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Museums
Aerospace History
on Display in Central Florida
by
Hayman Tam

The opportunity: a business trip to
Florida's Space Coast. The mission: to
visit five aerospace museums in two days.
Using the web and my handy copy of
Michal Blauger's Guide To Over 900 Air-
craft Museums, I selected my targets.
Day One began with a drive from Co-

coa Beach to the Cape Canaveral Air
Force Station (CCAFS). A fifty-year-
old North American Aviation Navaho
missile stands as a mute ocean-side sate
guard at the base entry. After
navigating the base roads I fi-
nally come to a sign welcom-
ing me to the USAF Space &
Missile Museum.

This museum was estab-
lished in 1966 and is located
on the grounds of Launch
Complex 26, the site of the
first successful American sat-
ellite launch. It was here in
1958 that Explorer I  was
hurled into orbit on a Juno 1
rocket. The grounds are now
home to an extensive rocket garden,
while a restored blockhouse and adja-
cent hall house the indoor exhibits.

An array of technology is on display,
ranging from the North American Hound
Dog cruise missile to the massive Martin
Marietta Titan III launch vehicle. Early
air-to-air missiles and airJaunched decoys
are also present. One example, the di-
minutive McDonnell Quail diversionary
missile was designed to fit inside the bomb
bay ofa B-52 and, when launched, could
replicate the speed, altitude and radar sig-
nature of the larger bomber.
Standing prominently is the ThorAble,

an early space launch vehicle derived
from the Thor Intermediate Range Bal-
listic Missile. The U.S. Army is repre-
sented with exhibits ofthe Firesione - yes,
the tire company - Corporal artillery
rocket, and the Martin Marietta Pershing
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II medium-range ballistic missile. The
U.S. Navy is here with a Lockheed Po-
larisA-3 submarine launch ballistic mrs-
sile and the GoodyearAircraft SUBROC.
SUBROC was a fairly nasty weapon,
basically a torpedo-tube launched nuclear
depth charge riding a rocket out of the
water and then back into the water to
destroy enemy submarines.

Near the blockhouse is a restored
Redstone launcher with a Mercury cap-
sule perched on top. No human astro-
nauts launched from this location but
three primates did launch from these
pads in the late fifties. Active Boeing
Delta launch facilities loom large nearby,

just over the tropical treeline and form a
fitting backdrop for these stepping
stones ofour current launch capability.

Those with military access can get to
museum free. Members of the general
public will have to go the Kennedy
Space Center Visitor Complex and take
the bus tours to this museum.

Back in the rental car and my next
stop, the Kennedy Space Center Visi-
tors Complex. Not really a museum, it
is more ofan aerospace theme park, but
the rocket garden is very nice. A Satum
l-B is displayed horizontally, with six
other launch vehicles nearby. This par-
ticular Satum, AS-209, was designated
for a potential Skylab rescue mission
(1974) that was not flown. A bright or-
ange gantry platform allows you to take
the same walk the Apollo astronauts did.
A full-size shuttle mockup "Explorer"

is on display outside the "Shuttle Launch
Experience" ride simulation, along with
a set of full-size, genuine solid rocket
boosters and an external fuel tank.
Nearby is one ofthe Northrop T-38 Tal-
ons used for astronaut pilot proficiency.
shuttle chase and basic transportation
duties. NASA has operated a small fleet
of these since the 1960s.

NASA used to display their massive
363-foot long Sahrm V vehicle outdoors,
until a dedicated building was finally built
and the vehicle moved indoors and re-
stored. This facility is accessible only by
bus tour, which did not fit into my multi-
museum mission timeline.

A dramatic outdoor exhibit
is the Astronaut Memorial
that honors the 24 U.S. As-
tronauts who lost their lives
in the line of duty. Dedi-
cated on 9 May 1991, the
memorial is a 42-foot high
by 50-foot wide array of
polished black granite with
a system of mirrors that il-
luminate the astronaut's
names, which have been
cut through the monument's
surface, giving the illusion

of the names floating in mid-air.
After a quick lunch at the G-Force Grill,
it was time to head west to Titusville.
The last museum for the day is the Val-
iantAir Command (VAC) Warbird Mu-
seum, located on the grounds of Space
Coast Regional Airport.
This museum has an understated qual-

ify to it when you first see it. An unim-
posing building with a Grumman OV-l
Mohawk parked under the trees in the
front lawn. Inside, there is a quaint gift
shop area and a fairly extensive array
of display cases with aviation memora-
bilia stretching from World War One all
the way to Vietnam.
The fun began with my first steps into

the large spotless exhibit hangar where
I came face to face with my second
favorite airplane, the Lockheed F-104
Starfighter - myfirst being another
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Lockheed product, the P-38. This was
notjust any F-104 but one third ofthe
Florida-based "Starfi ghters" demonstra-
tion team. Tbese are the only flying F-
l04s remaining in the world.
The VAC collection is rather impres-

sive, containing classic jets such as a
Grumman F9F-5 Panther, a McDonnell
Douglas TA-4J Skyhawk, a Vought F-
8K Crusader, and a North American F-
86F Sabre. Vintage warbirds fans will
love the North American B-25 Mitchell
and Grumman F4F Wildcat. A restora-
tion hanger houses VAC's flagship, the
Douglas C-47A "Tico Belle."
Outside I was surprised to see an oddly

modif ied Northrop F-5
nearby. With a face only a
mother could love, this F-5
was the Shaped Sonic
Boom Demonstrator re-
search aircraft (see photo
opposi te) ,  which was a
project to prove that fuse-
lage shape could reduce the
noise ofsonic booms.

A number of the aircraft
in the collection are flyable
and are demonstrated at
their annual airshow Time
to wrap up Day One and head back to
Cocoa Beach for a lobster dinner.

Day Two started with a drive from
Cocoa Beach to the tiny community of
Polk City, west of Orlando, where
Kermit Weeks has assembled an aircraft
collection second to none, called Fan-
tasy of Flight. Weeks, twice U.S. Na-
tional Aerobatic Champion, opened this
266-acre lacility in 1995. He had origi-
nally based his collection at the Weeks
Air Museum in Miami where it fell vic-
tim to Hurricane Andrew.
Over 40 aircraft, most in flying condi-

tion, are housed in beautiful facilities
styled to resemble an art-deco airport
terminal. The Compass Rose diner is not
to be missed, with its soaring ceilings,
tall windows and chrome accents.
Visitors start by walking through "im-

mersion environments" desisned to al-

low the patron to experience the sight
and sounds of a World War Two para-
troopers, World War One combat, and
an Engl ish B-17 bomber base. Exi t ing
this puts you into the North hangar. The
collection here is vast and eclectic, rang-
ing from Gee Bee racers, to tri-motor
airliners, to a gigantic Short Sunderland
flying boat (see photo on this page). The
front fuselage of 'Fertile Myrtle', the B-
29 drop aircraft for the Douglas Sky-
rocket research aircraft, is on display.
The South hangar is dedicated to World

War Two warbirds, dominated by a
North American B-25J Mitchell and a
Martin 8-26 Marauder. Examples of

wartime German technology such as the
Fiesler V- I Buzz Bomb sit on a mezza-
nine orer looking a col lect ion ranging
from a two-seat TP-40 Warhawk to a
rare Royal Air Force Cierva Autogiro.
Every plane is pristine and most are able
to take to the air again.

A tram takes visitors oul to the main-
tenance hangar where one ofthe rooms
holds over 300 vintage aircraft engines,
some still in their originalshipping crates.
Another area houses such projects as a
Gloster Meteor jet fighter and Junkers
Ju-52 transport. awailing restoralion.
The tour guide pointed out dozens of
stacked cargo containers, each one con-
taining a plane waiting to be restored.
Four such containers held the pieces for
an Avro Lancaster bomber

On the other side of the airfield is a
hangar with other flyable aircraft. There

are two shiny P-51s, a Grumman J2F
Duck and a B-24 Liberator, just to name
a few. An ex-Lufthansa Starliner - the
ultimate version of the Constellation
sits on the end ofthe airstrip.

A quick lunch at the diner and it was
time to hit the road to my last stop in
Kissimmee.

According to my guidebook the only
other museum in central  Flor ida is
Warbirds Flights & Museum,also known
as the Kissimmee Air  Museum. Ap-
proaching the generic hangar building, I
walked by the unmistakable V-tail ofa
French Fouga Magister, painted in the
camouflage of the Israeli Air Force.

This is more working resto-
ration shop than a museum.
There is a Mig-17 requiring
significant work, a rare 1956
TaylorAerocar and a Formula
I air racer on display. Several
T-6 Texans are present, pro-
viding warbird rides here and
at local airshows. The claim
to fame of this particular fa-
cility, however, lies in the
empty tooling jigs occupying
a comer of the hangar.

The craftsmen here have
restored not one, but two World War
Two German Focke-Wulf FW- 190 fight-
ers to flying condition, with a third one
planned. Unfortunately for me, none
were there for me to appreciate during
my visit. "White I " had been moved to
another shop for some work while
"Black 3" has been shipped back to
Norway, where it was originally recov-
ered, for display at the Norwegian Air
Force Museum.

This was a lot of aerospace history
crammed into two days, viewing over
150 aircraft and space vehicles. Appro-
priately enough, while at Kissimmee, I
was treated to the double sonic-boom
ofSTS-l l9 as the shuttle retumed back
to the Kennedy Space Center. The
Florida Space Coast, a blend ofold and
new lor the aviation minded. There is
more to this area than just mouse ears..
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