Air Museum Pioneer. The Roosevelt keld
Historical Aviation Museum
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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

|l eft of the hangar marked O6Rooseveltd.

What appears to have been the first-gomernmental equipped for night and instment flying. At the time it
aviation museum in the United States was located stas referred to as the fWo
Roosevelt Field, Garden City, Long Islaridew York rightfully so. It was the scene of numerous historic
and it operated between 1929 and 1951. Only thiights, not the least of which was the epic journey of
Smithsonian and the Air Force had made some attem@harles Lindbergh. It was also the largest and busiest
to collect old aircraft previously. Not an aviation civil airfield in the United States. Over 400 aircraft were
museum in the modern sense, the Roosevelt Fielshsed there with up to 300 takeoffs and landings per
Museum was more of a random collection of oldhour. The field featured regular weekend airshows that
airplanes and engines literally gathered up from lyinglrew huge crowds to see aerobatics, skydivers and
around the field or seized for unpaid storage fees. demonstrations of the latest civil and militaaircraft.

There were over 100 aviation businesses on the field
What came to be known as Roosevelt Field was foundedith at least 20 different aircraft sales agencies
in 1911 and was originally known as the Hempsteadepresented. Roosevelt Field was quite simply an
Plains Airfield. During World War One it vgaan Army aviation mecca, the home or port of call for virtually
primary training airfield known as Hazelhurst Field. Inevery aviator of note during the pedi
t he 19300s, Roosevel't Field was a massive General
Aviation airfield featuring paved runways, many largeThus it was only fitting that this spectacular airfield was
concrete hangars, a hotel, restaurant, and was completehh e home of one of Ameri ca



Based on ol d field ma p sthe mudewsn addHexHsbited ron dhe | Rooskvwelt &ield o |
Museumo, in Building 23, flghtine fot majarpeyests sush as importadt 2iBshowsA t
time the field was owned by a pate consortium of However only the Curtiss Bber and possibly the
businessmen and managed Hagriot afpenots dave been fléwin.eJadly, verm few 6 ,
George Orr, President. It must be assumed that havipdpotos of this museum survive, and those that do are of
an aviation museum was either his idea or one of thgoor quality.
other principal owners of the field. Admission was 25
cents for adults, 15 centfor children, and it was The little museum at Roosevelt Field survived the
provided mainly for the enjoyment of the many aviatordDepression and World War Two largely unchanged until
passing through the field or the public throngs whdinally done in by the relentless sprawl of suburbia in the
mobbed the field on sunny weekends, as there appeargpmstwar period. Civil aviation on Long lIsland never
have been no advertising outside of the field. At the timeeally came back after the war and Roosevelt Field now
however airports themselves were a major form ofstarted to lose money. The land the field was on was
entertainment, and were sure to attract a crowd. Theentrally located in a booming county anevis just too
building selected for the museum was historic in itself. lvaluable to continue as a money losing airfield. Thus
was on the western edge of the field, bordering ClintoRoosevelt Field Inc., James Guthrie now President, sold
Road, so it was accessible to the public haitt the land in 1951, to be developed into a huge shopping
wandering through the airfield. The wooden hadda  mall that still bears its nhame. Fortunately the museum
structure was originally built in 1911 as part of thewas known in aviation icles and two individuals
Hempstead Plains Airfield, and was most likely one ofmmediately stepped forward to save the rare treasures it
the original buildings for the Moisant Aviation School. held.
There appears to have been ndelipretation of the
collection at the museum, brochures or even security! Paul Garber, then Aeronautics Curator of the
Smithsonian Institution, took the train up from
In their 1934 brochure promoting Roosevelt Field, thaVashington and purchased the Bleriot XI, Nieuport 10
management mentioned the museum as one of the maawyd Baldwin Red Deél, plus assorted engines, for
attractions of thefieldd | n t hi s gr eat $250D.IPurpomedly he wantkdota laiye ndore but was told
one of the bestollections of historic aircraft and by t he Smithsonian admini st
engines in the country. Beginning with an old pushet o o many airplanes. 0 Col e
type plane of 1910 vintage, and a sister ship of thenuseum while earning his Mechanics license at
Bleriot which made world history by flying across theRoosevelt Field in 1947, drove down from
English Channel in 1909, the collection includesPoughkeepsi e, NY, and mad e
training and fighting planes, foreign and domestic, of$ 1 500060 f or the Sopwith4Snip
the World War Period. There is an even largerAvro 504K, Aeromarine 39B and Standarel,Jplus

coll ection of the earl y aassored engines. Atrihg tinmehds.was his life savings.
To his great surprise hidffer was accepted. Palen was
At its peak, in the 1930 4§wn 30tdays to memsve thenentre Iottbaféreniewlas 1 C

12 aircraft plus numerous engines and other assorted bitalldozed, which he accomplished with great effort. This
of aviaion memorabilia. The aircraft were exhibited in apurchase thus formed the critical nucleus of the still
barrierfree fashion, in spite of their frailty, with simple thriving Old Rhinebeck Aerodrome. The simple but
oneline hand painted signs identifying the aircraft. ThepioneeringRoosevelt Field museum continues to live on
lack of barriers allowed visitors to regularly climb intotoday in a number of important institutions. Of that we
the aircraft 7 including a yang Cole Palen! can all be thankful.

Unencumbered by such things as a curator, collection

inventory or interpretive exhibitry, the museum was sorfircraft in the Roosevelt Field Museum at the

of an aviation cabinet of curiosities. But still, this was anime of its closing (1951):

important collection in its day, at a time when virtually

no one wascollecting old aircraft. Without such an Sopwith Snipe i To Rhinebeck Aerodrome, left to
effort, crude as it was, undoubtedly none of its treasuré&ami t hsoni an i n Pal enos wi |
would have been saved for future generations. Indeed, @allery

there was no Roosevelt Field air museum, there probably

would have been no Old Rhinebeck Aerodroerhaps Avro 504K i To Rhinebeck Aerodrome, sold to the
one of the reasons that the collection was shown barrie€anadian NationaAviation Museumnow on exhibit in
free was that the airplanes were regularly rolled out oDttawa



Spad XIIl T To Rhinebeck Aerodrome, left to Air Force
Museum in Palenés wil!/l

Aeromarine 39B i To Rhinebeck Aerodrome, largely
destroyed in fire while in transport in 1966, remain
destroyed in fithee9806Pal e

Standard J-17 To Rhinebeck Aerodme, Swapped to
Paul Mantz for Nieuport 28, now at San Diego
Aerospace Museum

Curtiss JN-4 i To Rhinebeck Aerodrome, sold to Ed
6Skeetero6 Carlson in Wash

Bleriot XI i To Smithsonian, now exhibited in Early
Flight Gallery

Baldwin Red Devili to Smithsonian, now exhibited at
Udvar-Hazy Center

Nieuport 107 To Smithsonian, swapped to Cole Palen
for Nieuport 28, now at Old Rhinebeck Aerodrome

Aircraft known to have been Exhibited in the
Roosevelt Field Mudelym
193006s:

Curtiss Pusheri whereabouts unknown

Ansaldo SVA5T possibly purchased by Herb Fyfield,
now in ltalian Air Force Museum

Hanriot HD -1 i possibly one now in Planes of Fame,A flyer for the Roosevelt Field museum, circa 1935. Apparently
Californiag 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.
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