The Army’s House of Magic
By Wendy Rejan

Command Historian
(This article appeared in the 18 July 2008 Monmouth Message)

Fort Monmouth once boasted such a bizarre variety of projects and activities that it was known affectionately throughout the DoD as the “Army’s House of Magic.” 
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All manner of strange images awaited VIPs touring the main post and its local satellite stations many years ago: pigeons flying overhead, giant turn-tables slowing rotating various vehicles, Soldiers chasing balloons, scaling telephone poles, or testing walkie-talkies; combat photographers in training, unattended vehicles operating of their own accord, giant radars and antennas, strange noises emanating from Quonset huts, and electronic equipment acclimating to the particular conditions in arctic and tropical chambers. All manner of fantastic experiments occurred within the walls of labs where dangerous isotopes and lethal doses of voltage abounded.
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Many of the more peculiar projects, because of their classified nature, have unfortunately been lost to history. One such story, however, has surfaced from a declassified report discovered in the National Archives by Fred Carl of Infoage. 
Before bunker busting bombs and sense through the wall technologies there was “Project Wolf.”
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During WWII, when aerial bombardment of the Pacific islands failed to effect enemy Soldiers hiding out in deep, well protected caves, Fort scientists devised a simple yet effective way of delivering explosives into these hide-outs. Mock caves were hastily constructed at Fort Monmouth’s Wall Township facility, Camp Evans, in 1943. Dogs and pigs were trained to enter them in search of food. In combat, these “wolves” carried radio receivers and explosives which were detonated if an enemy presence was suspected. Although an unfortunate fate for man’s best friend, the alternative of leaving Soldiers vulnerable to sneak attacks was even less appealing.
Of course not all projects involved such desperate measures.

Before modern radar and satellites could accurately predict the rate of global warming, there was “Project Icecap.”

In the 1960s, Fort scientists and their counterparts from Denmark gathered in Greenland to participate in this project. An antenna, specially designed at Fort Monmouth, was mounted in a C-121 Constellation Flying Laboratory and was used for signal transmission by an in-flight radar technique to measure the polar icecaps. The resulting data not only provided scientists with new information with which to study these regions, but, most importantly for the Fort team, it provided insight into how electromagnetic waves traveled through solid substances. 

Some projects had such seemingly unexpected outcomes that they remained shrouded in mystery for decades.

Fort scientists tackled the old admonition that “Everybody talks about the weather, but nobody does anything about it” in 1947. These scientists, together with scientists from the Navy, Air Force and General Electric (GE), developed the ability to manipulate weather by seeding clouds with silver iodide and dry ice.  The project was dubbed “Cirrus” because the seeding process transformed cooled water droplets into ice crystals: the matter that comprised Cirrus clouds. The team of scientists successfully seeded clouds mostly over New Mexico and Puerto Rico, while some flights were conducted off the coast of NJ and over Fort Dix. Ten Signal Corps photographers covered the project.

The seeding of a hurricane off the coast of Florida caused the project to become hush-hush for many years. Scientists involved in Cirrus claim that the project became highly classified only after the seeded hurricane gained strength, changed direction and struck a town in Georgia. According to author Joe Chew, Storms Above the Desert, attorneys for GE, fearing that the seeding had caused the hurricane to shift course, instructed the scientists involved not to talk about their possible achievement until the statute of limitation had run out for litigation.  Some reports indicate that the technology developed for Cirrus effectively cleared away cloud cover during the Vietnam War.
The legends of these projects, both useful and unusual, have contributed to Fort Monmouth’s famed legacy as the Army’s House of Magic. 
Pfc Lawrence Cornell played the part of a two-star General  for Signal Corps photography students who, besides learning how to shoot VIPs, were also taught the serious business of combat photography at Fort Monmouth.





Scientists involved in Project Icecap went to Greenland to measure the polar icecaps. Photo taken 15 August 1966.





About 40 people worked on Project Cirrus to include personnel from the Signnal Corps, Navy, Air Force and General Electric. In addition to scientists there were the air crews, weather technicians, photographers and support staff.





Experimental balloon being released, Fort Monmouth, 1970.








