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JJust 100-miles north of New York
City there is a time machine called
the Old Rhinebeck Aerodrome.
Founded in 1958 by James “Cole”
Palen, the Aerodrome is home to

approximately 60 antique aircraft and
40 vintage vehicles. While mega-collec-

tions of aircraft do exist around the
globe today, and they are no doubt spec-
tacular, the Aerodrome differs from
them with its unique history, which has
all of the makings of a movie.

Filled with a hero, a cast of charac-
ters, triumphs and tragedies, laughter
and tears, Cole Palen’s leadership and
optimism led him and the Aerodrome

to sweet success through hard work,
perseverance and dedication to a cause. 

The miracle of the Aerodrome is
that Cole was able to assemble his
collection on a shoestring budget with
the help of loyal friends with varied
talents. These dedicated folks flocked
to his side to create a very special
attraction for all to enjoy and, in just

a few short years, they brought the
early days of aviation back to life. 

Cole grew up in the 1930s, right
next to an airfield that was home to a
colorful character that influenced
Cole’s imagination. Poughkeepsie
Airport was home to New Standards,
Wacos, Taylor Cubs, and other clas-
sic “Golden Age” aircraft, and it was
also home-base for legendary barn-
stormer Johnny Miller. Miller was
known for his aircraft maintenance
shop where New Standards (some of
which had been used for bootlegging
operations) were based. He went on
to fly those “new fangled” Autogiros
from the roofs of city buildings to
deliver mail, and remained active as a
pilot up to the age of 100! 

This early exposure
to aviation led Cole to

model airplane building, a
hobby he enjoyed for his entire life.
With Lindbergh’s crossing of the
Atlantic taking place just two-years
after he was born, Cole grew up in a
generation where most kids of his age
were, at the very least, interested in
flight — what, at the time, was called
“airmindedness.” Cole took on a some-
what more keen interest than the oth-
ers though, and he organized a model
airplane club during the first semester

of his freshman year at Wappingers
High School to share his passion for
flying with his school mates. The club
lasted through his junior year. 

Immediately after graduating, he was
drafted and served in the infantry with
the US Army, 106th Division, during
the Second World War. He arrived

near the close of the Battle of the Bulge
and dug foxholes, while watching thou-
sands of our bombers flying overhead.

Following the war, he ended up at
historic Roosevelt Field on Long
Island, where he learned to be an air-
craft mechanic under the GI Bill.

AT OLD RHINEBECK AERODROME, VINTAGE WINGS ARE THE ORDER
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Classic view of
Cole Palen in oil-stained flight suit with
the Sopwith Snipe in the background.

Cole Palen and WWI ace
Arthur Ray Brooks have

a seat on the lower
wing of Cole’s 

JN-4H. Brooks
flew SPADs in

the Great War 
and one of 
his original

aircraft is on
display at the

NASM. Brooks
was a frequent

visitor to the
Aerodrome and went for

rides in many of the vintage
aircraft at the field. (ORA)

A late
afternoon

flight finds the
classic Albatros 

D.Va in the air near Old
Rhinebeck while the sun

breaks through the cloud deck
and highlights the Hudson River.

Curtiss JN-4  Jenny poses with the Aerodrome’s 1917 Columbia Ambulance, which
sometimes doubles as an early mail truck to demonstrate the interaction between
vehicle and aircraft to deliver the mail in the early days of flight.

The Curtiss Pusher Model D was built in 1975 and is powered by an original 1911 Hall-Scott of 80-hp that was obtained from the
Smithsonian. It utilizes the original Curtiss control system. The shoulder yoke controls the ailerons as the pilot leans from side to side.
Rotation of the control wheel controls the rudder. Moving the wheel fore and aft controls both forward and rear elevators. The right
pedal controls the throttle, a center pedal is for the front wheel friction brake, and the left pedal operates an emergency “claw” brake
located in the center of the main landing gear. In 2003, the aircraft was invited to participate in the Australian International Airshow. 


