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00 Month 2003 The hangar at dusk.

As early as the mid-1960s proponents of the NASM were suggesting that the newly
built Washington Dulles Airport could meet the needs of the Smithsonian as the ideal
location for the display and conservation of its huge aircraft collections held at its store
in Suitland Maryland. In the end the Downtown site on the National Mall won the day,
and in July 1976 one of the most popular museums in the world opened it doors, leaving
many aircraft behind at a 21-acre Maryland site.

This copiously illustrated volume tells the story of the building of the new Hazy Center 
building. Beginning with the project’s earliest conception and planning in 1993, when 
the US Congress approved $8 million for the design the “Dulles Extension”, Lin Ezell –
celebrated author of Out of Harm’s Way, Moving America’s Lighthouse (2001) – unfolds
the story of the clearance of the site and the construction of the building designed by
architects Hellmuth, Obata + Kassabaum. HOK remained true to the original concept a
building that would meet the special needs of a large collection of air-and space craft,
along with millions of visitors, but still fit the ambience of an airport. HOK’s solution
was a dramatic yet incredibly elegant building, featuring a massive vaulted space, remi-
niscent of the old zeppelin hangars, to house 200 aircraft – a second “hangar” to house
135 space vehicles, together with specialist restoration facilities, research archives, an
education center and Imax movie theatre – some 760,000 square feet in all.

Employing a lively and accessible mix of running text, special-feature sidebars and 
stunning large-format ground, installation and aerial photographs, as well as plans,
photomontages, and detailed “action” shots, the author brings to life the details of the
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T
HE NEW BUILDING was large—three city blocks long—but

the largest aircraft being relocated there was a Douglas

DC-3, which started its flying career in 1937. How could

the Museum tell the history of modern aviation and spaceflight?

Where could the Museum display the next generation of

commercial airliners? How could the Museum ever bring the

space shuttle Enterprise, which had just rolled off the assembly

line, to downtown Washington?

As early as the mid-1960s, proponents of a national air museum

had been suggesting that the new Washington Dulles Airport

could meet the needs of the Smithsonian: it was within an hour’s

commute of the tourists who came to Washington; its runways

were suitable for the arrival of large aircraft; and there was

acreage available for long-term growth. But the Smithsonian and

Congress first supported the construction of an aerospace museum

in downtown Washington as part of the Institution’s popular

complex of museums. In this location, NASM has consistently

attracted more visitors than any other museum in the world,

routinely hosting more than 9 million visitors annually.

Before the Museum was built, the Smithsonian displayed aviation

and space artifacts in a temporary building on the Mall and at the
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Images 1—6
Shows stages in the construction
of the steel roof.

Images 7—12
The outer membranes being
attached to the steel shell, and
the Hypalon coatings then fixed
over the top.

Images 13—15
Show the roof nearing
completion. June 2003.

00 Month 2003 Workers abseil
down the north side of the roof
to fix the Hypalon coatings
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engineering and construction processes– such as the raising of the massive main
hangar roof – and explores the challenges and demands faced by the project team, of
which she was a key member.

AUTHOR: Lin Ezell was Program Manager for the National Air and Space Museum’s (NASM) new 
Steven F. Udvar-Hazy Center at Washington Dulles International Airport.

Prior to her appointment to lead the Dulles team, Ezell was Assistant Director for 
Collections Management at NASM and directed the activities of the Museum’s Paul 
Garber Preservation, Restoration, and Storage Facility in Maryland from 1986 until 1996.

She worked as an historian for the National Aeronautics and Space Administration 
(NASA) for 10 years, from 1974 to 1984. While at NASA, she co-authored histories of the 
Apollo-Soyuz Test Project and the Viking Mars landing program. At NASA Headquarters,
she wrote two reference volumes in the Historical Data Book series.

Ezell is a faculty member in the historic preservation certificate program at the Loudoun
County campus of Northern Virginia Community College and author of Out of Harm’s 
Way: Moving America’s Lighthouse, published in April 2001.
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B
EFORE THE MUSEUM was built,

the Smithsonian displayed

aviation and space artifacts in a

temporary building on the Mall and at

the Arts and Industries Building, but the

majority of its collection was stored,

unseen, in Suitland, Maryland. Many of

the aircraft had been at this cleared

forested swamp in an area called Silver

Hill, waiting for better quarters, since

the early 1950s. When the new Museum

opened in 1976, however, many artifacts

were left behind. And as the collections

continued to grow, the 21-acre complex

could not provide the quality of care

museum artifacts deserved. NASM

revived the idea of taking part of the

collection to Dulles.  

Throughout the 1980s, NASM made its

case that a second facility at an active

airfield was required to guarantee the

future of its important collection. Dulles

met all the Museum’s requirements,

including, the support of airport and

local authorities. In 1984, the Smithsonian

submitted its first Congressional request

for authorization to build at Dulles. It

took nearly a decade for lawmakers to

pass legislation and provide funding.

During those years, the collection had

continued to grow, artifacts stored in

substandard conditions had continued to

degrade, and construction prices had

soared. Encouraged by a guarantee of

financial support from the

Commonwealth of Virginia, Congress

approved $8 million in 1993 to design

the “Dulles Extension.” Three years later

in a second bill, Congress further

authorized the Museum to proceed, but

with the caveat that no Federal money

be spent on construction.

Moving in
Furnishing contractors

The Smithsonian had already begun to

formally define its needs for the new facility.

Hellmuth, Obata + Kassabaum (HOK), the

architectural firm that had designed the

Museum on the Mall, was again engaged to

assist the Smithsonian. 

Working with collections experts, curators,

and exhibit designers, HOK produced reports

that quantified the facility in terms of size,

structural and mechanical requirements, site

and access needs, and environmental impact. 

HOK and the Museum remained true to their

original concept for a building that would

meet the special needs of a large collection of

aircraft and spacecraft

23 June 23 2003
Interior of hangar, with exhibits
covered in cloth for protection

17 July 2003
Enola Gay, the aircraft which
dropped the first atomic bomb
(Little Boy) on Hiroshima, 
August 1945.

Below left 14 November, 2003
The auditorium begins to take shape.

Below center 00 Month, 2003
The main entrance of the hangar measures 400ft wide

Below right 00 Month, 2003
The main entrance of the hangar measures 400ft wide


