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John Hays Hammond Jr. 

Pioneer of Remote Guidance and 
Autonomous NavigationElliott D. Kaplan

Author’s Preface
John Hays Hammond Jr. occupies a 

distinctive place in the early history of 
radio control and autonomous naviga-
tion. His work sits at the intersection of 
invention, engineering imagination, and 
national defense at a moment when wire-
less technology was still in its infancy. This 
article presents a modernized, historically 
grounded overview of Hammond’s contri-
butions, drawing exclusively on published 
sources from major technical journals and 
periodicals.

Introduction
 John Hays Hammond Jr. (Figure 

1) stands as one of the most inventive 
American engineers of the early twentieth 
century. His pioneering work in radio 
control and remote guidance laid essential 
foundations for technologies that would 
later evolve into modern autonomous-
navigation systems [1] [2] [3]. 

Early Life
Born in San Francisco in 1888, Ham-

mond spent much of his childhood abroad, 
where he was exposed to engineering, 
mining, and international scientific work 
through his father’s career. Contemporary 
accounts describe him as mechanically 
curious and imaginative [3] [4]. The young 
Hammond would go on to count numer-
ous towering innovators at the frontiers of 
modern science as personal mentors, from 
Alexander Graham Bell to Thomas Edison 
and even Nikola Tesla.

Inventive Temperament
Hammond’s early experiments with 

electrical devices and signaling mecha-
nisms reflected the blend of creativity 
and technical intuition that would 
define his career. Popular periodicals of 
the era noted his unusual mechanical 
imagination and early interest in wireless 
control [3] [4] [5]. Hammond later 
described his passion for inventing as 
being especially inspired by a childhood 
visit to Thomas Edison’s Menlo Park 
laboratory.

Yale and Early Ambition
While studying at Yale’s Sheffield 

Scientific School, Hammond pre-
dicted that he would one day control a 
moving body at a distance by wireless 
command—a statement later echoed in 
press coverage of his demonstrations [4]. 
At Yale, he came under the guidance of 
both Alexander Graham Bell and Nikola 
Tesla, with Bell playing an especially for-
mative role in shaping Hammond’s early 
professional path. Around 1912, after 
completing an extensive two-year analy-
sis of domestic and international patents 
related to radio dynamics, Hammond 
shared the study with Bell. Recogniz-
ing its significance, Bell forwarded the 
work to George Washington University 
as a kind of dissertation submission 
on Hammond’s behalf. As a result, the 
University awarded a Doctor of Science 
(Sc.D.) degree shortly after his 1910 
Yale graduation [6].

Rise of Wireless Technology
Hammond came of age during the 

birth of radio. Technical journals of the 
period described wireless control as a 
promising but unsolved engineering 
challenge, with early experiments dem-
onstrating both potential and instability 
[4] [7] [8].

Move to Gloucester
In 1912, Hammond established a 

private research station on his family’s 
summer compound at the entrance to 
Freshwater Cove in Gloucester, Mas-
sachusetts. He built laboratories, wireless 
towers, and experimental workshops, 
creating an environment where he could 
pursue radio-control research without 
institutional constraints [9].

Early Wireless Experiments
At Gloucester, Hammond conducted 

foundational experiments in remote 
actuation. He explored wireless rud-
der control, selenium-cell steering, 
searchlight-triggered mechanisms, and 
relay-based command systems. These 
early efforts demonstrated that “invisible” 
signals could reliably move machinery at 
a distance [4] [9] [10].

European Research Trip
In 1913, Hammond visited major 

radio laboratories across Europe. He con-
cluded that dependable wireless control 
required a new type of detector—one 
more stable and responsive than the co-
herer then in common use. This conclu-
sion aligned with discussions appearing in 
early radio-engineering journals [4].

Development of a New Detector
Hammond succeeded in creating a 

wireless detector that was faster, more 
reliable, and more sensitive than existing 
designs. This breakthrough made practi-
cal remote control possible and became 
the foundation for his later radio-guided 
vessels [4].

The High-Speed Wireless Boat Ra-
dio and Demonstrations for the U.S. 
Military

In 1914, Hammond constructed 
Radio, a 40-foot, high-speed vessel 
equipped with his new detector, multiple 
relays, servo steering, and dual receiving 

Figure 1: John 
Hays Ham-
mond, Jr. in 
1922
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masts. Hammond conducted a series of 
demonstrations for U.S. Army observers, 
showcasing long-distance wireless steer-
ing, precise rudder control, and high-
speed maneuvering [4]. The New York 
Times later described similar demonstra-
tions in its coverage of radio-controlled 
ships [11].

The Natalia Trials
 Hammond’s vessel Natalia (Figure 2) 

incorporated a specialized gyroscope–
which Hammond dubbed a “Gyrad” — a 
servo steering engine, and a radio-com-
mand system. In March 1914, Natalia 
completed a 60-mile autonomous coastal 
run from Gloucester to Boston Harbor 
and back. The gyroscope handled fine 
corrections, while radio signals pro-
vided major heading changes. This trial 
anticipated later inertial-aided guidance 
systems discussed in aerospace retrospec-
tives [5] [9] [12]. 

Post-Natalia Contributions
Weapons Research

Hammond expanded his work to 
radio-guided torpedoes and remote-
steered craft, topics later referenced in 
engineering award citations [8] [13] 
[14]. Hammond’s chief engineer, Albert 
Trenor, later privately argued that Ham-
mond should be dubbed “The Father of 
the Guided Missile”.
Patent Output

Over the course of his career, Ham-
mond was awarded more than 500 pat-

ents in dozens of disciplines 
and across multiple countries. 
In addition to his work in 
radio control and naviga-
tion, Hammond contributed 
significantly to the fields of 
telecommunications, instru-
mentation, audio recording 
and reproduction, and many 
others.
Hammond Castle

 Between 1926 and 1929, 
Hammond constructed the 
Hammond Castle Museum 
in Gloucester (Figure 3). The 
Museum served not only as 
Hammond’s private residence and 

laboratory but was also open to the 
public during Hammond’s time in resi-
dence. The Museum collection contains 
numerous historical artifacts spanning 
from the ancient Roman period through 
the modern day, as well as a vast archive 
of Hammond’s personal correspondence 
and laboratory records, much of which is 
newly digitized and cataloged [3] [15]. 

Later Research and Role at the Radio 
Corporation of America

Despite his professed belief that he 
would not be remembered for his work, 
Hammond’s accomplishments in radio 
control earned him significant recogni-
tion over the course of his career. He 
received the Elliott Cresson Medal in 
1959, the highest honor bestowed by 
the Franklin Institute, and in 1963 the 
Institute of Electrical and Electronics 
Engineers (IEEE) awarded him its Medal 
of Honor [1] [6]. Hammond served on 
the board of the Radio Corporation of 
America (RCA) for an impressive forty-
two years [6].

In addition to his civilian achieve-
ments, Hammond is purported to have 
continued to carry out classified research 
for the U.S. military well into the later 
phase of his career.

Legacy
John Hays Hammond Jr. died in 

1965, leaving behind a remarkable legacy 
of invention and experimentation. His 
early work in radio control and remote 

guidance helped shape the trajectory of 
modern navigation and control technolo-
gies, and his influence can still be seen in 
autonomous systems used today [1] [2] [3].
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