Media Analysis: 

Mr. Lincoln’s Air Force: Civil War-era balloon on National Mall
 One hundred and fifty years ago this month, Thaddeus Lowe demonstrated to President Lincoln how a gas-filled balloon might be used to spy on the enemy, thus helping the Union Army and establishing the earliest "air force."  In celebration of this anniversary, a Civil War-era balloon was partially inflated on the National Mall. The day featured activities for children, re-enactors, a presentation discussing the history of the balloon, and various other activities around the National Air and Space Museum. 
There was media coverage prior to and after the event. 

The event hoped to:

 

· Show the progression of aeronautical espionage

· Inform visitors of Thaddeus Lowe’s ideas and his connection to President Lincoln

· Draw connections between the Civil War-era balloon and today’s modern planes

· Inspire visitors to connect the event to the 150th anniversary of the Civil War
Coverage & Results

The media attention was vast in terms of both pre-and post event coverage. This could mainly be because it was an unusual event, and drew from the hype of the 150th anniversary of the Civil War. Pre-event coverage included 18 newspapers, eight local television news online pages, three radio broadcasts, one magazine, and eight online websites.  Post-event coverage included 15 newspapers, two radio broadcast, and seven online websites. Of these pre and post publications, 30 used the story from The Associated Press (AP), and 16 used the story from McClatchy Newspapers.    
Coverage included USA Today, The Washington Post, NPR, and MSNBC. These four publications alone reached an estimated audience of at least 7.7 million viewers, listeners and readers.  
NPR ran a teaser the morning of the event and WTOP sent updates from the Mall, inviting DC residents to attend.

In terms of social media, 28 institutional accounts, including SpyScroll, USA Today Science, amhistorymuseum, and myfoxdc, advertised the event and reached an estimated 469,885 Twitter followers.
Media Outreach and Coverage Highlights
· Newspaper coverage was nationwide, featuring publications in places such as Alaska, Kansas, Florida and Colorado.
· USA Today, MSNBC.com, and The Washington Post all highlighted the balloon as it related to war-time efforts and specifically President Lincoln’s role in approving the ‘Air Force’.
· Tom Crouch, curator of the lighter-than-air aircraft, gave numerous interviews to members of the press and quotes from him were included in almost every story written about the event.
· MSNBC.com featured both an original story and an AP story.
Messages in the News Coverage

The newspaper and television coverage included several key messages:  

· All articles drew upon the connection to the 150th anniversary of the Civil War, and Lincoln’s role in the balloon air force. AP quoted curator Tom Crouch stating, “Without Lincoln's interest, it probably wouldn't have happened,"
· Publications such as MSNBC.com and McClatchy Newspapers used the words “flight” or “flying” in their headlines, even though the balloon did not leave the ground.
· About.com DC briefly mentioned the ‘hands on’ activities for children inside the museum, but mainly focused on the history of Thaddeus Lowe and the balloon. 

· McClatchy Newspapers featured a comment from a visitor, “This is a really cool event.”
· Tom Crouch highlighted the museum’s involvement saying, "It's kind of neat that there's a historic aerospace event right where the museum is. It's right in our back yard." He also stated, "For an air and space museum, it's a remarkable anniversary," Crouch says.
Observations/Recommendations
· The pre-event coverage was significantly higher than post-coverage. This could be because of the 29 outlets that used the AP story in pre-coverage. This is positive, since it encouraged people to attend the Family Day.
· There were similar messages in all press coverage, and many stories seemed to closely follow the Smithsonian Air and Space media advisory. For example, MSNBC.com and USA Today both mentioned the Park Service’s requirements for the balloon to stay on the ground. 
· All publications highlighted the connections to the 150th anniversary and President Lincoln’s involvement with Thaddeus Lowe. 

· Media focused on the balloon and its history, but did not highlight the events going on inside the museum, especially those activities for children. In the future, the media advisory could focus more on specific events happening inside the museum in order to interest the press.

· The amount of potential viewers reached on Twitter was very significant, and this social media outlet should be pursued in future event endeavors. 
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The partially inflated balloon on the National Mall. Photo by Mark Avino.
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Re-enactors portraying Thaddeus Lowe and Abraham Lincoln meet. Photo by Mark Avino.
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Re-enactors portraying Union soldiers pose with Thaddeus Lowe. Photo by Mark Avino.
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