
Air Museum Pioneer: The Roosevelt Field 

Historical Aviation Museum   
 

Joshua Stoff / Cradle of Aviation Museum 
One Davis Avenue 

Garden City, NY 11530 

 

 
 

An aerial view of Roosevelt Field, circa 1935. The aviation museum is the structure on the left side of the field bordering the road, to the 
left of the hangar marked óRooseveltô. 

 

What appears to have been the first non-governmental 

aviation museum in the United States was located at 

Roosevelt Field, Garden City, Long Island, New York 

and it operated between 1929 and 1951. Only the 

Smithsonian and the Air Force had made some attempt 

to collect old aircraft previously. Not an aviation 

museum in the modern sense, the Roosevelt Field 

Museum was more of  a random collection of old 

airplanes and engines literally gathered up from lying 

around the field or seized for unpaid storage fees.  

 

What came to be known as Roosevelt Field was founded 

in 1911 and was originally known as the Hempstead 

Plains Airfield. During World War One it was an Army 

primary training airfield known as Hazelhurst Field. In 

the 1930ôs, Roosevelt Field was a massive General 

Aviation airfield featuring paved runways, many large 

concrete hangars, a hotel, restaurant, and was completely 

equipped for night and instrument flying. At the time it 

was referred to as the ñWorldôs Premier Airportò, and 

rightfully so. It was the scene of numerous historic 

flights, not the least of which was the epic journey of 

Charles Lindbergh. It was also the largest and busiest 

civil airfield in the United States. Over 400 aircraft were 

based there with up to 300 takeoffs and landings per 

hour. The field featured regular weekend airshows that 

drew huge crowds to see aerobatics, skydivers and 

demonstrations of the latest civil and military aircraft. 

There were over 100 aviation businesses on the field 

with at least 20 different aircraft sales agencies 

represented. Roosevelt Field was quite simply an 

aviation mecca, the home or port of call for virtually 

every aviator of note during the period. 

 

Thus it was only fitting that this spectacular airfield was 

the home of one of Americaôs first aviation museums. 



Based on old field maps, the óHistorical Aviation 

Museumô, in Building 23, first appears in 1929. At the 

time the field was owned by a private consortium of 

businessmen and managed by óRoosevelt Field Inc.ô, 

George Orr, President. It must be assumed that having 

an aviation museum was either his idea or one of the 

other principal owners of the field. Admission was 25 

cents for adults, 15 cents for children, and it was 

provided mainly for the enjoyment of the many aviators 

passing through the field or the public throngs who 

mobbed the field on sunny weekends, as there appears to 

have been no advertising outside of the field. At the time 

however, airports themselves were a major form of 

entertainment, and were sure to attract a crowd. The 

building selected for the museum was historic in itself. It 

was on the western edge of the field, bordering Clinton 

Road, so it was accessible to the public without 

wandering through the airfield. The wooden hangar-like 

structure was originally built in 1911 as part of the 

Hempstead Plains Airfield, and was most likely one of 

the original buildings for the Moisant Aviation School. 

There appears to have been no interpretation of the 

collection at the museum, brochures or even security! 

 

In their 1934 brochure promoting Roosevelt Field, the 

management mentioned the museum as one of the many 

attractions of the field. ñIn this great building is housed 

one of the best collections of historic aircraft and 

engines in the country. Beginning with an old pusher 

type plane of 1910 vintage, and a sister ship of the 

Bleriot which made world history by flying across the 

English Channel in 1909, the collection includes 

training and fighting planes, foreign and domestic, of 

the World War Period. There is an even larger 

collection of the early aviation engines.ò 

 

At its peak, in the 1930ôs, the museum contained 10 to 

12 aircraft plus numerous engines and other assorted bits 

of aviation memorabilia. The aircraft were exhibited in a 

barrier-free fashion, in spite of their frailty, with simple 

one-line hand painted signs identifying the aircraft. The 

lack of barriers allowed visitors to regularly climb into 

the aircraft ï including a young Cole Palen! 

Unencumbered by such things as a curator, collection 

inventory or interpretive exhibitry, the museum was sort 

of an aviation cabinet of curiosities. But still, this was an 

important collection in its day, at a time when virtually 

no one was collecting old aircraft. Without such an 

effort, crude as it was, undoubtedly none of its treasures 

would have been saved for future generations. Indeed, if 

there was no Roosevelt Field air museum, there probably 

would have been no Old Rhinebeck Aerodrome. Perhaps 

one of the reasons that the collection was shown barrier-

free was that the airplanes were regularly rolled out of 

the museum and exhibited on the Roosevelt Field 

flightline for major events, such as important airshows. 

However only the Curtiss Pusher and possibly the 

Hanriot appear to have been flown. Sadly, very few 

photos of this museum survive, and those that do are of 

poor quality. 

 

The little museum at Roosevelt Field survived the 

Depression and World War Two largely unchanged until 

finally done in by the relentless sprawl of suburbia in the 

postwar period. Civil aviation on Long Island never 

really came back after the war and Roosevelt Field now 

started to lose money. The land the field was on was 

centrally located in a booming county and it was just too 

valuable to continue as a money losing airfield. Thus 

Roosevelt Field Inc., James Guthrie now President, sold 

the land in 1951, to be developed into a huge shopping 

mall that still bears its name. Fortunately the museum 

was known in aviation circles and two individuals 

immediately stepped forward to save the rare treasures it 

held. 

 

Paul Garber, then Aeronautics Curator of the 

Smithsonian Institution, took the train up from 

Washington and purchased the Bleriot XI, Nieuport 10 

and Baldwin Red Devil, plus assorted engines, for 

$2500. Purportedly he wanted to buy more but was told 

by the Smithsonian administration that they already óhad 

too many airplanes.ô Cole Palen, having seen the 

museum while earning his Mechanics license at 

Roosevelt Field in 1947, drove down from 

Poughkeepsie, NY, and made an offer of ñaround 

$1500ò for the Sopwith Snipe, Spad XIII, Curtiss JN-4, 

Avro 504K, Aeromarine 39B and Standard J-1, plus 

assorted engines. At the time this was his life savings. 

To his great surprise his offer was accepted. Palen was 

given 30 days to remove the entire lot before it was 

bulldozed, which he accomplished with great effort. This 

purchase thus formed the critical nucleus of the still 

thriving Old Rhinebeck Aerodrome. The simple but 

pioneering Roosevelt Field museum continues to live on 

today in a number of important institutions. Of that we 

can all be thankful. 

 

Aircraft in the Roosevelt Field Museum at the 

time of its closing (1951): 
 

Sopwith Snipe ï To Rhinebeck Aerodrome, left to 

Smithsonian in Palenôs will. Now in NASM WW1 

Gallery 

 

Avro 504K ï To Rhinebeck Aerodrome, sold to the 

Canadian National Aviation Museum, now on exhibit in 

Ottawa 



Spad XIII  ï To Rhinebeck Aerodrome, left to Air Force 

Museum in Palenôs will 
 

Aeromarine 39B ï To Rhinebeck Aerodrome, largely 

destroyed in fire while in transport in 1966, remains 

destroyed in fire at Palenôs house in the 1980ôs 
 

Standard J-1 ï To Rhinebeck Aerodrome, Swapped to 

Paul Mantz for Nieuport 28, now at San Diego 

Aerospace Museum 
 

Curtiss JN-4 ï To Rhinebeck Aerodrome, sold to Ed 

óSkeeterô Carlson in Washington State, still flying 
 

Bleriot XI  ï To Smithsonian, now exhibited in Early 

Flight Gallery 
 

Baldwin Red Devil ï to Smithsonian, now exhibited at 

Udvar-Hazy Center 

 

Nieuport 10 ï To Smithsonian, swapped to Cole Palen 

for Nieuport 28, now at Old Rhinebeck Aerodrome 

 

Aircraft known to have been Exhibited in the 

Roosevelt Field Museum in the late 1920ôs / early 

1930ôs: 
 

Curtiss Pusher ï whereabouts unknown 
 

Ansaldo SVA5 ï possibly purchased by Herb Fyfield, 

now in Italian Air Force Museum 
 

Hanriot HD -1 ï possibly one now in Planes of Fame, 

California g 

 
 

A flyer for the Roosevelt Field museum, circa 1935. Apparently 
these were distributed around the field to be seen by the visiting 
public and aviators in transit. 

 
 

 

Above: The Roosevelt Field flightline, circa 1935. At the time this was the busiest and most famous civil aviation airfield in the world. 


