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Sites Honor Women Pioneers in Aviation

By MICHAEL POLLAK

them ““a weapon waiting to be
used.”

Gen. Henry H. Arnold, chief of the
Army Air Forces, who had said they
served ‘‘no military purpose,”
changed his mind after Pearl Harbor
and in 1944 told them: “You can fly
wingtip to wingtip with your broth-
ers.!!

They were the more than 1,000
women who flew warplanes in World
War I1, and it was not until long after
the war that the country realized
that these women, like those who
went to work in the factories, were
leading a revolution, not serving as
an “auxiliary” of anything.

Today, when women pilot planes
on aircraft carriers, it is easy to
forget how little time has passed
since women who flew were called
aviatrixes, The Web is a good place
to learn about these pioneers.

Of course, no survey would be
complete without Amelia Earhart,
the second person to fly the Atlantic
solo after Charles A. Lindbergh.

At www.history.navy.mil/faqgs
/fag3-l.htm, the Naval Historical
Center has a Frequently Asked Ques-
tions page with a biography and a
bibliography of Earhart, who was
lost over the Pacific in 1937 while
trying to fly around the world.

-Perhaps the most interesting Ear-
hart site is one by the Federal Bu-
reau of Investigation, whose Elec-
tronic Reading Room posts declassi-
fied F.B.I. documents on many cele-
brated cases. The pages on Earhart
(http://foia.fbi.gov/earhart.htm) of-
fer a look at the letters sent to the
bureau insisting that the writers had
picked up radio messages or had
been told about her by their Japa-
nese captors.

The letters are less persuasive as
evidence than as a demonstration of
the emotional appeal of Earhart’s
daring, which influenced many fe-
male pilots who followed.
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In contrast, WASP on the Web
(www.wasp-wwii.org/) has the story
of the 1,074 Women Airforce Service
Pilots of World War II (of more than
25,000 who applied), who quit their
jobs, went to Texas and passed the
rigorous training to earn their wings.
They were hired to ferry military
planes in the United States, freeing
male pilots to fly them overseas and
in combat.

The founder and director of WASP,
Jacqueline Cochran, who became the
first woman to break the sound bar-
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Web sites about
women pioneers in
aviation include one
by the F.B.I. that
has letters about
Amelia Earhart and
another about
women pilots in
World War II.

rier, is well represented on the site
and its links. The group was created
in 1943 in-a merger of Ms. Cochran’s
unit, the Women’s Pilot Training
Program, and the Women's Auxilia-
ry Ferrying Squadron, led by Nancy
Harkness Love. (A biography of Ms.
Love, reprinted from Aviation Histo-
ry magazine, is on the site.)

The site is full of memorabilia and
respect. There are audic and video
clips, World War II posters, diaries
and photos that recalled the West
Texas dust, the rattlesnakes and the

two-holers. Women received the
same (raining as men, except for
some combat-related flying, and few
extra comforts,

For teachers, the site has an inter-
active chat room that can set up
student interviews with a WASP.
There is a timeline and a display of
uniforms and wings, some designed
and paid for by Ms. Cochran, which
were based in part on the shield of
Athena, the Greek goddess of wis-
dom and warfare.

The site is maintained by Nancy
Parrish, the daughter of a WASP and
director of Wings Across America, a
nonprofit group at Baylor University
in Waco, Tex., that is raising money
to collect oral histories from the 600
surviving WASP members, and to
create an interactive virtual mu-
seum. ‘‘We want to give every single
WASP a chance to tell her story,”
Ms. Parrish said in a telephone inter-
view.

Chuck Yeager, the first person to
break the sound barrier, is quoted on
the site: “They flew war-weary air-
craft to repair depots; they instruct-
ed male pilots and flew military air-
craft on navigational training flights.
The WASP performed routine testing
of military aircraft; flew adminis-
trative missions; towed targets for
live gunnery practice, and, in total,
flew every type mission except com-
bat.”

By the end of the war, the female
pilots had delivered nearly 13,000 air-
craft., Thirty-eight women had been
killed. But because they had been
hired as civilians, the women who
were Killed received no gold stars or
military honors.

Their bodies were brought home at
the expense of friends and relatives.
The intention to make the women
commissioned officers had been
scuttled in Congress.

WASP records had been marked
“classified” and sealed, so their con-
tribution to winning the war has not
been recognized by many historians.

Not until 1977 did President Jim-
my Carter sign a bill giving the
WASP veteran’s status.



