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Add these off-the-beaten-path treasures 
to your must-visit museum list 

Lifestyle Travel

Aerial view of Bethel Woods Center for the Arts

By DAN SCHLOSSBERG

Five Cool Museums 



   29    29   njlifestyleonline.com    LIFESTYLE | Spring 2017 

Five Cool Museums 
WHEN IT COMES TO COOL MUSEUMS, SIZE DOESN’T MATTER.  
In fact, some of the best museums in the country 
are compact, little oases of artifacts and information 
somewhat off the beaten path.
     The Museum of Bethel Woods tells the story of 
the cultural changes that led to Woodstock — the 
concert that changed the world. Located on the site 
of the Sullivan County farm where the three-day 
event took place in 1969, the museum is part of 
the Bethel Woods Center for the Arts, an 800-acre 
complex that also includes an outdoor amphitheater, 
indoor auditorium, and a conservatory for arts 
education programming.
     Opened in June 2008, the museum traces the 
no-holds-barred story of the decade in a colorful 
yet detailed display of artifacts, photographs, and 
documents. The museum includes a half-dozen 
major videos, including a 20-minute film called 
Woodstock: The Music, the four-minute Woodstock 
Experience, and a nine-minute multi-media 
presentation named The Festival Experience.
     Other movies shown on a regular basis in 
the museum include Music Revolution, Creating 
Woodstock, and a 10-minute documentary in the 
1968 Theater. There are shorter films, shown 
continuously, on the politics, personalities, and news 
events of the tumultuous decade as explained by the 
music of the time. There’s even a full-sized school 
bus, painted in psychedelic colors, that Woodstock 
patrons used to reach the frenetic festival. For many, 
just getting to the event was half the fun.
     Everything is covered: the Kennedy and King 
assassinations, civil rights, Vietnam, San Francisco’s 
Summer of Love, and the British Invasion that 
started with Beatlemania. But all roads lead to 
Woodstock, where neither traffic nor thunderstorms 
discouraged the half-million, half-dressed revelers 
who braved the conditions.
     How big was the event? Suffice to say there were 
more people in Max Yasgur’s fields than the museum 
has drawn in its entire 10 years of operation. But 
maybe that’s because of a location 90 miles north 
of New York City and not a winter tourism magnet, 
despite proximity to Monticello Raceway. When 
visitors do come, they can partake of a fine photo op 
at the Woodstock Monument; sales of T-shirts, mugs, 
and concert memorabilia in the museum shop; and 
regular concert and movie programs. For more info. 
visit Bethelwoodscenter.org or call 800-745-3000.
     History also lives in Manhattan’s Lower East Side 
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The Museum Timeline
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An exhibit inside the International 
Women’s Air & Space Museum

Tenement Museum, housed in a one-time 
apartment building where immigrant families 
had little more than the walls surrounding 
their dreary dwellings. The museum, located 
at 97 Orchard Street, is a five-story brick 
tenement where some 7,000 people lived 
between 1869 and 1935. 
     Shuttered for more than 50 years after 
owners refused to conform with changes in 
housing laws, the building was a virtual time 
capsule when it morphed into its new life as a 
museum in 1988. That structure, and another 
at 103 Orchard Street, are listed as national 
historic landmarks and are listed in the U.S. 
Register of Historic Places.
     Virtually all of its early residents were 
European immigrants, mostly Irish Catholics 
and European Jews, with quite a few Italians 
too. When first constructed, the building had 
22 apartments and a basement saloon, but 
later changed reduced the number of dwellings 
to 16.
     Initially, there was no indoor plumbing, 
with cold running water and two toilets per 
floor added later after the city mandated 
them by law. Gas, and then electricity, also 
were added as required. Living conditions 
were cramped and claustrophobic, especially 
since few of the apartments had windows. 
Ventilation was also an issue, with no fresh air 
to escape the heat of summer or the illnesses of 

other tenants.
     Modern visitors are invariably amazed 
when escorted through the quarters by 
museum guides. Costumed interpreters 
portray former residents, often offering 
food typical of the times. There’s a choice of 
tours, including neighborhood walks and an 
orientation film, plus artifacts and archives 
from the tenement era. 
     In retrospect, it’s amazing to learn that 
people once lived without the protection of 
fire escapes, ventilation, sanitary facilities, or 
even connections to city sewers. In fact, the 
first housing reform law, passed in 1867, was 
routinely ignored by landlords. Many others 
followed.
     Visitors would be wise to sign up for 
tours in advance. Choices include shop life, 
sweatshop workers, hard times, foods of the 
Lower East Side, and tenement inspectors, 
among others. For more information, visit www.
tenement.org or call 877-975-3786.
     Outrage over the living conditions in 
the tenements often made its way into the 
media. The archives of The Newseum would 
be a good place to look. The museum of 
news reopened in 2008, the same year the 
Woodstock museum sprang to life, in a spiffy 
downtown Washington building a short 
walk from the Capitol Building. USA TODAY 
founder Al Neuharth, and fellow executives 

from the Freedom Foundation, picked a 
perfect spot for their state-of-the-art museum: 
the corner of Pennsylvania Avenue and Sixth 
Street NW. 
     The best way to experience the six-story 
structure is to start at the top and follow the 
walkways down. Newseum features front pages 
from dozens of daily newspapers, front pages 
from the day after the 9/11 terrorist attacks, 
drawers of historic front pages, dozens of 
press passes, and fourteen theaters showing 
everything from the Hindenburg explosion to 
the Kennedy assassination and beyond.
     In one corner, visitors witness Edward 
R. Murrow broadcasting the London blitz 
live on CBS Radio. In another sits the actual 
broadcast antenna from the top of the fallen 
World Trade Center. Newseum also has the 
largest collection of Berlin Wall pieces outside 
of Germany.
     Coverage of presidential campaigns, 
including the controversial 2016 election, is 
extensive, but Newseum extends far beyond 
American borders. One exhibit shows the 
existing state of press freedom — good, bad, or 
limited — in every country on the planet.
     In addition to the major theaters, there 
are dozens of video kiosks that allow visitors 
to take breaks. Visitors would be wise to 
stop in a Newseum gift shop, which sells 
souvenirs not available anywhere else in the 

Tenement Museum

Newseum on Pennsylvania Avenue
Photo by Maria Bryk/Newseum

Inside National Museum 
of Industrial History
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city. The cafeteria menu is pretty good too. For more 
information, visit newseum.org or call 202-292-6100.
     Amelia Earhart was the subject of many 
newspaper headlines. But the famed aviatrix 
might have had trouble finding the International 
Women’s Air & Space Museum. It’s housed in the 
terminal of Cleveland’s compact Burke Lakefront 
Airport and overshadowed by the nearby Rock and 
Roll Hall of Fame and Great Lakes Science Center.
     Every one of its exhibits entertains and educates 
curious visitors. In addition to the mystery of 
Earhart, who disappeared without a trace while 
attempting to circumnavigate the planet, and 
astronauts Sally Ride and Judith Resnick, who also 
have displays, questions abound.
     Who knew the Wright Brothers had a sister 
(Katharine) who encouraged and supported them 
even though she was not a pilot herself?
     Or that veteran female balloonist Connie Wolf 
loaned her balloon to the producers of the hit film 
Around the World in 80 Days? 
     Or that Napoleon actually named a woman, 
Madame Blanchard, his Minister of Ballooning in 
1804. Or that the visionary emperor even had a 
ministry of ballooning?
     For more information, visit iwasm.org or call 216-
623-1111.
     The newest affiliate of the Smithsonian is a 
relative newcomer to the museum scene. It opened 
just last year in Bethlehem, Pa. The National 
Museum of Industrial History found a home in 
a century-old Bethlehem Steel facility built on the 
largest private brownfield in the United States. 
Inside the vast building that embraces 40,000 
square feet are artifacts from the iron, steel, textile, 
and propane gas industries, plus exhibits that 
document the discovery of the telephone and the 
1876 Centennial celebration in Philadelphia. 
     The evolution of the silk industry, once centered 
in Paterson, New Jersey, is also revealed in detail. 
Some of the items seem outsized and many 
are interactive, but all adhere to the museum’s 
mission of showcasing American industry and its 
innovators, entrepreneurs, and workers.
     The Smithsonian association helps, as many 
of the museum’s initial displays included artifacts 
borrowed from the National Museum of American 
History in Washington. The world’s largest 
museum and research complex, the Smithsonian 
Institution includes 20 museums and galleries, the 
national zoo, and nine research facilities. For more 
information, visit info@nmih.org or call 610-694-6644. n

Former AP newsman Dan Schlossberg of Fair Lawn 
is travel editor of New Jersey Lifestyle and The Maggie 
Linton Show on Sirius XM Satellite Radio and author 
of The New Baseball Bible: Notes, Nuggets, Lists & 
Legends from the National Pastime. 


