


Free Museums in Washington, D.C. 2026 
— Complete Booking Guide
Almost everything federal in Washington, D.C. is free to visit — but "free" rarely means "just walk in" 
anymore. Several of the most popular museums and monuments now require a free timed-entry pass 
you have to reserve in advance, and a few sites can only be booked through your member of Congress.

This guide breaks all of it into four simple tiers and gives you a booking-deadline calendar you can work 
backward from your trip date, so you never get turned away at the door.

27.2M
Visitors in 2025

Summer is peak season — top museums cap entry

9
Free Smithsonian Passes

Per person — the old 6-pass rule is outdated

7–90
Day Window

White House booking window through Congress

$1
Archives Line-Skip

Best value in D.C. — walk past the standby line

The National Air and Space Museum now requires a free timed-entry pass for every visitor, all 
day, every day in 2026. The U.S. Capitol is NOT congressional-only — book directly at 
visitthecapitol.gov.



How the Four Tiers 
Work
Every free federal attraction in D.C. falls into one of four 
access tiers. Knowing which tier a site is in tells you exactly 
how far ahead you need to plan.

Tier 1
Free — Just Walk In

No reservation needed. These are your flex days and 
rainy-day backups.

Tier 2
Free — Reserve a Timed Pass

Book 30–90 days out. This is the tier that ruins trips if 
you forget.

Tier 3
Free — Tour-Only

Admission is free but you must join a guided tour. Book 
in advance.

Tier 4
Free — Booked Through Congress

Strict advance window. Submit through your Senator or 
Representative.

The strategy: lock in your Tier 2 and Tier 4 
reservations as the anchors of your trip, then fill 
the gaps with Tier 1 walk-in museums on your 
flexible days.



Tier 1 — Free, Just Walk In
These sites need no pass and no reservation. They're your flex days and your rainy-day backups. Show 
up whenever you like.

Smithsonian Museums on the Mall

National Museum of Natural History — 
the elephant rotunda, the Hope Diamond

National Museum of American History

National Museum of the American Indian

Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture 
Garden

Smithsonian American Art Museum

National Portrait Gallery

National Gallery of Art — separately 
federally funded, but free and right on the 
Mall

Udvar-Hazy is a perfect full-day backup 
if your Tier 2 passes don't come 
through for the Mall Air and Space 
building.

Flex Option Near Dulles Airport

The Steven F. Udvar-Hazy Center is a massive 
Air and Space satellite facility home to the Space 
Shuttle Discovery.

Walk-in, no passes needed

Paid parking before 4 p.m.

Great alternative if Mall passes are sold out

Enormous hangar-style building with aircraft 
and spacecraft

Udvar-Hazy is a perfect full-day backup 
if your Tier 2 passes don't come 
through for the Mall Air and Space 
building.



Tier 2 — Free, but Reserve a Timed Pass
⚠️ THIS IS THE TIER THAT RUINS TRIPS

Each of these is free, but you must reserve a timed-entry pass in advance. Showing up without one 
means turning around at the door.

Site Pass Details Where to Book

Air and Space Museum 
(Mall)

Free timed pass — every visitor, 
every age, all day, every day

airandspace.si.edu

NMAAHC (African 
American History)

Free timed pass nmaahc.si.edu

National Zoo Free, date-based pass — arrive 
anytime that day

si.edu/visit

Library of Congress Free timed pass for the Thomas 
Jefferson Building

loc.gov

Washington Monument $1 reservation online, OR free walk-
up at the Monument Lodge each 
morning

recreation.gov

U.S. Holocaust 
Memorial Museum

Free timed pass for the Permanent 
Exhibition in peak summer

ushmm.org

National Archives Three choices: walk-up, free 
reserved ticket, or $1 timed ticket

recreation.gov

Insider tip: The Archives' $1 timed ticket is the best line-skip in D.C. — worth the dollar to walk 
past the standby line.



Tier 3 — Free, but Tour-Only
The Bureau of Engraving and Printing — where U.S. paper money is actually printed. This is one of 
D.C.'s most unique experiences, and it's completely free.

1

Always Free Admission
You join a 45-minute guided tour capped at 
40 people. No admission charge — ever.

2

Extended Spring/Summer Hours
In 2026, extended hours run March 23 
through September, with the last tour at 4 
p.m.

3

Book Online in Advance
Big update: You can now book the standard 
tour online or by phone — no more showing 
up at the booth and hoping.

4

Same-Day Option
A limited number of same-day tickets are 
released online around 8:00 a.m. — but they 
go fast in summer.

The Bureau of Engraving and Printing is closed weekends and federal holidays, including 
Juneteenth and Independence Day. Plan accordingly.



Tier 4 — Free, but Booked Through Your 
Member of Congress
This is the narrow, special-access tier. Only two sites fall here — and one common myth needs to be 
corrected immediately.

What's in Tier 4

The White 
House

Congressional 
request only. 
Free, with a strict 
short window of 
7–90 days 
before your visit. 
Submit through 
your Senator or 
Representative at 
house.gov or 
senate.gov.

Special 
Constituent 
Tours — 
Bureau of 
Engraving

Same 
congressional 
channel as the 
White House, 
with slight 
scheduling perks 
for constituents.

One Myth to Kill Right Now

The U.S. Capitol is NOT in Tier 4. You 
do not need a congressional office to 
visit.

Book Capitol tours directly online at 
visitthecapitol.gov — no congressional office 
needed. Walk-ups are even welcome if you arrive 
by 2:30 p.m.

This is one of the most common mistakes D.C. 
visitors make — don't skip the Capitol because 
you think it requires special access.



Your Booking-Deadline Calendar
Work backward from your trip date. This is the single most important page in this guide — follow this 
timeline and you won't get turned away at any door.

30 Days Out
Library of 
Congress, 

NMAAHC, Zoo, 
Monument, Air & 

Space

Morning Of
Same-day digital 

scramble

90 Days Out
White House 

request + National 
Archives

14 Days Out
Bureau of 
Engraving, 

Pentagon, White 
House check

When What to Do Where

90 days out Submit your White House request through your 
Senator or Representative (7–90 day window). 
Start watching National Archives timed tickets 
(open ~90 days out).

house.gov / senate.gov / 
recreation.gov

30 days out Lock in Tier 2: Library of Congress (up to 20 
per reservation), NMAAHC, National Zoo, 
Washington Monument. Check Air and Space 
for its active release window.

loc.gov / si.edu / 
recreation.gov / 
airandspace.si.edu

14 days out Book Bureau of Engraving and Printing online. 
Reserve a Pentagon tour if you want one (14–
90 days ahead, REAL ID required). Re-check 
your White House status.

bep.gov / 
pentagontours.osd.mil

Morning of The same-day digital scramble — set alarms 
and have multiple devices ready.

Apps/websites listed on next 
card

Reminder: You can reserve up to 9 free Smithsonian passes per person — that's nine, not six. The 
old six-pass rule is outdated.



Same-Day Digital Scramble
ALL TIMES EASTERN

Some passes are released only on the morning of. In summer they can evaporate in minutes — set 
alarms and have multiple devices ready.

17:00 a.m.
U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum 

passes released

2 8:00 a.m.
Bureau of Engraving and Printing same-
day tickets go online

38:15 a.m.
Air and Space Museum + NMAAHC 

same-day passes released
4 8:45 a.m.

Washington Monument walk-up tickets 
at the Lodge

59:00 a.m.
Library of Congress same-day passes 

available

Remember — Tier 1 works anytime. If a same-day pass slips away, pivot to Natural History, 
American History, the National Gallery, the Hirshhorn, or Udvar-Hazy. Just show up.



Let's Be Honest About the Word "Free"
"Free" almost always means free admission — not a free day. Budget for these real costs before you go.

Real Costs to Budget For

Cost Amount

Parking near the Mall $20–$30/day

National Zoo parking $30 advance / 
$40 day-of

Udvar-Hazy parking Paid before 4 
p.m.

IMAX, planetarium, 
flight simulator (Air & 
Space)

Paid extras

Food inside museums Priced like airport 
food

The Mall Air & Space building has no 
visitor parking — plan your 
transportation accordingly.

What's Genuinely Zero Dollars

Every admission in 
this guide

Every free timed 
pass listed

Every congressional tour

Tiny Fees Worth Paying

The Archives, Holocaust Museum, and 
Washington Monument each carry a $1 online 
reservation fee — worth every penny for the 
line-skip.

Scheduling Closures

Library of Congress: closed Sundays and 
Mondays

Bureau of Engraving: closed weekends and 
federal holidays, including Juneteenth and 
Independence Day



The 6 Mistakes That Catch People Every 
Summer
These are the errors that turn an exciting D.C. trip into a frustrating one. Avoid every single one of them.

1

No Pass at Air and Space in July
Passes are required all day, every day in 2026 
— the old afternoon walk-in rule is gone.

2

Booking the White House Too Early
The window is 7–90 days before your trip. A 
January request for July will be rejected. 
Adults need REAL ID or a passport.

3

Skipping the Capitol
It doesn't need a congressional office. Book 
at visitthecapitol.gov — walk-ups welcome 
by 2:30 p.m.

4

Forgetting Monument & Holocaust 
Museum
Both require timed entry, both are summer-
critical, and both get skipped in old guides.

5

Treating the Trip as One Big Walk-In
Mix your tiers. Anchor with Tier 2 and Tier 4 
reservations, then fill gaps with Tier 1 walk-
ins.

6

Trusting Outdated Travel Blogs
Hours, pass windows, and tour availability 
change. Check the official .gov site for each 
attraction the week before you travel.



Your Printable Action Checklist
Use this checklist to stay on track. Work backward from your trip date and check off each item as you 
complete it.

 90 Days Before Your Trip1

Contact your Senator/Representative for 
White House tour request (house.gov / 
senate.gov)

Confirm everyone's REAL ID or passport is 
valid

Start watching National Archives timed tickets 
(recreation.gov)

 30 Days Before2

Library of Congress pass — loc.gov (up to 20 
per reservation)

NMAAHC pass — nmaahc.si.edu

National Zoo date pass — si.edu/visit

Washington Monument — recreation.gov

Check Air & Space release window — 
airandspace.si.edu

 14 Days Before3

Book Bureau of Engraving and Printing — 
bep.gov

Reserve Pentagon tour if wanted (REAL ID 
required)

Re-confirm White House status

 Morning Of4

Set alarms for same-day releases (7:00 / 8:00 
/ 8:15 / 8:45 / 9:00 ET)

Have a Tier 1 walk-in backup picked out

Keep this checklist on your phone or 
print it out. The morning-of scramble is 
real — having your backup plan already 
chosen saves stress.



Official Resources & Contact Information
Always verify hours and availability on the official site before you travel. Every link and number below is 
official.

Reservation Systems
Recreation.gov (Washington Monument, 
National Archives): recreation.gov — 1-
877-444-6777

Smithsonian Visitor Information: 
si.edu/visit — (202) 633-1000

Smithsonian Sites
Air and Space Museum: 
airandspace.si.edu — (202) 633-2214

NMAAHC: nmaahc.si.edu — (844) 750-
3012

National Zoo: nationalzoo.si.edu — (202) 
633-4888

Udvar-Hazy Center: 
airandspace.si.edu/udvar-hazy — (703) 
572-4118

Other Federal Sites
Library of Congress: loc.gov/visit — (202) 
707-8000

Holocaust Memorial Museum: ushmm.org 
— (202) 488-0400

National Archives: archives.gov/museum 
— (202) 357-5450

Bureau of Engraving: bep.gov — (202) 
874-2330

National Gallery of Art: nga.gov — (202) 
737-4215

Congressional & Special Access
White House Visitors Office: 
whitehouse.gov/visit — (202) 456-7041

U.S. Capitol Visitor Center: 
visitthecapitol.gov — (202) 226-8000

Find your Rep: house.gov | Find your 
Senators: senate.gov

Capitol switchboard: (202) 224-3121

Pentagon Tours: pentagontours.osd.mil — 
(703) 697-1776 (REAL ID required)

Government websites and phone numbers can change. Always confirm you're on an official 
.gov domain before submitting any personal information.



Get the Full Guide + 
Watch the Video
Everything we cover lives on our website: this free PDF 
guide, the full video walk-through, and our other step-by-
step government guides — all in one place, completely 
free, no email required.

Start here → govclarity.net

Prefer to watch? The full "Free Museums in Washington, 
D.C. 2026" video is embedded on govclarity.net and on our 
YouTube channel, @GovClarity.

Bookmark These Four .gov Hubs

si.edu
All Smithsonian museums and the National Zoo

recreation.gov
Washington Monument and National Archives timed 
tickets

loc.gov
Library of Congress timed passes

visitthecapitol.gov
U.S. Capitol tours — no congressional office needed



About This Guide
This guide was created by GovClarity, an independent 
educational resource. We are not affiliated with the 
Smithsonian Institution, the National Park Service, or any 
U.S. government agency.

Currency & Accuracy

All information is current 
as of June 2026. 
Government policies, 
hours, and pass-release 
windows change — 
always verify with the 
official source before 
taking action.

This guide is for 
educational 
purposes only. 
Always check 
official .gov 
sources before 
your trip — 
policies can 
change without 
notice.

Free Guides, No 
Email Required

GovClarity exists to make 
government processes 
easier to understand. All of 
our guides are free, and 
we never ask for your 
email address.

govclarity.net

Free PDF guide 
download

Full video walk-through 
on YouTube 
@GovClarity

Step-by-step guides for 
other government 
processes


