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The need for efficient means to harvest and transport the per- 
ishable banana product was of paramount concern, as errors 
in the timing of banana deliveries to United States markets 
often resulted in spoiled cargoes. As a result, the United Fruit 
Company took an aggressive role in developing railroad 
links to deliver the bananas to coastal ports for shipping. 
Because timely communications was essential to coordinate 
the harvesting and delivery of the bananas, the company also 
built and maintained telegraph and telephone lines between 
farms, local company headquarters, and Caribbean ports. 
Difficult terrain made the construction of land lines impracti- 
cal in some areas, however, and the tropical weather condi- 
tions and political instabilities often rendered them 
unreliable when they were built. In addition, communication 
from shore to ship and from ship to ship required the use of 
radio. Faced with these obstacles, the United Fruit Company 
became one of the first companies, and the only major Amer- 
ican company, to invest major capital and manpower into 
developing and adopting the new telecommunications mode 
of radio. 

Implementing Wireless 

During the summer of 1903, United Fruit Company employee 
and electrical engineer Mack Musgrave began investigating 
the possibilities of using radio for company business in Cen- 
tral America. United Fruit bought its first radio equipment 
from the American De Forest Wireless Company in 1904 and 
established its first two stations approximately 15o miles 
apart at Bocas del Toro, Panama, and Puerto Limon, Costa 
Rica. In 1906 two more stations were built at Bluefields and 
Rama, Nicaragua. The expenditures for these and future facil- 
ities were great, but the costs were deemed a necessity for 
company development. United Fruit faced many obstacles in 
its efforts to establish a radio communications network. One 
important obstacle was the comparative youth of the radio 
industry and the experimental nature of its equipment. Unlike 
the case today, transmission distances were relatively short 
and required the construction of relay stations throughout the 
Caribbean. Static, common to the tropics, interrupted trans- 
missions and often made the point -to -point radio links unreli- 
able. In addition, hurricanes destroyed island relay stations 
with alarming frequency. 

By 1908 the United Fruit Company had built six more 
shore stations and had installed radio equipment on all of its 
ships. Later known as "The Great White Fleet," these ships 
delivered bananas but also transported passengers between the 
United States and the Caribbean. In addition to serving the 
company's needs in transporting its product, the radio network 
became an essential tool for ensuring the safety and conve- 
nience of the fleet's passengers. Recognizing the further com- 
mercial value of the network, United Fruit also made its 

communications system available to paying customers along 
the Caribbean coast and thus became Latin America's major 
commercial alternative to the European owned and operated 
radio systems of Marconi and Telefunken. 

Now an independent provider of radio communications 
services, United Fruit purchased a controlling interest in the 
Wireless Specialty Apparatus Company in 191z. This acquisi- 
tion provided United Fruit with ownership to important radio 
technology patents and thus the means to develop and manu- 
facture advanced equipment. United Fruit would continue to 
operate the Wireless Specialty Apparatus Company until 192.1 

when, through a complicated process of corporate patent pool- 
ing, the newly formed Radio Corporation of America became 
owner of the patent rights. 

In 1913 the United Fruit Company radio department was 
formally incorporated as a wholly owned subsidiary named 
the Tropical Radio Telegraph Company. The Tropical Radio 
Telegraph Company took over all company ship stations and 
most of the land stations. By 192,0, the United Fruit Company 
had invested nearly $4 million in radio. The Tropical Radio 
Telegraph Company had established an extensive radio net- 
work including a radio -telephone communication system serv- 
ing the general public and the banana trade and connecting 
many of the principal population centers of the Caribbean to 
the United States. 

The United Fruit Company's remarkable adoption of the 
fledgling radio technology and its development of a large, pri- 
vately owned radio communications system in Latin America 
is a success story. Other companies, including the U.S. Rubber 
Company subsidiary Amazon Wireless Telephone and Tele- 
graph established in 1901, failed where United Fruit had suc- 
ceeded. Numerous factors supporting the United Fruit 
Company's ultimate success in developing its radio system 
include the dominating U.S. influence in Central America, 
which assured minimal or no opposition to United Fruit's 
expansions; the demand for radio communication by passen- 
gers on the company ships and by shore customers comple- 
menting the banana business communication needs; and the 
fact that the United Fruit Company's product, bananas, was an 
economically stable product. 

DOUGLAS K. PENISTEN 

See also Crystal Receivers; Early Wireless 

Further Reading 
Douglas, Susan J., Inventing American Broadcasting, 1899- 

1922, Baltimore, Maryland: Johns Hopkins University 
Press, 1987 

Mason, Roy, "The History of the Development of the United 
Fruit Company's Radio Telegraph System," Radio 
Broadcast (September 19zz) 


