Best Local Museum Exhibits: Stonewall's Von Steuben Show Brings Gay Revolutionary History to Life

[image: ]
Shoppers of history and museum-goers are flocking to Fort Lauderdale this spring as the Stonewall National Museum opens a surprising, timely exhibition about Friedrich Wilhelm von Steuben, a Revolutionary War figure long discussed as gay; the $25,000 matched federal grant helped turn the idea into a travelling display that spotlights queer contributions to American independence.
Essential Takeaways
Unexpected funding: The Stonewall National Museum landed a $25,000 matched grant from a federal humanities agency to support a new exhibit.
Historic focus: The show centres on Friedrich Wilhelm von Steuben, a Prussian-born officer credited with shaping the early U.S. Army and widely discussed by historians as gay.
Local impact: The Fort Lauderdale museum used the grant to produce "Von Steuben: Architect of American Independence," expanding its reach and programming.
Exhibition feel: Visitors can expect artefacts, clear contextual storytelling, and a tone that blends military history with LGBTQ cultural perspective.
Why it matters: The exhibit ties into 250th-anniversary programming and prompts broader conversations about whose stories are included in national narratives.
A surprising grant and a smart idea that fit the moment
The biggest hook here is the unexpected nature of the funding: the museum’s leaders had assumed federal support was off the table, yet an invitation to submit a proposal tied to 250th-anniversary programming changed that. The Stonewall National Museum’s CEO, Robert Kesten, seized the chance and proposed an exhibit on von Steuben, a figure both military and personal, whose story feels tactile and a little mischievous. The matched $25,000 grant turned a concept into reality and made a local museum part of national commemorations.
Why von Steuben? A military man with a human story
Von Steuben is famous for drilling and disciplining the Continental Army, and the exhibit foregrounds that legacy while also exploring the quieter, human sides of his life. Many historians have long noted evidence suggesting he was gay, and this angle gives the show a fresh frame: it’s not just about tactics and uniforms, it’s about recognition. That combination, military gravitas plus personal narrative, makes the material feel both sturdy and intimate, and it’s a good fit for visitors who like history with a strong through-line.
How the museum turned grant money into a meaningful display
The matched grant enabled the Stonewall team to curate panels, source images, and produce interpretive texts that connect von Steuben’s story to broader queer history. The result is a display that balances scholarship with accessibility: clear labels, tactile visuals, and a layout that lets the objects breathe. If you’re planning a visit, expect a compact but well-paced experience, and a visitor-centred approach that makes complex questions, about identity, service and memory, easy to follow.
Bigger trend: museums widening the national story
This exhibit fits a broader pattern of smaller institutions using targeted public funding to place marginalised stories in national conversations. Museums increasingly pitch projects linked to anniversaries or civic moments because funders want relevance, and that’s precisely what happened here. The Stonewall Museum’s show proves that tying local expertise to national themes can unlock resources and attract attention, and it’s a model other community museums may follow.
Practical tips for visiting and what to look for
Plan a weekday visit if you prefer a quieter, slower look; weekends may be busier with school groups or anniversary-related events. Take time with the biographical panels, von Steuben’s reforms changed how soldiers lived and trained, and those details pop visually in the exhibit. Bring a camera if photography is allowed; the display is curated for sharing on social feeds. Finally, allow a moment to reflect in the museum’s wider archives and programming, where this exhibition sits alongside other projects that celebrate LGBTQ history.
It's a small shift in funding that broadens the story of the Revolution, and it's worth the trip.
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