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Nebraska Air National Guard Aviation 

A Modeler's Guide to the "Cornhusker State" Air Force 

 

   Like most other states, the Nebraska National Guard can trace it's lineage back through it's 

pre-State days, thier roots comming from Militia units formed for self protection and frontier 

defence. Today, the Nebraska Army and Air National Guards form part of the Federally 

activated system used to support the active duty military in times of crisis and war. 

 

A Quick History of Nebraska's Pre-State Days 

 

   Nebraska became a part of the United States through the Louisiana Purchase of 1803. 

Dispite several attempts by Spanish and French explorers and several outposts created along 

the Missouri and Niobrara Rivers, the territory remained mostly unexplored by European 

explorers up until that time. That changed in the late summer of 1804 when the Lewis & Clark 

expedition explored along parts of the Missouri & Niobrara Rivers. In 1812, Nebraska became 

what was known as the Missouri Territory with the first US Army garrison being established at 

Fort Atkinson, north of Omaha in 1820. Just two years later, Bellevue became Nebraska's first 

established town. More towns were formed due to exploration, trade and passages to the 

Pacific, requiring more US Army Cavalry troops for protection against ever increasing 

encounters with Native Indian tribes. 

 

The First Militias and Civil War 

 

   In 1854, the first of Nebraska's land borders were established with the Kansas - Nebraska 

Act, and after urging from Nebraska's Territorial Governor, the Territorial Legislature passed the 

Nebraska Volunteers Act of 1956, the official birth of the Nebraska National Guard. The Act 

mirrored the Militia Act of 1792 that was passed by the US Congress as an alternative to raising 

a large military. The Nebraska Volunteers were to comprise of a single division, with two 
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brigades numbering no more than 1000 troops. One brigade would be responsible for defence 

on the north side of the Platte River, with the second brigade responsible of the the south side 

up to the Kansas state line. The Volunteers were responsible for bringing thier own arms and 

ammunition, and most of the officers were elected by the members of thier own units.  

   In June 1861, the 2nd Brigade was Federalized and became the 1st Regiment Nebraska 

Volunteer Infantry for service with the Union during the Civil War, responsible for fighting the 

Indian tribes in Western Nebraska and the Dakotas. They consolidated with the 1st Brigade, 

becomming the 2nd Regiment Nebraska Volunter Cavalry in October 1862 and took part in the 

Battle of Whitestone Hill against Yankton Siuox Chief Two Bears. The 2nd Regiment mustered 

out of service in December 1863. Two other units, the 1st Regiment Nebraska Volunteer 

Cavalry and 1st Battalion Nebraska Veteran Volunteer Cavalry were formed to serve along the 

western boundaries for the rest of the Civil War, the the 1st Regiment being the last unit 

released from Federal service in July 1866. 

 

Statehood and the formation of the modern National Guard 

 

   On February 8th 1867, Nebraska became the 37th State admitted into the Union, and the 

capitol was moved from Omaha to Lancaster, then remaned Lincoln. Nebraska militia units 

reverted back into thier local defence missions that they had prior to the Civil War, with US 

Army Cavalry units taking up the brunt of combat againt western Indian tribes. 

   Nebraska Volunteer units were called into federal service again for service during the 

Spanish-American War. The 1st Nebraska Volunteer Infantry was mustered for service in May 

1898 and served in the Phillippines, taking part in the fall of Manila in August 1898. They also 

served during the Phillppine Insurection in 1899, but returned to the US and released from 

Federal service in August 1899. The 3rd Nebraska Volunteer Infantry was mustered in July 1899, 

but missed the combat in Cuba. They served in the occupation forces in Cuba from January 

1899 until April 1899. The 2nd Nebraska Volunteer Infantry was called up in May 1989 and 

released in October 1989, never being deployed. 

   In an effort the standardize training, education and readiness up to US Army standards and 

to resolve some Federal vs State legal issues, the Militia Act of 1903, or the Dick Act, was passed 

by Congress. This Act formed the basis of the modern National Guard and for the first time, by 

providing Federal funds to Guard Units to bring them into the same standards of training and 

readiness as the Active Army, something that was a problem during previous wars in which 
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some State Volunteer and Guard forces had little to no training due to lack of state funding. It 

also set the circumstances in which Federally funded National Guard units could be called up 

for service by the President. The Act has been amended several times, but sets the framework 

for the use and deployment of National Guard troops in relation to the Active Army. 

 

This thing called an aeroplane... 

 

   The Nebraska National Guard's first experience with aircraft occured when Ralph McMillen 

arrived in Fremont, Nebraska in 1913 to fly a Curtiss Model D "Pusher" biplane,  purchased by 

the Nebraska National Guard. He was already an established pilot, and suvived a crash the year 

previously to resume flight demonstrations around the midwest. Some of his demonstrations 

included developing aerial photography and bombing techniques.  In 1915, McMillen was 

awarded the rank of Captain, and inducted into the Nebraska National Guard. On July 15th 

1915, the Nebraska National Guard Aviation Corps was formed, with Capt McMillen as the 

primary pilot. During this time, he participated in mock battles with the fourth and fifth 

regiments near Fremont and Crete, Nebraska, developing aerial photograpky and bombing skills 

and proceedures. The Governor allowed him to continue flight performances around the 

midwest to help raise funds for the unit and his family. 

 

Ralph McMillen prepares for a flight in his Curtiss Model D Pusher at the Canton Fairgrounds, Illinois during 1914 (Jerry Blanchard collection) 
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   In March, 1916, the Mexican Revolution crossed the border in a violet episode when 

Pancho Villa raided the town of Columbus, New Mexico. President Woodrow Wilson quickly 

sent General John J Pershing into Mexico to track down Villa. During this time, National Guard 

units from Arizona, Texas and New Mexico were activated to help with border security. 

Meanwhile, Capt McMillen and Lt Edgar Bagnell went to the East Coast to be certified as 

military aviators. After completion, both returned to Nebraska when the Forth and Fifth 

Regiments of the Nebraska National Guard were issued Federalization Orders in June. Attempts 

were made to get the Nebraska National Guard Aviation Corps federalized for service along 

Mexico, but two things prevented that. First, due to McMillen's injuries from his 1912 plane 

crash, the Army refused to muster him into Federal Service. Second, the NNGAC, now known as 

the Nebraska Aero Company,  was too understrength to be considered for Federal Service. As 

a result, McMillen stayed in Nebraska while Bagnell was transferred to the Fifth Regiment, and 

eventually sent to New York for further flight training. 

 

One of the original two Curtiss Model D Pushers owned by the Nebraska National Guard Aviation Corps. Both were lost in crashes (Nebraska 
National Guard) 

 

   McMillen was allowed to continue his midwest flight demonstrations, and even made a 
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nighttime "attack" on Lincoln, Nebraska on 23rd July. His service, and life, came to a tragic end 

on September 2nd, 1916 when he crashed during a barnstorming display in St Francis, Kansas. 

He is burried in his hometown of Perry, Iowa. A replica of a Curtiss Model D Pusher of the 

NNGAC is on display at the Nebraska National Guard Museum in Seward, Nebraska. 

 

Volunteers work on a replica Curtiss Model D Pusher for display at the Nebraska National Guard Museum in Seward Nebraska in 2015 (Matt 
Dixon - Omaha World Herald) 

   With no certified pilots or aircraft, the Nebraska Aero Company was soon disestablished. Lt 
Bagnell was retrained by the US Army to fly the Curtiss JN-4 "Jenny" biplane and re-assigned to 
the First Aero Squadron, New York National Guard. He was eventually made commander of the 
191st Combat Recconaissance Squadron, but his training wasn't completed until after the end 
of WWI.  

   The Nebraska National Guard was to see a hiatus of more than 30 years before operating 
aircraft again. 

 

 The Great Wars and the birth of the Air National Guard 

 

 

   The Forth and Fifth Regiments were discharged from Federal Service on 21 February, 1917, 
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but the Sixth Regiment was activated on 15 July, 1915. They were formed into the 134th 

Infantry Regiment on 1 October, 1917 for possible service in Europe during WWI. They didn't 

deploy, however, and was deactivated in Illinois on 18 February, 1919. Some Nebraska National 

Guardsmen did serve in Europe during WWI and during the Armistice, but no full Nebraska 

National Guard units were deployed. 

   The 134th Infantry Regiment was called to active duty on 23rd December, 1940 for service 

in WWII as a part of the 35th Infantry Division. They served in Europe, being involved in the 

Normandy Landings up until the surrender of Germany. They returned to the US in November, 

1945 and inactivated. 

   On July 26st, 1946, the 401st Fighter Squardron was assigned to the Nebraska National 

Guard and redesignated as the 173rd Fighter Squadron. The 401st FS was constituted and 

activated at Westover Field, Massachussetts in July, 1943, equipped with the P-47 Thunderbolt. 

They were transferred to England in February, 1944 as a component squadron of the 370th 

Fighter Group, Ninth Air Force. The unit switched from the P-47s into the P-38 immediately 

after arriving in England. They operated from bases in France and Belguim after the D-Day 

invasion before converting to the P-51 Mustang in March 1945 and operating over Germany. 

They returned to the States beginning in September, 1945 and then inactivated on 7 November, 

1945. 

 

P-38J-15-LO 44-23194 7F-QQ "Bomba Dear" of the 401st Fighter Squadron, 370th Fighter Group, Ninth Air Force. Photographed at Asche, 
Belguim during  Spring 1945. (American Air Museum In Britian) 

   The 173rd was equipped with 22 P-51D Mustangs, ending the aviation drought for the 

Nebraska National Guard. On September 18th, 1947, the National Security Act of 1947 split the 

US Army into two services, the Army Air Corps becomming the United States Air Force. As a 

result, all National Guard aviation units became Air National Guard. 
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An early picture of the 173rd Fighter Squadron in front of their hangar in Lincoln, Nebraska. The picture was taken during the units first time of 
operations with the P-51D. The "PF" buzz code was assigned to the P-51 Mustang after the Army Air Corps initiated it's new buzz numbering 
system, began after the end of WWII. The Air Force later changed it to "FF" in 1948. (Lincoln Air Force Base Legacy Project) 

 

A P-51D Mustang (now F-51D) recoded with the new USAF buzz code of "FF" from the 173rd Fighter Squadron. Also of note, the aircraft is fitted 

for 5" HVAR rockets under the wings, but not carried. (Nebraska National Guard Museum via Capt Cody Cade) 
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The Nebraska Air National Guard 

From props to jets, the P-51 and the F-80 

 
The 173rd Air Refueling  Squadron's current "flamming arrow" unit insignia. The insignia began showing up on the 173rd's aircraft, beginning 
with the F-51D Mustangs, in 1951. 

The 173rd's initial operations with the Mustang lasted about two years. In early, 1948, the unit 

was one of five ANG units that were first in converting into the P-80A Shooting Star 

(redesignated as the F-80A shortly thereafter). The airfield in Lincoln was improved to help 

support F-80 operations. During this time, other support aircraft were assigned to the 173rd, 

including seven B-26s used as target tugs, a C-45 used for light transport, two C-47As, one used 

as a VIP transport and three T-6 Texan trainers. A hangar fire in March, 1949 destroyed two of 

the B-26s, along with other equipment and records. A month later, severe blizzards in Western 

Nebraska set into motion "Operation Snowbound" with Air and Army National Guard units 

supplying food for farmers and livestock isolated by the storms. 
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The 173rd's C-45 transport in route to drop hay & food to stranded residents in Western Nebraska during "Operation Snowbound" in 1949. The 
aircraft is in NMF with non-standard National Guard markings applied in black and a cornstalk emblem painted over the fuselage national 
insignias. (Nebraska State Historical Society)  

 

Members of the 173rd FS pose in front of one of the unit's B-26 Invader target tugs in 1949. The national insignia on the fuselage has been 
replaced by the cornstalk seal, as with most of the unit's support aircraft, however, it appears that the Mustangs kept the fuselage national 
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insignia. The aircraft appears to be painted overall black with white markings. (Nebraska National Guard Museum via Capt Cody Cade) 

 

A picture of the 173rd's hangar, apparently while the unit was transitioning from the P-51D into the P-80A for the first time during 1948. As 
noted, the unit is using the "NG" buzz code on the nose. (Unknown) 

 

Another view of the flightline in front of the unit's hangar, this time, with one of the 173rd's C-47A Skytrains in the photo. The C-47a is in overall 
NMF, also with the cornstalk seal replacing the fuselage national insignia. (Nebraska National Guard Museum via Capt Cody Cade) 

 


