
Museums
B y  Fr ed er ic k  A.  J o h ns en

For decades the Air Force 
has hosted field muse-
ums at bases around the 
country. They range from 
small buildings to elabo-

rate parks with many large aircraft on 
static display. Their funding has often 
been precarious, however, and in recent 
years their money problems have been 
worsened by the long recession and 
shrinking defense budgets.

T he museums a re popul a r:  I n F isc a l  
2 0 1 3 ,  the 1 4  f iel d  museums reported  
more tha n 1 . 5  mil l ion v isitors,  not 
inc l ud ing  v isitors a t the f iv e A ir F orc e 
herita g e c enters f or whic h a ttend a nc e 
numb ers a ren’ t a v a i l a b l e.  C omb ined ,  
their a ttend a nc e ma tc hes or ex c eed s 
tha t a t the Na tiona l  M useum of  the 
U S  A ir F orc e a t W ri g ht- Pa tterson 
A F B ,  O hio.

T he f iel d  museums d on’ t j ust re-
store a nd  preserv e sc a rc e a irc ra f t a nd  

a rtif a c ts.  T hey  of f er orienta tion f or 
a irmen a nd  the pub l ic ,  serv e l oc a l  
sc hool  d istric ts,  host b a se- l ev el  mil i-
ta ry  f unc tions,  a nd  prov id e a  wind ow 
f or the pub l ic  on A ir F orc e missions 
a nd  a c tiv ities.

T he prog ra m g rew ra pid l y  in the 
1 9 8 0 s ,  a s v a rious c omma nd s a n d  
b a ses esta b l ished  museums,  hel ped  
in pa rt b y  C ol d  W a r b ud g ets.  F rom 
the outset,  NM U S A F  ( then k nown 
a s the A ir F orc e M useum)  c a utioned  
l oc a l  c omma nd ers a nd  c ura tors tha t it 
woul d n’ t f und  or sta f f  f iel d  museums.  
S til l  the f iel d  museums g rew,  f uel ed  
b y  d ed ic a ted  sta f f ,  v ol unteers,  a nd  
nonprof its.

F iel d  museum f und ing  is prov id ed  
b y  the owning  org a niz a tion ( ty pic a l l y  
a n a ir b a se wing  or opera tiona l  wing )  
a nd  supported  b y  nonprof it f ound a tions 
c rea ted  spec if ic a l l y  f or this purpose.  
T he l oc a l  b a se entity  prov id es sta f f ing ,  

to inc l ud e the d irec tor/ c ura tor,  who is 
a  g ov ernment empl oy ee or mil ita ry  
memb er.  M a j or c omma nd  history  of -
f i c es ov ersee the f iel d  museums a nd  
other herita g e a c tiv ities.

I n three d ec a d es of  opera tions,  
some trend s ha v e emerg ed .  T he most 
v isited  f iel d  museums a re l oc a ted  on 
b a se property ,  c l ose to the perimeter,  
a l l owing  v isits tha t d on’ t a f f ec t b a se 
sec urity .  Nonprof it f ound a tions ha v e 
emb ra c ed  their rol e a s “ the museum’ s 
A T M  c a rd , ”  a s one f iel d  museum f oun-
d a tion memb er put it,  ena b l ing  sta f f s 
to pl a n a nd  ex ec ute prog ra ms f or the 
g ood  of  the museum a nd  the serv ic e.  

S tic k ing  to a  d isc ipl ined  story  l ine 
pertinent to ea c h museum’ s mission 
sta tement ha s prov ed  usef ul  when 
f und s a re tig ht a nd  the d ispl a y e d  
a irc ra f t must b e ma inta ined  in a  wa y  
tha t ref l ec ts c red it on the A ir F orc e.  
T ha t ob l i g a tion is c od i f ied  in A ir 

Moneyand  

The Air Force’s fi eld museums are under 
fi nancial pressure as they explore new ways to 
use their amazing icons to engage the public.
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Museums
7hree B��� EoPEers À y oYer the 1ational 0useuP of the 86 $ir )orFe at :right�
3atterson $)B� 2hio� during a FoPPePoration of the 19�� 'oolittle raid oYer 
7okyo�

USAF photo by TSgt. Jacob N. Bailey
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F orc e I nstruc tion 8 4 - 1 0 3 ,  g ui d ing  
f iel d  museums.

A s the A ir F orc e wrestl es with d own-
si]ing and seTuester, however, the field 
museums wil l  l ik el y  c ome und er inc rea s-
ing financial pressure. As official 8SAF 
entities,  the museums d on’ t c ha rg e 
admission to help cover their expenses. 

Each museum¶s supporting foundation 
helps, but the level of fund-raising sup -
port varies from one to another.

7he budget for the Air Force Flight 
T est M useum a t E d wa rd s A F B ,  C a l i f . ,  
wa s f roz en l a st y ea r— not c ounting  
f a c il ities or sa l a ries f or two sta f f — a nd  
so wa s tha t of  the A ir F orc e A rma ment 

$EoYe� $ Podified :right B )lyer is 
Paintained at 7e[as $ir 0useuP in 
�010 in preparation for ÀyoYers and 
festiYities FoPPePorating the &en-
tennial of 0ilitary $Yiation in )ort 6aP 
+ouston� 7e[as� Below� 7he fuselage 
of the B�1� S w o o s e arriYes at the 
restoration faFility at 1086$) near 
'ayton� 2hio� S w o o s e is the only B�1� 
' Podel in e[istenFe�
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M useum a t E g l in A F B ,  F l a .  A t H il l  
A F B ,  U t a h,  some $ 2 3 9 , 0 0 0  tha t ha d  
b een req uested  f or ma intena nc e of  
d ispl a y  a irc ra f t a nd  g round s,  to c om-
pl y  with inspec tion d ema nd s,  wa sn’ t 
a v a il a b l e.  S ometimes,  y ea r- end  f a l l out 
f und s— d ol l a rs not spent el sewhere 
b y  the owning  org a niz a tion— g et put 
b a c k  on the museum a c c ount,  b ut this 
is no sub stitute f or a  rel ia b l e b ud g et.

T he l a rg est of  the f iel d  museums,  
the M useum of  A v i a tion a t R ob ins 
A F B ,  G a . ,  ha d  its 1 6 - memb er g ov ern-
ment sta f f  ha l v ed  in 2 0 1 1 ,  und er a n 
A ir F orc e M a teriel  C omma nd - wid e 
d ownsiz ing  of  4 , 5 0 0  c i v i l ia n b il l ets 
und er the G l ob a l  B a se S upport initia -
tiv e.  W hen the R ob ins sta f f  wa s c ut,  
it wa s nec essa ry  to ta g  a  third  of  its 
3 2  a irc ra f t a s “ ex c ess. ”

REH OMIN G  CL AS S ICS
NM U S A F  owns the hund red s of  

a irc ra f t a nd  thousa nd s of  historic a l  
items housed  a t the f iel d  museums 
a nd  steps in a t times l ik e these a nd  
tries to f ind  new homes f or the ex c ess 
a irc ra f t .  A n H H - 4 3  hel ic opter f rom 
R ob ins,  f or ex a mpl e,  wa s tra nsf erred  
to the M c C hord  A ir M useum a t J B  
L ewis- M c C hord ,  W a sh. ,  a nd  a n F - 9 4  
wa s l oa ned  to the c iv il ia n C a stl e A ir 
M useum,  a d j a c ent to the f ormer C a stl e 
A F B ,  C a l i f .  A  g roup of  three j ets a nd  a  
hel ic opter went to the c iv il ia n Pa c if ic  
A v i a tion M useum on F ord  I sl a nd  a t 
J B  Pea rl  H a rb or- H ic k a m,  H a wa ii,  a nd  
a  W B - 5 7 F  wa s a c tua l l y  returned  to 
opera tiona l  use with NA S A .

S hif ting  b ud g et priorities threa ten 
the a rtif a c ts,  howev er.  NM U S A F  c a n’ t 
a f f ord  to ta k e on the a d d itiona l  c ost 
a nd  responsib il ity  of  ma inta ining  a l l  
the f iel d  museum c ol l ec tions if  f iel d  
museum f und ing  d wind l es too muc h.  

A1C Bronson Bohannon (r) and A1C 
Avondries Green install rivets on a new 
sheet of metal for the B-17G they are 
restoring for the Global Airpower Muse-
um at Barksdale AFB, La. The museum 
was formerly known as the Eighth Air 
Force Museum. 
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W hil e sel ec tiv e d ownsiz ing  c a n b e 
a c c ommod a ted  b y  pl a c ing  historic  
a irc ra f t with other museums,  a  d ra c o-
nia n b ud g et c ut c oul d  ov erwhel m this 
proc ess,  putting  a t risk  b oth v a l ua b l e 
a irc ra f t a nd  the g ood wil l  a nd  reputa tion 
of  the A ir F orc e.

W hil e NM U S A F  owns the a rtif a c ts,  
the A ir F orc e H istory  a nd  M useums 
Prog ra m,  work ing  throug h c ura tors 
in ea c h ma j or c omma nd ,  ov ersees the 
field program. /ocal commanders are 
responsib l e f or k eeping  their museums 
a nd  herita g e c enters in sha pe.  W hil e 
ea c h of  these a g ents pl a c es ex pec ta tions 
on the field museums, their day-to-day 
surv iv a l  d epend s on the prof essiona l ism 
a nd  d ed ic a tion of  the sta f f — of ten onl y  
one or two d eep.  

NM U S A F  d ed ic a tes some sta f f  to 
helping the field museums acTuire appro-
pria te a irc ra f t a nd  d ispl a y s on l oa n f rom 
its own holdings, but the field museums 
ha v e to pa y  f or the tra nsporta tion.  I n 
an effort to eTuip newer field museum 
sta f f  with f und a menta l  c ura toria l ,  c ol -
l ec tions ma na g ement,  a nd  ex hib iting  
sk il l s,  NM U S A F  sc hed ul es work shops 

for field staff on behalf of the Air Force 
H istory  a nd  M useums Prog ra m.

W ha t d oes the f uture hol d  f or these 
outposts of  A ir F orc e herita g e?

J a mes R .  F ra nk  J r. ,  of  the A ir F orc e 
H istory  a nd  M useums Prog ra m,  d oesn’ t 
see any radical shifts in the field mu -
seum a c tiv ities.

“ T he A ir F orc e herita g e prog ra m 
struc ture is l ik el y  to rema in unc ha ng ed  
a s we l ook  f orwa rd , ”  sa id  F ra nk ,  who 
is manager for field museums. ³:hen 
we a d d ress b ud g eta ry  a nd  resourc e 
issues,  we need  to g et c rea tiv e in how 
we ov erc ome those ob sta c l es. ”

P RES ERV IN G  H ERIT AG E
F ra nk  l a ud ed  the “ c ommitment a nd  

c ontrib utions our historia ns,  c ura tors,  
a nd  a rc hiv ists show . . .  in our museums 
a nd  herita g e c enters throug hout the 
A ir F orc e.  T hese f ol k s a re essentia l  to 
ensuring  the A ir F orc e story  is tol d  not 
onl y  to our a irmen b ut a l so the pub l ic . ”

Some in the field program have lob -
b ied  f or strong er a d v oc a c y  a nd  ev en 
central funding for Ney field museums 
a s reg iona l  a d j unc ts to the A ir F orc e 

Museum. 5etired /t. *en. -ohn /.  
“ J a c k ”  H ud son,  d irec tor of  NM U S A F ,  
sa id  it’ s a  pa rtnership ef f ort b etween his 
central organi]ation and the field muse -
ums to c ol l ec t,  preserv e,  a nd  interpret.

³%oth the 1M8SAF and the field 
museum prog ra m perf orm a  v ita l  mis-
sion in c ommunic a ting  the A ir F orc e 
story  to interna l  [ U S A F ]  a nd  ex terna l  
[ pub l i c ]  a ud ienc es, ”  he sa id .  “ O ur 
collaborative stewardship allows field 
museums a nd  herita g e c enters to f oc us 
on hig hl ig hting  l oc a l  a nd  reg iona l l y  
b a sed  missions whil e the NM U S A F  
presents the c omprehensiv e A ir F orc e 
story  f rom its b eg inning s to tod a y . ”  

T houg h opera tiona l l y  a nd  a d minis-
tra tiv el y  sepa ra te,  “ we work  tog ether to 
present A ir F orc e history  a nd  herita g e, ”  
he sa id .

T o a d a pt to l ea ner times,  v a rious 
a pproa c hes a re b eing  ex a mined .  O ne 
a l terna tiv e is to mod el  the museum 
enterprise a f ter the Na tiona l  Pa rk  S er-
v ic e.  I t ha s l imited  story  l ine ex hib its 
f or the pub l ic  a nd  a c tiv e prog ra mming ,  
b ut d oesn’ t ha v e to c ura te l a rg e c ol l ec -
tions tha t d ema nd  ma npower,  resourc es,  

Abov e:  T he Strategic Air &  Space M useum,  adj acent to O ffutt AF B ,  N eb.,  has 3 , 0 0 0  
sq uare feet dedicated to promoting av iation and aerospace education.
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and space. 8nder this model, the field 
museums woul d  f oc us more on sup-
porting  the l oc a l  c omma nd  a nd  on- b a se 
popul a tion.

T ha t a pproa c h d oesn’ t sit wel l  with 
K enneth R .  E mery  I I ,  d irec tor of  the 
M useum of  A v ia tion a t R ob ins.  W hil e 
E mery  sees serv ic e to the A ir F orc e a s 
v ita l ,  he sa id ,  it’ s onl y  one pa rt of  wha t 
the museum d oes.

“ O ur a irmen a re woef ul l y  ig nora nt of  
their ric h herita g e, ”  he sa id .  “ W e need  
to show them their l inea g e,  show them 
where they  c ome f rom a nd  wha t they ’ re 
c a pa b l e of  d oing .  A irc ra f t,  eq uipment,  
a nd  persona l  items tha t were a c tu-
a l l y  used  in A ir F orc e opera tions of f er 
powerf ul ,  ta ng ib l e c onnec tions to the 
c oura g e,  tena c ity ,  ing enuity ,  sk il l ,  a nd  
sacrifice of our airmen.´

S uc h ob j ec ts “ a nd  the peopl e stories 
a ssoc ia ted  with them”  c a n inspire a nd  
ed uc a te “ in wa y s tha t photos,  tex t,  a nd  
v id eo a l one c a nnot, ”  he sa id .  I t’ s j ust 
a s c ruc ia l  to tel l  the A ir F orc e story  to 
the pub l ic .

“ M a ny  peopl e simpl y  d o not k now 
wha t the A ir F orc e ha s d one a nd  is now 

d oing .  S o it’ s not j ust a b out tel l ing  A ir 
F orc e history .  W e ha v e to show a nd  
tel l  a b out c urrent rol es,  missions a nd  
c ontrib utions, ”  he ex pl a ined .

W hil e NM U S A F ’ s spra wl ing  f a c il ity  
a t W rig ht- Pa tterson ta l l ies a s ma ny  a s 
1 . 3  mil l ion v isitors a nnua l l y ,  E mery  
a rg ues tha t tha t’ s not enoug h to g et the 
A ir F orc e story  out.

“ T he rea l ity  is tha t,  f or most peopl e 
a round  the na tion who v isit a n A ir F orc e 
field museum, it is the only Air Force 
museum they  wil l  ev er v isit, ”  E mery  
sa id .  “ M a ny  a irmen c a n g o a n entire 
c a reer without ev er v isiting  NM U S A F .  
7he field museums offer a great opportu -
nity  f or the A ir F orc e to b ring  our story  
to more of  our a irmen a nd  the pub l ic . ”

Museum staffs will have to find a 
new b a l a nc e,  tempering  the urg e to 
a c q uire new a irc ra f t a nd  a rtif a c ts with 
the sob ering  c ost of  ma inta ining  them 
d uring  l ea n times.  F iel d  c ura tors a nd  

directors will have to find inventive 
a nd  ec onomic a l  wa y s to ma inta in their 
c ol l ec tions so they  c a n g row a nd  a d a pt 
to b est tel l  the museum’ s story .

H ud son sees some opportunities a mid  
these c ha l l eng es.  O ne of  them is onl ine.  
NM U S A F  uses the I nternet to b ring  a  
v irtua l  museum presenc e to mil l ions of  
v isitors;  nea rl y  f our mil l ion v isits were 
ta l l ied  in 2 0 1 3 .  F iel d  museums c a n put 
ex hib its a nd  ed uc a tiona l  opportunities 
onl ine inex pensiv el y ,  “ a nd  most a re 
within the reach of each and every field 
museum a nd  herita g e c enter, ”  H ud son 
sa id .  G oing  onl ine of f ers “ a  tota l l y  new 
dimension to the field programs.´

T he c a utions f rom NM U S A F  a t the 
inception of the field museum pro -
gram²that the field facilities needed 
to be self-sufficient²are uneTuivocal. 
S eq uestra tion f orc ed  the museum itsel f  
to c urta il  opera tions;  it wa s c l osed  d ur-
ing  the 2 0 1 3  g ov ernment shutd own. ■

Frederick A. Jo hnsen is the former director of the Air Force Flight T est Museum at 
E dw ards AFB , Calif., and helped create the McChord Air Museum, Wash. His lat-
est article for A i r  F o r ce  M a g a zi ne,  “Warbirds,” appeared in the Ja nuary issue.

Abov e:  A massiv e Y C -1 5  arriv es at the Air F orce F light T est M useum at E dw ards 
AF B ,  C alif. in 2 0 0 8 .
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