in the 1950s and 1960s for “live tests of developmental electron tubes and specialized investigative tests.” 

The DDUs were ideal for running 24 hour live tests because in the event of trouble overnight when no one was there, the lab would not be burned down, claimed Shar. He also said the DDU was “an excellent metal shield, preventing electro magnetic leakage which might interfere with radio communications.” 
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The building’s construction also prevented interference from high powered radar towers in the Evans Area which could disrupt lab experiments. Fuller was also the genius behind some other distinctive structures here. The radomes (radar domes) behind Allison Hall on the main post were Fuller inspired. He designed the geodesic dome, a spherical structure, in the 1940s to address shortages in housing. 

Fort Monmouth's radomes at the Joint SATCOM Engineering Center house two Satellite Communication Terminals, the AN/GSC-52 and the AN/GSC-39. These terminals are 38 feet in diameter and support test and evaluation efforts in support of the Defense Satellite Communications System. 

The advantage of the space within the dome was that it was free of structural supports. According to George Barford, author of "Modern Architecture", commercial orders for the domes soon began to pour in. Ford Motor Company and the U.S. Air Force were among the first customers. 

The Air Force used them to shelter their Distant Early Warning Radars. Radomes are used to protect antennas from the elements and the materials used to construct the domes do not interfere with electronic signals. 

Besides the DDU, there are many other distinctive architectural building styles that can be found on and off the main post. Fort Monmouth’s Officer Housing units, located along Gosselin, Russel, Carty, and Allen Avenues on the main post, are examples of the colonial revival style of architecture. 

According to James Stevens Curl, author of "Dictionary of Architecture", the term “colonial” refers to a style that has evolved from the motherland in a colony. Therefore, the colonial period here is named for the type of architecture that existed in the “colonies” before the American Revolution. 

The term “revival” is merely a reemergence of any previous style. Colonial revival style was popular in the 1890s. Distinctive features of this style include decorative crown pediments, adjacent pairs of window openings, columned porches and sunrooms. 

The fort’s single and duplex houses were constructed in the 1930s. Over the years they have been home to many of the fort’s senior leaders, prominent scientists and engineers. 

The buildings exhibit a brick exterior, gabled or hipped roofs, multi sash or double hung windows, classical entry ways and some have interior central brick chimneys. Other buildings of the colonial revival style include the museum and fire station on the main post. 

Russel Hall, home to the Garrison headquarters, was built in 1934 as a headquarters for the Signal Center and Fort Monmouth. It was designed by Philadelphia architect Harry Sternfield. This art-deco style building originally provided space for the post library, chaplain’s office, telephone switchboard rooms, a court martial room, classrooms, and a large map and war game room. 

It was named in honor of Maj. Gen. Edgar Russel, Chief Signal Officer, American Expeditionary Force, World War I. Art deco designs were popular between 1920 and 1939. The design combined the styles of cubism and modernism, among others, and was purely decorative. The spire of the Chrysler Building in New York is one of the most famous art deco designs. 

Russel Hall has a four-story central pavilion, three-and-a-half story flanking wings, a flat roof with decorative brick corbelling, interior terrazzo floors, art deco influenced balustrades and decorative low pilasters flank the entryways. Sculptured reliefs that depict the Signal Corps in the Civil War and World War I are located on either side of the central entrance doors. 

Gibbs Hall (the Fort Monmouth Officers Club) is a Tudor revival style clubhouse which began as a private country club known as “Suneagles.” It was built by Max Phillips in the 1920s. Architect B. Hustace Simonson designed the structure and A.W. Tillinghast planned the surrounding 18 hole golf course. 

The Army acquired the site, along with the rest of the Charles Wood Area, in 1941. It was named in honor of Maj. Gen. George S. Gibbs, Chief Signal Officer, 1928-1931. 

The Tudor revival style was popular in America between 1910 and 1940. Typical characteristics include stucco walls, a steeply pitched roof, stained glass and half timbered façades which gave buildings a medieval appearance. 

The Tudor style derives its name from the Tudor monarchy of Henry VII, Henry VIII, Edward VI, Mary I and Elizabeth I whose reigns spanned the period 1485-1603. 

The Officers Club features an asphalt shingled gabled roof, exterior stucco, brick, Tudor style chimneys and single sash windows. The rear façade has a half story tower wing with a mansard copper roof and decorative pineapple motif at corner bays and buttresses at the south and west facades. 

The Commanding General’s house was built in 1935. It is a Georgian revival style building. The term Georgian is derived from the monarchies of Kings George I, George II, George III and George IV whose reigns spanned the period 1714-1830.

According to Chuck LaChuisa, author of the Illustrated Architecture Dictionary, the Georgian revival style includes symmetrical construction with classical details. 

Typical features include gabled roofs, door cases with fan lights and windows with double hung sashes. The style was popular from 1900-1940. Some of this building’s outstanding features include a slate gabled roof, brick exterior, two chimneys, and six over six double hung wood sash windows. 

Col Arthur S. Cowan, commander here from 1917-1918 and again from 1929-1937, was the first to occupy the quarters. 
To learn more about post architecture and landmarks, be sure to sign up for the historical terrain walk during the 90th Anniversary events in November. 

Dymaxion Deployment Unit on the roof of the Myer Center, 2007. Photo by Melissa Ziobro.





Buckminster-Fuller on the cover of Time magazine on Jan. 10, 1964. Fuller is featured in the pattern of a geodesic dome. You can also see his design for the dymaxion car at the lower right. The artwork was painted by Boris Artzybasheff (1899-1965).





Russel Hall, built in 1934 is an art deco building designed by Philadelphia architect Harry Sternfield. U.S. Army file photo.





The Commanding General's House, built in 1935, is a Georgian revival style building.  U.S. Army file photo.








