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On April 13, 1926, groundbreaking began on land recently donated to the United States Government from the city of Dayton, Ohio. However, ac-

quiring this land was not the beginning of Dayton’s critical role in the history of aviation rather, it was a concerted effort by citizens of Dayton to 

maintain the city’s title as, “the birthplace of aviation.”  

McCook Field, signed into existence October 13, 1917, and located in Dayton, OH, was the epicenter of United States aviation development and 

production during World War I. It was the home of the Airplane Engineering Department (later Division) along with other key institutions like the 

Air Service School of Application (now the Air Force Institute of Technology [AFIT]). By the end of the War, the Engineering Division had outgrown 

its wartime residence, and it lacked the runway space, land, and stability to continue its innovation and research at McCook Field. Thus, the Air Ser-

vice began the hunt to find where the Division would move. In 1922, the problem had yet to be resolved, and it became clear that the Division 

might have to leave Dayton due to a lack of military funds to buy the land it needed. In response, John H. Patterson, founder of the National Cash 

Register Company, took the lead to find the land and the funds necessary to keep the Division in Dayton. He worked on this alongside his son, Lieu-

tenant Frederick B. Patterson, who continued the effort after John Patterson’s death in May 1922.  

Frederick Patterson created and led an organization called the Dayton Air Service Committee which rallied the support of influential Daytonians to 

find and procure the land that became Wright Field. This land included McCook Field, Wilbur Wright Flying Field, the Fairfield Air Depot, parts of 

the Miami Conservancy District (which was formed to prevent flooding in the Dayton area), and seven parcels of privately owned property. Once 

Patterson received word on Oct 25, 1922, that the Air Service would accept this land over other offers, the Dayton Air Service Committee began 

fundraising to purchase it. By November 10th, the Committee had raised over $425,000 to purchase the land. This amount was $25,000 over its 

original goal and is the equivalent to almost $8M today. On August 9, 1924, the deed was gifted to the United States Government by the Dayton Air 

Service, on behalf of the City of Dayton. This gift ensured the Air Service had the land it needed to give the Engineering Division (later reorganized 

into the Materials Division) a permanent home in Ohio, Wright Field.  

Wright Field has changed names multiple times over the last 100 years. A portion of the Field, east of Huffman Dam, was redesignated Patterson 

Field in 1931 to memorialize the death of Lieutenant Frank S. Patterson, pilot and nephew of John H. Patterson, who was killed in a DH-4 test flight 

crash in June 1918. January 13, 1948, the fields were combined and given the name Wright-Patterson Air Force Base under the newly founded Un-

tied States Air Force. Today, 100 years from when the land was donated, Wright-Patterson AFB is the largest single site employer in the state of 

Ohio and remains on the forefront of United States aviation development and innovation.  

Images From: HQ AFMC/HO Digital Image Collection.  

Sources: Aeronautical Systems Center History Office, Splendid Vision, Unswerving Purpose: Developing Air Power For the United States Air Force During the First Century of Powered Flight (Wright 

Patterson AFB, OH: Air Force History and Museums Program, 2002).   

 “Wright-Patterson Air Force Base: The First Century,” Air Force Life Cycle Management History Office, 2015, A CENTURY OF GROWTH: (af.mil).  

 Office Constructing Quartermaster Dayton, OH, Completion Report: Wright Field Dayton, OH Volume I (circa July 1927).  

Additional Reading: A Look Back… Fairfield Air Depot, A Look Back...Fairfield Air Depot (defense.gov).  

https://www.wpafb.af.mil/Portals/60/documents/Index/History-of-WPAFB.pdf
https://media.defense.gov/2021/Jul/20/2002806396/-1/-1/0/LB_FAIRFIELD%20AIR%20DEPOT.PDF
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Below: Main Street of McCook Field, 1918. “This Field is Small– Use it All” 
became McCook Field’s motto and served as a warning to pilots during take-
off about the shortness of the runway.  

Above: Main Entrance to Engineering Division, McCook Field. During and after World War I, the Engineering Division designed aircraft and engines, tested, and experimented 
with different concepts and innovations, like the synchronization of machine guns on aircraft.  

Below: Photo of Engineering Division Staff including 750 employees, taken 10 Sept. 1925.  
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Above: Portrait of John H. Patterson, 
Dayton entrepreneur and founder of the 
National Cash Register Company. Patter-
son was a strong believer in the im-
portance of aviation and a driving force 
in helping keep the Engineering Division 
in Dayton.   

Right: Picture of John H. Patterson (right) and his son Frederick B. Patter-
son. Frederick, a pilot and veteran of World War I, took on the challenge 
of acquiring land necessary to keep the Engineering Division and 
McCook Field in Dayton after the death of his father in 1922.  

 

 

Left:  First meeting of the Dayton Air Service 
Committee Oct 25, 1922. Founded and head-
ed by Frederick Patterson, the Committee 
brought together a number of prominent citi-
zens of Dayton to find and purchase land for 
the Engineering Division. Just 15 days after 
this first meeting, the Committee had raised 
all the money it needed to purchase the land.  
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Above: Map of the land purchased by the Dayton Air Service Committee. This land, 
spanning 3 counties, was given to the United States government on August 9, 1924.  

 

 

 

Left: Dayton Daily News issue from August 17, 1924 commemorating the gift of Air 
Field land to the U.S. Government.  
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Above: Letter from President Calvin Coolidge to Frederick Patterson written August 14, 1924 to commemorate both 
Patterson and the Dayton Air Service Committee for their donation of the Air Field land. Patterson met with President 
Coolidge in person after the transfer of the deed. 

 

Right: Plaque awarded to Frederick Patterson by the Dayton Area Chamber of Commerce as part of the McCook Field 50th 
Anniversary Celebration, Oct. 1967.  
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Left: Picture of the Wright Field Constructing Quartermaster’s Office. The original 
team worked in the two-story brick farmhouse. Most of the staff arrived by July 
1925 and began work on the project. On April 30, 1926, the two large barns 
burned down in a hay fire.  

Right: Aftermath of the 1926 fire.  
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Left: General Orders No. 20, written Aug. 21, 1925 which officially 
designated the land donated by the Dayton Air Service Committee as 
Wright Field.  



9 

W R I G H T  F I E L D   

 

All: Official groundbreaking cere-
mony for first building at Wright 
Field held April 13, 1926. Many 
distinguished guests were in 
attendance including Frederick 
Patterson (left).  

Below:  Distinguished guests left to right, Constructing Quartermaster Captain E. M. 

George, Frederick Patterson, Katherine Wright, Orville Wright, Maj. John F. Curry, and  

Maj. Augustine Warner Robins, Commander of the Fairfield Air Depot. (he later be-

came Commander of the Air Corps Materiel Division from 1935-1939).  Below: Maj. John F. Curry, 
Commander of McCook Field.  
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All: Beginnings of construction at Wright 

Field.  

Left: Sites for the future Wright Field Ad-

ministration and Laboratory buildings. 

April 21, 1926.  

Right: Site for Administration building 

April 21, 1926.  

These buildings were the first two con-
structed at Wright Field. The Administra-
tion building would later house the Head-
quarters for the Air Corps Materiel Divi-
sion. Today it is known as Building 11 and 
the Laboratory as Building 16 in Area B.  

Below: Administration building construction April 21, 1926    Below: Roadwork to beginning grading center road.  
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Right: Road Grading 
for East Road and 
(far right) West Road 
May 14, 1926.  

 

Left: Administration 
Building construc-
tion, May 14, 1926. 

 

Far Left: Excavation 
of footings for La-
boratory Building, 
May 14, 1926.  
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Above:  Administration Build-
ing construction June 24, 1926. 

 

Center Right: Laboratory Build-
ing Construction June 24, 
1926.  

 

Top and Bottom Right: Labora-
tory Building Construction. 
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Above: View of Laboratory Building from the 
roof of the Administration Building Aug 25, 
1926. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Right: Pouring the last of the top wall on the 
Laboratory Building Aug 25-26, 1926.  

Above: View of the Laboratory Build-
ing from the Administration Building 
on Aug 25, 1926. 
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Right: North and East sides of the Laboratory Building, Jan 11, 1927.  

 

 

 

 

 

Left:  South and East sides of the Laboratory Building March 10, 1927. 



15 

W R I G H T  F I E L D   

  

 

Left: Interior of the Laboratory Building, Jan. 11, 1927.  

 

 

 

Below: Completed Administration Building, 1927.  
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 All: Dismantling of McCook Field beginning on March 25, 1927. By this time, there was suffi-
cient enough headway at Wright Field to begin moving some McCook Field operations over 
to the new buildings. Some buildings, like the dynamometer lab and wind tunnels, were not 
completed until 1929, so those operations remained at McCook Field until that time.  
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Aerial view of Wright Field under construction, including the Administration and Laboratory Buildings, Oct. 1, 1926. Modern-day entrance is through Gate 1B off Springfield 

Street.  
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Ariel view of Wright Field under construction in 1927. There is noticeably more progress compared to the 1926 photo including, the completion of the Administration and 

Laboratory Buildings (front), the Final Assembly (center right), the Garage, Foundry, and Radio buildings (center left), Boiler House and Maintenance (far left), and Ware-

houses (Back Center).  
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Aerial view of Wright Field under construction June 3, 1927. Including, in the top right of the photo, a view of 10 ft. Wind Tunnel and 40 Ton Craneway  
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All: Ceremony for the Dedication of Wright Field held Oct. 12, 1927.  

 

Above: Ceremonial raising of the first flag flown at Wright Field. Civilian 
police secure the flag after it was raised by Orville Wright.  

Top Right: Ohio National Guard, 10 infantry Band performing in front of 
the Administration Building (now Building 11). Emblem in the top center 
of the building features the Materiel Division logo.  

Center Right: Distinguished guests of the ceremony including Orville 
Wright (front row left), Secretary of War Dwight Davis (front row next 
to Orville Wright), Assistant Secretary of War F. Trubee Davison (front 
row second to right), Chief of the Air Corps Major General Mason M. 
Patrick (front row right), and Chief of the Air Corps Materiel Division 
Brigadier General William E. Gillmore (second row, left).  

Bottom Right: Photo of the Dedication Ceremony held in the auditori-
um of the Administration Building.  
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All: Excerpts from the Program for the Wright Field Dedication 
Ceremony held Oct. 12, 1927.  
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Future layout of Wright Field, as depicted in the Wright Field Dedication Ceremony Program, Oct. 12, 1927.  
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Left:  Major facilities completed at Wright Field by 1929.  

 

 

Below: Main Entrance to Wright Field, Oct. 1932.  
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Map of Wright Field Utilities, April 18, 1929.  
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Aerial view of Wright Field, 1930. By this time, the Dynamometer Lab, 5-foot Wind Tunnel, and Generator Power Buildings were completed, all of which are located 
in the top right of photo.  
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