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Ground-Based Remote
Intercept in the Far East

lntroau,tion

Radio communication, above approximalely 20 MHz.
be<au", of Ihrir wav.longth and Ih. curvalul. of Ih.
earth, are normally limited to the radio horizon as
d.1ormin.d by Ih. .I.vation of rh. rran.milling and,
receivin8 antennas. Although there are many exceptions.
transmissiom above this frequency arc normally "line-of·
sight" and. as such, require small amounts of power to
communicate over the desired path.

For Ih.,......OM (,hurl rang. and low powor), Ih.",
communication, have po><d a 10ng-51anding challong. 10
the SigiRr community: where to locate facilities to
.lftcliv.ly in..rc.p' rh... signals. W. have mad~

numerous attempts through the years to solve the inherent
problom" ranging fromsinalllwo- ur Ihr..·man offons
10 hugo und.naking'. Som. .uccooded. nthor. failed.
Som. wo.. landba.st<l, nth... w... airborn. or shipborno.
Som. COlI relativ.ly fow dollars. oth.rs many million,.
And som.-rh. Lib"'1. P".blo. EC-121-....ul..d in
"loosiv.los, of/if. and plOptrty.

Th. EXPLORER Progrtlm

Th. Viornam conflict add.d .mpha.i, 10 lho probl.m.
Th. on.my was using 'ingl.-channol and multichannel
radio rquipmonl in larg. quantiti.. in lho high-HF and
low-VHF ><gmc:nll of Ih. spottrum, bUI our in..rcoption
of Ih... communcations ",as , .....ly hindortd by lho
topography of rh. country and tho lin.-of-sighl and low.
po red ch!"letori'tics of rho rquiprnont boing u><d.
Th ttaMmi'sions .....ed highly d..irabk raerial and
logistical communications chat .he In.telliscnce
Communily d.arly _ded. But to folllhis _d, inlorcope
.ffon, had to bo dangorou,ly clo'" to .n.my rransmill"'.

A numbor of toehniqu.. "'oro tried in an.mpe, 10
..medy thi, siluation. On. involvod a ballq.,n, which
lifted ant.nnas to a dosired altitude to ."t.nd Ih. radio
horizon. Th. thoary worked, but th., baUoon did not.
Anothor dfort called for rho u'" of airborn. platform"
but th.y "'... limited in th. tim. th.y could ..main wieh
rh. larg.e, and consoqu.ntly could not provide tho
nocessary continuity of coverago. Othor .ffort" including
int.rc.ption by airborn. platfurmo high ovor I,ho Gulf of
Tonkin and ..Iayed 10 ground ,it.. in Soulh Vi.tnam for
n.ar ..ai-lim. analysi' and ..porting. proved to bo
unsati'factory for a numbor ,of roason,.

During th. part of rho war ",hen rh. Amorican
pro","co wa, at or noar its puk. 'a fair d.gr.. of
protection waJ afforded Sigint teains j~ forward

. an:a,~nough, in ract, to pt'fmit the loc.~on· of Siginr
units in areas where interception of lint.of.sjghr tactical
and Iogi,tical communications [ould ho all.mpred wirh a
fairly high lik.lihood of luccas: But lat., in ih. ",ar. as
tho U.S. pr...nco was diminishing, tho~ alroady
vulnorabl. locations ,bocam. i"".asingly~ 10
.n.my allack, and Siginl tram, ..... graduaUy \"irhdrawn
from th.m. Cloarly somothiog had 10 bo don~ to insuro
continuing int.rc.ption of rhOS< highly dosira~l. lin.·of·
si8hr communications. .

That .. somolhing" ..olvod from a lugg..tion by Ih.,
NSA ..prosontativ. in South Vinnam. who propostd
locating romoto-controkd inlorC<pl 'y".ms In isolalOd
hilhops ",h... rh.y could bo controlled fron! ..Iativ.ly
saf., w.U·<stabli,hed Sigint.sil" in roar ar.... Th. fors' of
tho'" ,yst.ms. dovoloptd during tb••arly month, of 1970
by a ,.am of NSA Oftgineon and tochnicians,! was aptly
rovtTnamtd EXPLORER. '

Th. sit. solOCled. for tho forst EXPLORER,.ffon was
Hill 9~0, ovorlooking Kh. Sanh in South ,Viotnam',
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Military Region I. The hill had a hi5lory of use by Sigint
unies. havin~ bren used by elements of the U.S. Marine
Firs' Radio Battalion during 'he deploymen' of the
Marines in Military Region I. BUI as lhe pullback of U.S.
forces from South Viemam continued. the site was
afforded less and less pro,ection, and lhe Sigin' efforl had
to be lerminaled. Thus. at lhe time the EXPLORER
sy5lem was to be deployed on Hill 950 i, represenled a
tenuous Allied foothold deep in enemy territory. manned
only by a Special Forces unit as a radio~relay ute, with a
complement of four U.S. and 31 Mootagnard soldiers.

Because of lhis risky defense po5lure. a number of
conditions had to be met: the system would have to be
"low profile." t.o avoid arousing enemy interest in the
hilltop loca'ion; il would have to be practically free of
noi~. to avoid covering sounds made by enemy soldiers
attemJX:1ng to infiltrate at night~ it would require
minimllrn manning. to avoid increasing the U.S.
contingent at the site; and it would require an absolutC'
minimum of maintenance, to preclude as many trips ro
the site as possible.

The system developed to meet t.hese requirements
consist~ of four receivers at the' remote site. which in
turn wtre controlled by four voice-intercept operators at
lhe ASA Field S,a[ion al Phu Bai. The operator
controlled lhe sySlem 'hrough a unil which duplicaled all
rh~ functions of a standard intercept r~ceiv~r. The-
commands from £his control unit were combined in the
command multiple'xer with those from the othC'r control
uni[ and sent by secure radio to the remote site. There the
signal wu recC'ived, and the commands were
demultiplexed and then routed· to the proper intercept
receiver. The audio output of this receiver was then
relayed back ro the control site by secure radio, where it
was available both at the operaror's headset and as an
input to a tape recorder. At the contfol site, the system
operated the same as any standard group of voice.
intercept positions. Since the time delay between the
o~rator commanding a function, the receiver executing
that {uonion, and the relay of the receiver's audio output
back to the operator was less than a quarter of a s«ond, it
was nOt apparent to the operator that his intercept
receiver was sume 60 miles distant.

The ini'ial sySlem was completed. lested. and deployed
to Sou[h Vielnam in May 1970. and became opera'ional
in Junt. Once installed, it required no Sigint-dearcd
personnel on 'he hill; lhe Special Forces men handled day.
to-day operation of the system (fueling the generators. for
example). EXPLORER quickly became a major
contriblJtor of Comint. and by July it was producing some
1300 '0 2UOU minUles of inlercept each day, making il
lhe second majnr producer of VHF in,ercepl in Soulheast
Asia. The targets covered includtd communications of

I

bo'h lactical and logistical enemy uniu deployed within
50 miles of the remote site. i

The success of 'his firsl EXPLORER sy"em quickly
led to a requesl for additional sYSle"\s. EXPLORER II

!.

Once again the rtmore/-iite was a hillrop)1eld
""-y"a-s"'m"a""'~~cial Forces continKe~i. ~nd used by ~,h~m as

a radio-rday site. The system, /similar to th~/original

EXPLORER, consi5led of four ~eceivers/ remotely

cggrro"nt fr~m an ASA fac;lit~J . / I
I.J ... i

In Ma(ch .•• 1971. capacily of lhe·1 fit5l EXPLORER
system was\,d6:ubJed to eig~.t' l~ejver~. 'all conrrolltd from
Phu BaL 1\hi~ expansion,/w,Jis requir~d when It bKame
obvious thai\t~e signa) e~vi,ronm~nt in the vicinity of Hill
950 was 100 dense 10/.be co~ered jadequalely by lhe
original syste~:, But th,i's/expanded system did nO[ operate
longi it was i~~t begi,n,riang/to prove i~s worth when on ';
June 1971 ~ Noi'h- Vielnames~ and Viet Cnng,
following on the ~~b of a general Sou[h Vietnamese
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Location of EXPLORER II.
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withdrawal, attacked Hill 950. After 12 'hours of heavy
fighting, the Special Forces group was forced to
withdraw. aefore leaving, though. they destroyed the
EXPLORER system with thermi.. panels to prevent it
from falling into enemy hands. One American w.. killed
in the battle and two were captuted (one of whom died in
captivity). Hatfthe Montagnard force was lost.

The loss of the system, though a severe setback, in a
way proved the value of the concept. No Sigint.
indoctrinated personnel or information was lost, and the
system was destroyed beyond compromise, A manned
effort, similar in scope. would have required at least 40 or
'0 Sigint personnel on site, and very probably would have
resulted in significant losses ofthese people as well.

Replacement of the EXPLORER system, which had
become a major producer of CorniDt in South Vietnam, .
was given high priority, and two systems of four intercept
recrivers each wefe construettd and shipptd to South
Vietnam in August 1971. A return to Hill 950, however,
was deemed impossible from a physical-security
standpoint, and an e",ended search was conducted to

•
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j

locate approptiate sites for the two systems. ~ire-support

b..es Sarge and Alpha Four, again near the I'>MZ, were
selected, and a system was installed at ea~h base in

I
December. But EXPLORER III, .. these \eplacement
systems were called, w.. operational for onl~ some four
months. The massive enemy E r offensiv~ of March
1972 lOOk the DMZ fire-support b as its 'fim victims,
and with them the EXPLORER III remote Isystems. A
direct hit by a rocket destroyed the equipme,nt at Sarge
and caused the first and only EXPL0R;ER.related
c..ualties involving Sigint personnel-two A~A enlisted
men who had taken shelter within the equipment bunker.
The Alpha Four system was destroyed by! an on·si..
maintenance man just before evacuation of the base.
While this effort caused the first loss of Sigini personnel,
the remote·collection technique had neVertHeless again
proven its worth by providing sustained colledion of line
of-sigbt communications from deep in hostile territory

~.l. .. ... 1 ..... ,..J' I '~I

EXPLORER Sites.
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withdrawal of u.s. forces was at its peak by this nme, and
Allied Control at both 'the remote and control si..s
became ever more tenuous. In September 1972. the
systrrn was withdrawn when security and losistical
support problems reached unacceptable levels.

I r
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'. perhaps the best way to conclude this ankle is to quote
•• from an. Army Security Agency me~age of December
. • I • nary of the

After citin

lL~I~m~~r~e~ss~lv~e;;e;x~a~~m~~~~"e~s;~o~:"~~"~~~"u:Ct1::o:n::Sl~a:l1~s:ti:cs~:::.£rhe
message concludes that th,e system is
"the most recent advancement in the an 0 (tactical)
radiotelephone int~rciipt that is availJble for use by the
forces of the fntworld:'

Conclusion

The EXPLORER Program initiated a trend in Sigint
collection that promises to enjoy widespread future
expansion. It is a safe and economical method for
acquiring line.of-sight tactical communications, providing
high-quality intercept at low risk to the persons involved
in acquiring it. And it also may apply to much larger .1L..... ...hollll"'·..~IIIo'NWl~ilt' in 196'; aft., graduating

. remote-collection efforts in future years. In faa, future ~~ ~~r~, He served as Project
planning envisions significant portions of the Sigint ~~<~ ~~EDgiDftl' aD W' as roject ManaBef for the
community's future intercept .f£on handled by system~/ EXPLORJR! ~od is DOW

employing remote intercept and relay techniquc~,,-::lhit ~J.DemberofDDR.Ope, ...tioDs Staff. I
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