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America’s Military Past
250 years of history displayed at Army Heritage and Education Center

by Bart A. Stump

What brings Revolutionary minutemen, 
buffalo soldiers, WWI doughboys, 
modern airborne Army Rangers and his-

tory buffs all together at one place at the same time? 
The U.S. Army Heritage and Education Center in 
Carlisle, Cumberland County.  

Traveling the Army Heritage Trail, a gravel path 
that winds one mile through the center prop-
erty, allows visitors to encounter displays from 
every time period of American military history. 

My father, an Army National Guard veteran of the 
Cold War era, and I have come to Army Heritage 
Days, which is held each May during Armed Forces 
Day weekend, to experience the many eras of mili-
tary history for ourselves.

From Rangers to Buffalo 
Soldiers
The Sound oF an airplane catches 
our attention, and we look up and spy 

The Yorktown Redoubt 

No. 10 area along the 

Heritage Trail is a scaled 

recreation of the de-

fenses that surrounded 

Yorktown during the 

battle in 1781. 
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a pair of airborne Army Rangers leaping from a 
plane high above us. After watching the Rangers 
parachute gracefully to a nearby landing area, we 
move on and come across a wwii m18 Hellcat tank 
destroyer. Its distinctive emblem of a black panther 
with a tank clenched in its teeth on a circular orange 
background contrasts sharply with the drab green 
of the steel armor. The heavy 76-mm gun situated 
on the fastest tracked chassis of the war made this 
destroyer an effective mobile platform for dealing 
with German tanks.  

Looking behind us, we discover African-American 
buffalo soldiers from the late 1800s. The reenactors 
are walking the grounds to represent the men who 
served the western United States after the Civil War.

Next, we pass WWI trench works that are manned 
by men dressed as American doughboys. These 
soldiers are keeping a wary eye on their German 
counterparts located across the path outside their 
dark, narrow, underground corrugated steel tunnel 
and concrete pillbox defenses.  

Moving on, we round a curve on the path and 
enter the Vietnam era. Displays here include a Huey 
Helicopter, M.A.S.H. ambulance and a fire base 
complete with watch tower, machine gun nests and 
artillery pieces.  

The trail next takes us back in time to the colonial 
period where reenactors are engaged in lively con-
versation with visitors. Numerous tents in this area 
contain displays of tools, weapons and other items 
from the 18th century; the inviting aroma of fresh 
baked bread entices us to the tent of a nearby baker. 

The event returns this year after 
taking a year off in 2013, bringing 
back the used book sale and a meet 
and greet with Army veterans from 
WWII to the present.
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(above) The M60  

“Patton” medium main 

battle tank was the 

army’s primary armored 

vehicle during the Cold 

War. This tank is a modi-

fied M48 “Patton” tank. 
(below) Reenactors rec-

reate a Union Civil War 

camp on the museum 

grounds.
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A large re-creation of an earthen redoubt forti-
fication used at the siege of Yorktown catches our 
attention. Its reinforced dirt walls, large wooden 
stake barriers, heavy cannons and mortars would 
have provided ample defenses.  

Upon leaving 
the colonial pe-
riod, we approach 
the WWII Omaha 
Beach area where 
German gunners 
man an 88-mm 
cannon aimed at 

an American M4 Sherman tank. As we take our 
time examining the tank, Dad reminisces about his 
experience as a tank driver, training at the U.S. Army 
Armor School in Fort Knox, Ky., during the 1950s.

From WWII to Revolutionary Times
We FolloW a curve in the path and observe more 
reenactors and displays from War World II.  Several 

soldiers are talking with visitors as children try their 
hand at digging a foxhole with a small folding shovel. 
Nearby, teenagers run an obstacle course, their dirty 
knees providing proof of successful army crawls 
under the barbed-wire barriers.  

At our next stop, we jump ahead in time approxi-
mately 25 years to view an M60 Patton tank and AH-1 
Cobra helicopter. Continuing along the path, we 
encounter a lovely memorial garden, where colorful 
flowers complement a wooden gazebo.

The clang of metal on metal draws our attention 
to a wooden blacksmith shop. Inside, we find two 
smiths from the colonial period demonstrating their 
craft by fashioning a decorative leaf adorned wall 
hanger. An artisan located in an adjacent tent hawks 
finished wrought-iron products, ranging from nails 
to cooking utensils.  

Ladies in hoopskirt dresses pass near a Revolu-
tionary blockhouse and French and Indian War way 
station. Climbing the steep stairs to the second floor 
of the blockhouse, I peer out of the small loop holes 

World War I doughboys 

recline in a recreated 

trench. This year’s 

event will have a spe-

cial emphasis on WWI. 
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This year’s event will feature a 
WWI biplane flyover and a two-day 
military musical tattoo program
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During Heritage Days, 

over 200 reenactors 

from all periods (be-

fore the French and 

Indian War through the 

Vietnam War) fill the 

Heritage Trail outside 

the education center to 

share their knowledge 

and experiences.  

to view Native American and frontiersmen reenac-
tors mingling with curious visitors.  

At a Civil War encampment farther down the path, 
an array of soldiers, tents, cabins and cannons are 
spread out before us. Inside one tent, several top 
Union generals appear to be meeting. Up ahead, a 
presenter talks to a gathered crowd about the weap-
ons used during the Lewis and Clark Expedition.

We are curious about a nearby cluster of wooden 
buildings and upon investigating are once again 
drawn back to the WWII era with a re-creation of 
the barracks of the 82nd and 101st Airborne Divi-
sions. Amid the reenactors and equipment here, we 
find a true bit of living history—a WWII veteran of 
the 101st is reminiscing with one of the reenactors.    

On our way to the Visitor and Education Center 
where we plan to peruse military displays in the Army 
Heritage Museum and browse through the bookstore, 
we look down a side path and encounter what any-
where else would be an incongruent juxtaposition: 
three WWII military police officers are conversing 

with three colonial matchlock musket men. 
But this is Army Heritage Days, where more than 

250 years of military history displayed in one location 
make for an enlightening, educational and expansive 
experience about America’s military past. 

—Bart A. Stump writes from York.

WHEN You Go
Army Heritage Days will take place May 17 and 18 at the U.S. 
Army Heritage and Education Center. Hours are 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. 
daily. The center is located adjacent to the U.S. Army War College 
in Carlisle, Cumberland County and is easily reached from the 
Pennsylvania Turnpike and I-81. 

It consists of the research facilities of the U.S. Army Military 
History Institute located in Ridgway Hall, the Army Heritage Mu-
seum located in the Visitor and Education Center and the approxi-
mately one-mile Army Heritage Trail that circles the property. The 
hours for the Visitor and Education Center are 10 a.m. to 5 p.m., 
Monday through Saturday, and noon to 5 p.m. Sunday. The Army 
Heritage Trail is open for visitation dawn to dusk daily.  
717-245-3972; carlisle.army.mil/AHEC/index.cfm
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