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CUT BANK INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT  

PART I: HONORING THE PAST, CELEBRATING THE 

PRESENT, AND PLANNING FOR THE FUTURE  
 

The Cut Bank International Airport has a 

long and colorful history of mutual 

cooperation between federal, tribal, city, 

and county agencies. Situated in northern 

Montana and not far from the Canadian 

border, the airportôs recently completed 

projects as well as upcoming planned ones 

are indicators of a bright future.  A detailed 

timeline of the airportôs history is located 

in Part II : Early Hist ory of the Cut 

Bank International Airport . 

 

OIL BOOM DAYS 
Even before World War I, the expansive flat area where the airport is currently located was 

drawing attention from local ñbrave soulsò who had the nerve to fly early aircraft.  After World 

War I ended in 1918, the appetite for a local airstrip grew as pilots who served overseas in the 

war returned home to the ñhighlineò area.  When oil was discovered in the Kevin Field north of 

Cut Bank, the nearby communities of Cut Bank, Shelby, Kevin and Sunburst began to thrive.   

 

With the local oil industry booming, Dr. C.H. Minette, a Cut Bank dentist, along with a 

dedicated group of followers realized a future need for private and commercial aviation facilities.   

 

Support for the airport came not only from the Cut Bank 

area but from the surrounding counties as well.  Property 

was purchased or leased from Blackfeet tribal members 

during this time.  (Eventually land for the entire airport 

district would be purchased from tribal members and this 

would later become the Cut Bank Army Air Force Base 

early in 1942.)  

 

A lengthy campaign to win services for the region began and in 

1930, officials selected the current site and the land was leased 

as a private grass airfield. On June 1, 1941 Western Airlines 

made its inaugural flight to the Cut Bank Airport.   

 

According to local newspaper coverage, thousands of people 

attended the ceremonies with representatives from surrounding 
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towns, which had supported the airport, arriving in a fleet of automobiles.  The Shelby Marching 

Band even provided musical entertainment for the crowd. 

WORLD WAR II 
Only a few months later, after the United States entered 

World War II , the airfield was offered to the United 

States government.  Local folks ñin the knowò 

suspected that arrangements had already been made 

during an earlier visit to Cut Bank by Secretary of War 

Henry L. Stinson in August of 1941.  Cut Bank, 

Glasgow and Lewistown became ñsatelliteò training 

fields with East Base located on Gore Hill West of 

Great Falls as the central station.   

 

The base was constructed during the winter of 1942-43 and the first troops arrived in May of 

1943. Two runways, one 8,400 feet in length, served the B-17 Flying Fortresses with a maximum 

of 12 being stationed at the base.  Bomb squadrons learned navigation, bombing techniques and 

all other aspects of the versatile bomber before joining forces on the European theatre.  Many of 

the men who trained at the base participated in the Normandy invasion.  Training ceased late in 

1943 when enough air crews had been qualified and emphasis had moved to infantry training at 

other areas.  

 

Throughout the war, Western Airlines continued flights 

through Cut Bank with connections to Canada and 

points as far South as Los Angeles.  In 1948, the air 

base property, some 1,800 acres, was returned to Cut 

Bank and Glacier County.  

 

That same year a new administration building was 

constructed to serve Western Airlines flights into the 

airport.  The building still survives and is a beautiful 

example of post-war construction.  Many recent 

improvements have been made to preserve the structure 

and improve energy efficiency. Commercial air service provided for over two decades by 

Western Airlines ended in the early 1960ôs. 

 

From the 1970ôs through the early 1990ôs, the airport 

experienced a period of doldrums.  Many of the surviving 

World War II air base buildings and structures were torn 

down with no regard to their historic value.  Among them 

was the wooden control tower 

attached to the main hangar, most of 

the barracks buildings and later the 

water tower was razed and cut up for scrap.  The reinforced concrete Norden 

bombsight vault was buried after the heavy steel doors were removed and 

taken to the local junk yard.  The remaining buildings were left to 
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CHANGING ATTITUDES 
However, in the mid-1990ôs, the Airport Board saw a 

change in membership and a new progressive attitude began 

to establish itself.  The board worked with the Federal 

Aviation Administration (FAA) and other entities to obtain 

funding to improve the runways, aprons, and taxiways.  

Resurfacing and runway rebuilding resulted in increased 

travel to the airport, and other projects provided additional 

income. 

 

By 2003, a new four-wheel-drive tractor with snow removal 

and pavement cleaning attachments had been purchased and in 2006, a new snow plow was on 

site that vastly improved winter runway maintenance and reliability.  The new equipment was 

much more efficient and safer than the decades old vehicles that they replaced. 

 

RECENTLY COMPLETED PROJECTS  
Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) Airport Improvements Project ( AIP) 3-30-0020-04 

consisted of taxiway rehabilitation, concrete apron repairs and terminal area fencing. The 

existing asphalt pavements on Taxiway's D and E were milled off and used as base course for 

new pavement sections. Six apron slabs (10-foot x 15-foot) were removed and replaced. 

Terminal area fencing included both chain link (six-foot) and barbed wire (four-foot) to separate 

the airside activities from the public and to control vehicle access. Gates now allow vehicular 

and pedestrian access at designated locations. 

 

AIP 3-30-0020-05 was a pavement maintenance project, which included runway and taxiway 

crack and fog sealing, replacement of several concrete apron blocks, electric improvements to 

the beacon and signs, complete pavement remarking and updates to the ALP and Airport Zoning 

and Land Use Ordinance. 

 

AIP 3-30-0020-06 provided multi-use snow removal equipment (SRE) package. It included a 

105 PTO horsepower bi-directional tractor with a 14-foot by 36-inch variable-speed hydraulic 

sweeper, 12-foot-wide dozer/snowpusher blade, and 2-cublic yard loader. It also secured 95 

percent matching funds from the FAA to remodel the SRE storage building, including; steel 

siding, insulation, sheetrock, breaker panel, new over-sized insulated garage doors, and steel 

walkthrough doors. 

 

AIP 3-30-0020-07 & -08 AIP-07 involved geotechnical 

investigations, surveying and design work for future major 

pavement reconstructions. A 37,000 #GVW, 300 hp diesel 

snow plow truck complete with power reversible snow plow 

and dump box was also acquired to improve the snow removal 

capabilities for this airport. AIP-08 used the design work of 

AIP-07 to reconstruct Runway 5-23 and construct a runway 

turnaround. Also included was pavement maintenance, 
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supplemental windcone installation, replacement of the runways lighting system, upgrading of 

the electrical regulators, and a revision to the Airport Layout Plan. 

WORLD WAR II AIRMENõS MUSEUM 
The beginning of the new millennium also 

brought a unique partnership with the World 

War II Airmenôs Museum group.  They had 

already established the museum as a not-for-

profit entity and then in 2008, after three years 

of hard work, the 

entire airport area 

was listed on the 

National Register 

of Historic Places.  

It is now one of 

the few historic airport districts found on the Register, nationwide.   

 

The small museum is located in the administration building with 

preservation and restoration projects in progress on the remaining 

historic structures.  The goal of the museum membership is to 

commemorate not only the troops that trained at the base during 

World War II, and those stationed at the 681
st
 Radar Base from 

1954 to 1964, but all the local men and women who have served 

their country in the military services.  

 

The museum group 

works in liaison with 

the Glacier County 

Historical Museum and 

the Cut Bank Airport Authority.  Tours of the historic 

district are available upon request. 

 

Even though several years of efforts to bring 

ñessential air servicesò to Cut Bank have failed, the 

Airport Authority continues to promote the airport as 

a ñhost location.ò   

 

PLANNING FOR THE FUTURE 
In early 2009, Roy Nollkamper, a retired communications specialist, was hired as part-time 

manager to organize efforts to develop and promote the airport.  He is working together with 

Airport Manager Dave Ries on a variety of projects.  While his emphasis is obviously being 

placed on visitors arriving by air, focus is also being directed toward general development of the 

1,800-acre area in commercial, residential and recreational aspects.   

 

The entire airport property has been organized into specific sections for various forms of 

development varying from residential to large commercial, and long-term, low cost leases are 



Cut Bank Int ernational Airport  

Submittal:  Airport of the Year - 2009  
 

Cut Bank International Airport and Historic District  

  

6 
 

 

now available.  Promotional brochures have been printed and a 30-minute video addressing the 

ñPast, Present and Futureò of the Cut Bank Airport has been produced.   

 

The vintage WWII hangar has been given a facelift, thanks to over $90,000 in Community 

Transportation Enhancement Program (CTEP) 

funding, and plans are underway to develop parts 

of the interior of the hangar into a larger museum 

space.   

 

The airport typically boasts some of the lowest 

fuel prices on both 100LL and Jet-A in the area, 

with self or attendant assisted service and single 

point fueling available.  Free pilot sleeping rooms 

and courtesy vehicles are provided on a 24-hour 

basis. As always, exceptional rates are available 

for aircraft hangar storage, and ramp tie-down 

parking is free.   

 

U.S. Customs service for aircraft returning into the United States is available on a two-hour call-

out notice.  Aircraft entering Canada are required to check with Canadian Customs Services for 

arrangements. 

 

Even in these difficult economic times, the future looks encouraging for the Cut Bank Airport.  A 

900-foot extension and existing pavement rehabilitation to Runway 13/31 is proposed for 

completion in 2011, and plans have been made for the addition of up to six new 80-foot x 80-

foot hangars.  The climate controlled hangars will be large enough to promote storage of 

corporate jet aircraft.   

 

An update of the current utilities infrastructure is underway with emphasis on upgrades to the 

water supply system.  This enhancement will be accomplished through the combined efforts of 

the Airport Board, the City of Cut Bank and Glacier County, and will encourage small and large 

industrial businesses to locate on the property.  

 

Thanks to efforts over the past decade, Cut Bank International Airport has made great progress 

preparing for the future.  From year to 

year, many pilots return to Cut Bank 

airport en-route to their destinations, 

because the airport has developed the 

reputation of being a convenient, 

efficient and hospitable stop for over 

5,800 airport operations annually.   

 

The Airport Authority wil l continue to 

maintain and enhance this reputation, 

making the airport and the greater 
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Glacier County area ñThe Placeò to visit or locate. 
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PART II: BRIEF EARLY HISTORY OF THE CUT BANK 

INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT 
Long before Western Airlines was considering Cut Bank for a destination stop, and long before 

the War Department decided the airport should be a training base, local aviators and aviation 

supporters knew the wide, flat expanses just southwest of Cut Bank would make a perfect 

landing field. 

 

Local pilots, some of which had served in World War I, set to work to attract commercial service 

to the area as early as 1929.  That year, the State of Montana formed an ñAviation Committeeò to 

regulate flying and standardize aviation procedures within the state.  Dr. C. H. Minette, a local 

Cut Bank dentist, was on that committee.  Dr. Minette had served in World War I, and would be 

instrumental in obtaining air service to the community of Cut Bank.  His efforts and support of 

aviation would continue well into the 1960ôs. 

 

By 1930, land outside of Cut Bank had been 

leased by local private aviator Tip OôNeal. 

This property would eventually become part 

of the Cut Bank Airport.   

 

Those early aviators were looking for more 

than just a nice grassy local airstrip.  As 

early as 1932, interest was growing in 

providing an international flight connection 

between Great Falls, Canada and Alaska.  

Western Airlines had been operating a 

franchise into nearby Browning, but only 

utilized it in the summer months.  The strip was not paved and had no control tower or 

communications capabilities.   Harsh weather and lack of passengers made it unfeasible for year-

around service and the Browning site never developed into an airport. 

 

In 1936, the State of Montana passed legislation to allow cities and counties to share ownership 

of airports.  The Cut Bank International Airport is under joint ownership by the City of Cut Bank 

and Glacier County to this day. 

 

In 1938, the Civil Aeronautics Authority (CAA) Act went into effect. Both Western and Inland 

Airlines had been trying to convince the CAA to allow international flights to begin.  On 

February 29
th
 1940, the bids were once again denied.   

 

Early in 1940, President Franklin Roosevelt split the CAA to create the Civil Aeronautics Board 

(CAB). Several cities brought pressure on their elected officials to reconsider the proposal.  Their 

next bid would come before the newly created CAB.  Cut Bank and Shelby were both very 

interested in having a commercial airport, and the two towns agreed to work together to help 

convince the CAB that one or the other location would be feasible.  If and when the CAB was 

convinced, both towns would do their best to separately bid for the location.  This was a two-step 


