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All Women Adrforce Service Pilots earned
their wings in Texas, In the 19408, a total of
1,074 women completed a seven-month
training period held first in Houston and
later in Swestwater. WASP were stationed at
both of Waco's air fields during World War I
Lefi: Rulh Dalley Helm is the only WASP ta

have graduated from Baylor University.

er foowsteps echoing on the
polished hardwood floors of
the small South Waco bun-
galow that serves as the
Wings Across America pro-
ject’s office, Deanne Bishop Parrish points 1o
witll art gquoting General Hop Arnold, chiel of
the Army Air Forces in World War 11
On December 7, 1944, the gencral told a
group of patriotic young ladies who were the
last graduating class of the Women Airforce
Service Pilots (WASP): "You and more than
900 of your sisters have shown you can fly
wingtip o wingtip with vour brothers. ... We
ol the Army Air Force are |':.1I,h| ol YOul, We
will mever forget our debt to you.”
Parrish taps her knuckles on the written
words and frowns,

I'hirteen davs later they sent us all home,

and promptly forgot about ws,” the formes
WASP flyer said with a tinge of hitterngss in

her vouce, “They forgot aboul us!
But no more
Fhanks 10 support  from  Baylor
University, Deanne and her daughter Nancy
Parrish have formed Wings Across Amenica.
an all-volunteer, nonprofil project devoted 1o
resurrccting the history of the Women Air

Force Service Pilois. They are determined to

tell the st

Y, 50 that the contribution of thes
brave patriots will zet the honor and respect
the women long ago earned.

Wings Across America
opened a musenm exhibition, “Fly Girls of
World War I1,” now on display at Baylor's
Sue amd Frank Mavborn Museum, “Fly

most recently has
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Girls™ has proven ta be so popular, the exhib-
it has been extended past its original closing
date of November 28, according 1o Muayborn
Marketing Director Sarah Levine.

Although few Americans realize it, WASP
were stationed a1 120 Army Air Force bases
all over the United States during World War
. The group was swarted in response to a
severe shortage of male combat pilots,

The women officially relieved some state-
side male pilois, who were then sent overseas
for combat duty. The women were able to
assume the pilots’ non-combat flying duties
because they were given the same flight
training as the men. Their duties included
Mying planes deemed oo dangerous o fly by
male pilots — im order to prove to the men
the planes were safe enough. WASP also test-
flew aircraft and flew 1argets for trainees 1o
shoot at — risky business, indeed.

Collectively. the WASP flew more than 60
million miles in every type aireraft and on
every Iype assignment — except actual com-
bat — as the Army Air Force's male pilots.
Amold’s reguest to militarize the women
pilots was defeated in Congress, and the
WASP were not given veleran status until
1977.

The Parrishes say it is only fitting that the
WASP story be told from Texas.

“Every WASP, every one of them, earned
her wings in Texas,” Deanne said. The first
group gradnated in Howston; three months
later, the training was moved 10 Avenger
Field in Sweetwater. A total of 1,074 women
completed 2 seven-month training period and
beewme purt of the WASE.

Deanne was adamant that every single
surviving WASP should be interviewed and
have her story told, Nancy szid. 5o the duo
set out o do just that

Traveling to 19 states so far, the mother
and daughter team have interviewed hun-
dreds of former members, women now in
their 80z and 90s, and put the information on
the imermnet.

More of the WASP storics, their photos,
original clothing and armifacts. can now be
seen in person at the Maybom Museum. “Fly
Girls of World War 11" will be on display
through January 15, although the museum is
closed on Thanksgiving Day, Christmas Eve,
Christmas Day and Mew Year's Day. Hours
are from 10 am. until 5 p.m. Monday
through Saturday; however, on Thursday, the
museum Temains open entil # pm. Sunday
howrs are from | umtil 4 p.m

Admission is $4 for children ages 18
months to 12 years, 56 for adults and 35 for
senior citizens age 65 and older. Baylor stu-

dents and museum members are admitted
free, and there are special discounts for
groups when they make pdvance reservia-
tions. For more information, call the museum
at 254/710-1110.

An entire room of the museum is devoted
1o the exhibit, showing how WASP forever
changed the role of women in aviation, This
is not a stuffy historical display. but a lively
look at the incredible achievements of the
daring women whe signed up for the service.

In the exhibition. life-sized photos of lithe
young female piloms, attractive as any 1940s
Hollywood movie stars, model the WASP
attire. Besides the dress uniforms, there were
“zoot suils” — the women's name for baggy
one-pigce jumpsuits worn while flying,
which they joked came in three sizes: “big,
bigger and too big.” The pantsuit uniforms
they wore while training were much more
twilored. Their brown leather flight jackels
were adomed with “Fifi.,” or “Fifinclla,” a
Walt Disney cantoon character with wings,
appearing much like Tinkerhell the fairy. Fifi
was the WASP mascot,

Some of the original uniforms have been
preserved and are displayed on manneguins.
Mear the ceiling runs a display of photos of
cach WASP, showing her name and training
class,

Quotes from those who admired and were
influenced by the WASP — cveryone from
farmer first lady Eleanor Roosevelt to astro-
naut Eileen Colling — are also posted.

The exhibition is a trivmph for the
Parrishes, who receive no salary for their
work, and their organization.

“We're doing all this on a wing and a
prayer.” Deanne loughed.

“Yeah, she's the wing and I"'m the prayer.”
her davghicer chimed in. On the Wings Across
America website, Nancy is listed as the exec-
utive director and website creator,

As for the Mayvborn exhibition, “Fly
Girls™ recently received rave reviews from
some real experts — WASP alumnee who
traveled to Waco from a women military
pilots” convention in Dallas.

Beuy Jo Reed of North Richland Hills,
Texas, said she was glad such a fine display
wias 50 close to her home.

“They ve done a real nice job,” said Reed,
wha was interviewed for the Ken Burns doc-
umentary aboul World War 1L “I'm glad
some people are finally learning about us,
Every nme I speak, there are people who just
can’t belicve we actually did tha.”

But she is proud to say most men who
served in the military 1ell her, " You girls cer-
tainly descrve recognition.”

F



Amarillo native Pearl Judd, now living in
California, said the display was “beawtiful.”

“I was so happy 1o get to see this.” she
added,

Lucille Wise, now living in Denver, said
the Mayborn exhibition “has told everything
real accoralely,” and she hopes it can travel
the country.

“We have to keep reminding people of the
WASP, cspecially as a new generation comes
along.” she said.

Mavborn Exhibition Coordinator Fronkie
Pack said the institution is proud of the “Fly
Girls™ display.

“It has been an honor o work on this
engaging exhibition and to be able to provide
an opportunity for our visitors o learn about
the amazing and virually untold story of the
WASF.

“These women are truly inspirational,”
she continued. 1 hope the awareness Taised
by this exhibition will help enable the Wings
Across America organization to preserve the
history of these amazing heroines of World
War 11"

During a lunch at Rudy’s. the visiting
WASP talked about the strugale they ve had
to be recognized, One WASP's gronddaugh-
ter told her history teacher she wanted to
write her World War 11 report on the Women
Airforce Service Pilots, only 1o be scolded in
class, The teacher told the child that no
women ever Mew planes in World War [1 — a
mistaken notion the grandmother guickly
comected,

“Many people have said ‘I had no idea
they even existed” [when seeing the exhibi-
tion For the first time],” Levine said. “It's
been an education for evervone, Obviously,
there was not a lot of attention given them.”

In fact, sccording 1o the website, informa-
tion about WASP activities were classified
for many years by the milaary,

“I think it"s really opened a lot of people’s
eves” Levine added. “We feel very excited
to work with Mancy and Deanne and the
other WASP and to let them tell their sto-
ries.”

She said museum visitors are intrigued by
the “amazing story™ depicted in the exhibit

— o story mosl visitors say they've never
before heard. Similarly, WASP speakers at
military bases have found cadets and recroits
— who hove to learn the history of the Air
Force — similarly uninformed abouot the
WASP.

The WASP members crediit the Parrishes
with doing much to spread their history
among internet wsers and others.

The story of how this mother-daughter

team embarked upon their mission is as col
orful s the WASP legacy itself,

A former USO entertainer and PBS pro
ducer for Waco's former KNCT publi
broadeasting TV station, Nancy has a variet
of experiences in the film and enteriainmen
world,

“I worked in Florida as an actor. T worke
in industrial films, commereials and played ¢
lawyer for 13 episodes of *Divorce Court,™
MNancy said. adding that she alse workec
behind the camere as a casting direcior fol
Diisney and held various freelance jobs in the
film industry and a1 MGM Swdios ir
Orlande.

“My ondergrad and master’s degrecs are
in theater,” Naney soid. "1 love to entertain
peaple in such a way that lifts them up. The
WASPE story lifts evervone up. Hearing i
puts everybody in o better place, It's an
imporiant, inspirational story to tell.”

A self-described “Air Foree bral,” Nancy
siaid she was prompted 1o tell the WASE story
after her father. an Air Force veteran. passed
away in 19493,

Then, she realized many of his stories
died with him.

Enowing her mother also had a distin-
guished history flying for the United States.
Noncy decided that she would not let
Dreanne’s story be forpotten,

“They didn’t just fly airplanes: they
served their country,” Mancy said. “They
sure didn’t do it for any safety or comfort.”

Many WASP, like Deanne, hung up their
wings nfter the WASP were sentl home, never
to fly again. Instead, they married. raised
families and resumed] more traditional roles.
One became a nun. Others, however, contin-
ued to take (o the air — only not in any mil-
itary capacity. .

Nancy started doing research — and
found little was written of the WASE.

“When she decided she wanted 10 do
something. she started searching for histori-
cal information,” Deanne said, “She went o
the public library. 10 the Baylor library,
leoked in school extbooks, and it seemed no
one had even heard of WASPE”

That distressed her mother,

“She told me °I found a total of iwo foot-
notes,”” Deanne said, “1 told her, "We didn’t
do it for the glory: we didn™t do it for the
recognilion. Besides, i's all over, Mobody
carcs!™"

But her daughter cared — very much.

Mancy said it upset her that there was *not
one word, not even a mention of the WASP™
in the historical textbooks she consulted.
According to the Women in Service for




America Memorial Foundations wehsite,
almost 40000 women served in and with
the armed forces during World War Il —a
number that exceeded total 1.5, male troop
strength i 1939,

Muost books Naney read had a little infor-
mation about contributions of the Women’s
Army Corps {WACS), the Navy WAVES
(Women Accepted for Volunteer Emergency
Service). Coast Guard Women's Reserve
(SPARS), Marine Corps Women's Reserve,
Army and Navy Nurses” Corps and “Rosie
the Riveter” women who worked in factones,
but nol so much as a single sentence about
the Women Airforee Service Pilots.

While not considered officially in the mil-
itary, WASP members were the first women
o ever fly LS. military aircraft, Nancy said.
They proved that females could be as good ag
men when it came to flving sirplanes. serving
their country — and in many other areas.

Before World War 1T, most women were
restricted to certzin roles — wife, mother,
housewife and o scant handful of cocupiions
deemed suitable for females. Because of the
WASP and other women sepporting the war
effort, American women began to break out
of their waditional — and very limited —
preseribed roles in life. That makes these
groups of women historically very sigmifi-
cant.

“I think the world is rendy for ihis to
come out,” Nancy said. “People are hungry
for women role models!™

Ad frrst, Mancy thought of making a single
documentary on the WASE, but she reconsid-
cred.

“1 didn't think one documentary would
make a difference.” she cxplained.

So she took her mother’s old scrapbook
from World War Il and created 2 website,
WOWWL WIS SBCTOSSIMCTIC.0rg,

The &ite now contains  information
designed 1o appeal o people of all ages, from
World War 11 buffs on down to those who are
just now finding out about the WASPE, Litle
girls can use the paper doll page as their own
WASPE Zwinky, dressing the pilot for active
duty, There's a crossword purzle and pages
of imterviews. The Parrishes have imter-
viewed surviving WASFP members. gach in
the woman's own home, and recorded these
conversations on digital video,

Mancy said her mother is a good inter-
viewer. Mot only does Deanne share much in
common with WASP alumnae, but she also
knows what s trwe. and what storigs may
have gotien o bif cxaggerated over time.
Nancy said the other women know they can't
Bluff Deanne — and therefore are very truth-



ful in their reminiscing.

“WASP on the Wel™ now has more than
2000 pages of videos, pictures, songs, ari-
cles and other records. Wings Across
America says it is the largest digital collec-
tion of WASP memorabilia in the world.
Swdents can e-mail guestions 1o WASP
members, via the website, who volunteer to
answer (hem.

The website existed guietly for some
time. Then, the site won the Yahoo Pick of
the Week award. Since then, web surfers
have visited by the droves. Several other
national educational sites. including PBS,
Britannica and NASA, have all linked to the
site.

From the website. the Wings Across
America project grew 1o collecting und com-
piling interviews from surviving WaSP
members. Time is the enemy: all the former
pilots nre now in their 805 and 90s and many
have passed away.

When the Parrishes began their quest o
locate former WASPE. they semt guestion-
naires o GO0 alumnue. Now, the population
has dramatically dropped. They estimate less
than 400 are still alive.

Wace has its own connection 1o the WASP
history. Both the present-day Madison
Cooper Airport and the airport on Texas Stale
Technical College's campus started life as
Army Air Fields during the Second World
War,
“There were WASP stmtioned at both local
air fields,” Deanne said. "Yet, people in
Waco don't know about it

One, in fact, paid the ulimate sacrifice,

California native Bettie Mae Scott was
killed — just 18 days before her 23rd birth-
day — while flight testing a BT-13 on July §,
1944, Sttioned at Woaco Army Air Ficld,
Scott had entered flight training to become a
WASP the previous October al Avenger Field
in Sweetwater and graduated on April 15,
1944.

Deanne said Scott was assigned to test-fly
planes which had been damaged and then
repaired, to see i they were onge again air-
worthy. This particular plane had not been
repaired the right way, she said, Although
WASP were cquipped with parachutes. the
plane lacked sufficient altitude for the pilot
1o matke her escape,

Scotl was one of the 38 WASP members
who died in service to their couniry during
the war, The WASP members were not con-
sidered full-fledged members of the military
until 1977, Therefore, when & WASP member
was killed, her colleagues often had 10 take
up a collection so her body could be sent

back home — in an inexpensive “pine box™
coffin, Either her fumily or colleagues had 1o
pay to transport her body: the government
wouldn’t.

A male pilot, by contrast, would be
escorted home by military members, at no
cost 10 his family; his colfin and funeral also
were provided by the United States. An
American flag would drape the coffin. His
fomily also received 510,000 in life insir-
ance and were allowed to hang a gold siar in
the window signifying their loss,

Survivors of WASP killed during the war
were not allowed to cover the coffin in the
flag or put & gold star in the window, They
received no msurance henefits.

“We have o 48-star interment flag hung in
the exhibit,” Nancy said of the American flag
from the World War Il era_ "1ts in memaory of
the women who didn't get a flag.”

Dreanne said she is proud that, thanks to a
later act by Congress, her family will be able
1o drape her coffin with the American flag, “1
served my country prowdly, and [ deserve no
less.” she said.

The ircqualities were not just in death.
WASP had 1o buy their own uniforms. al a
cost of 3100 — no small expense. According
to the intemet's Inflation Caleulator, $100 in
1943 would be equivalent 1o about $1.200 in
tolay’s money.

To enter the WASE, women had 1o have
some flying experience: male pilot trainecs
had no such reguirement and no doubt some
had never before been in a plane,

WASP often had to provide their own
housing, if there were no nearby barracks for
unmarried female nurses. [F they washed out
of training, they bought their own ticket
hvmie.

A the time, the WASP accepied their less-
er roles,

“We didn’t feel like heroes,” Lucille Wise
saidl, “We were just rying to do something o
help the war effore.”

Three decades after the war, when
Congress decided 1o recognize the WASPE,
they were not present for any ceremony.
Instead. they were sent medals in the mail.

However, Deanne said she has a letter
from former senator and presidential candi-
date Barry Goldwater, In it, he writes of his
admiration for the Women Airforce Service
Pilots.

Another  Tormer military man  whao
admired the WASP was the late Baylor pres-
ident and chancellor, Herbert Reynolds.

“Dir. Herbert Revnolds, who was chancel-
lor at the time we began all this, really
embraced us,” Noney remembered, “He said



he'd known a WASP when he was growing
up. Dr. Reynolds was also an Air Force offi-
cer, and the fact these women had been
under-appreciated and under-reported was
upsetting o him."”

Other Baylor officials and organizations
have also helped, she sad.

In 19949, the Kappo Kappa Gamma soror-
ity on Baylor™s campus adopted the project,
The members helped by learning and record
ing the marching songs, and their voices may
be heard on the website.

Deanne explained that everywhere n
group of WASP went, they marched — and
sang. This helped keep morale up, and the
sangs were recorded 1o bring some audible
authenticity to the wehsite.

Wehsite visitors can
also listen to the sounds
of an airplane engine.

“We've  alsa had
Baylor students help us
as crew [for the various
programs YWings Across
America has put on].”
Mancy said. *Marketing
students designed an ad
campaign for us.”

KWBL, the PBS sta-
tion on campus, has also
helped in various wiys, and Mancy calls it
their “mother station.”

“|Bavlor graduate] Ruth Helm and Sister
Teresa were our first two WASP interviews,”
Deanne said. “Their faith is extraordinary
and their values are extraordingry.”

Sister Teresa, whose name was Anita Paul
before taking her vows, lives in a convent in
the French Antilles. She was brought 10 Waco
and interviewed at the KWBU studio. She
told mot only of her WASP expericnces but
how her faith had sustained her throughout
the war and later in life

Muncy believes the WASP have much o
teach us.

“They don't just talk sbout serving your
country = they did in,” she said. “They real-
Iy did it, often with great sacrifice. The
WASP really stand for such values as honor,
courage, valor, patriotism and faith.”

Wings Across America depends upon
donations in order to continue.

“Raising the funds for an online vision is
tough,” Nancy admitied. “Our digital video
archive now holds over 300 hours of price-
less foorage. This information will not be
completely usable umil we raise the funding
to complete the back end — transcribing the
interviews, creating the individual pages of
information, metadata coding and publish-

ing

Nancy's  immedizte  plans  include
fundraising so the “Wings Across America’s
Fly Girls of WWII™ exhibit can travel o
other museums across Texas and beyond, She
said such institutions as the Air Force
Muscum, Smithsonian Air & Space and the
Air Force Academy Library have all
expressed Interest inm a “Wings Across
America WASP Kiosk™ — a smaller version
of the exhibition now showing in the
Mavborn.

“Ultimmely, completing the design for

The Wings Across America Virual Museum
and making the digital archive public is my
goal,” 1"'*~;:=I'|-..,':| snid

Funds will also allow the Parmrishes (o

comtinue traveling and imcrviewing WASP
who are still waiting 1o tell their stories.
Neither mother nor daughter receive a salary
for their efforts, Deanne said. joking that
she's spending her cluldren's inheritance on
it.

“An oral history project is such an
expense in both time and money.” Levine
said. “But it’s so imporant 1o do it. The
opportunity to do this is going o be gone
very soon because thesc people are dying.
and some are getting 1o where they don't
remember very much anymore.”

The oral histories. museum exhibits and
website are only part of the overall dream

Nancy wants to not only share this patri
otic history with vounger generations, bu
she also dreams of someday having a space
camp-type of facility. She hopes it would
intzrest children — girls as well as boys — in
Becoming aviators and/or astronouts them-
selves and help spread the “can-do” spirit of
the WASP. She feels Waco would be the idenl
location, since it is in the “crossroads of

Texas.”

“It has been an enriching experience [to
document the WASP storv],” MNancy said.
“Their history is larger than life it’s an
inspiring history.” W
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