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			Praise for THE WOMEN WITH SILVER WINGS

			
				“Landdeck’s profiles of these daring World War II heroines are so brilliantly and vividly drawn that I felt as if I was working alongside them—ferrying bombers, towing flying shooting targets (a potentially deadly exercise), and piloting difficult aircraft that the men were too terrified to attempt. The Women with Silver Wings is not just an important slice of history, it’s a thrilling page-turner that explores the patriotism, sexism, and camaraderie of the WASPs’ world.”

				—Karen Abbott, New York Times bestselling author of The Ghosts of Eden Park

				“Historian Katherine Sharp Landdeck’s highflying debut The Women with Silver Wings chronicles a cadre of fearless women whose wartime sacrifices were nearly forgotten….[This is] a powerful story of reinvention, community and ingenuity born out of global upheaval.”

				—Newsday

				“The Women with Silver Wings starts with a dramatic takeoff, introducing a personal story that author Katherine Sharp Landdeck, also a pilot, uses effectively to historicize a little-known, important part of U.S. military aviation….The book is a prime opportunity to admire women in service.”

				—San Francisco Chronicle

				“The Women with Silver Wings is the true story of America’s unsung heroines of World War II. Katherine Sharp Landdeck has written a beautifully researched tribute to the courageous women who bravely served their nation in a time of need.”

				—Fannie Flagg, New York Times bestselling author of Fried Green Tomatoes at the Whistle Stop Café and The All-Girl Filling Station’s Last Reunion

				
				“With meticulous research and breathless pacing, The Women with Silver Wings will make you soar with pride at the daring and commitment of America’s first women military pilots—and cheer for the men who backed them to the end.”

				—Elizabeth Cobbs, professor and Melbern G. Glasscock Chair in American History at Texas A&M University, and author of The Hello Girls: America’s First Women Soldiers

				“Every now and again a truly path-breaking book comes along that completely revises our understanding of the American experience in World War II. This is definitely one of those books! Landdeck has produced a well written, richly researched tour de force about a remarkable group of aviation pioneers. The Women With Silver Wings is bound to become a classic and it will stand the test of time as the best history of the WASPs. I highly recommend it.”

				—John C. McManus, Ph.D., Curators’ Distinguished Professor of U.S. military history, Missouri University of Science and Technology, and author of Fire and Fortitude: The US Army in the Pacific War, 1941–1943

				“A must-read for those interested in women’s and World War II history.”

				—Library Journal (starred review)

				“Entertaining…this colorful history soars.”

				—Publishers Weekly

				“Drawing on memoirs, archives, and interviews with surviving WASP members, Landdeck creates palpable portraits of many women’s experiences and their lives after the program was disbanded. A compelling history that brings forgotten heroes back into the spotlight.”

				—Kirkus Reviews
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					Nell “Mickey” Stevenson Bright, class 43-W-7, poses in front of the B-26 she flew at Biggs Field in late 1944. Nell Stevenson Bright Collection. Courtesy Texas Woman’s University
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					Cornelia Fort shares the story of her experiences at Pearl Harbor for a war bond drive on Nashville’s WSM radio, not long after her return from Hawaii in early 1942. Courtesy Nashville Public Library

				
			
			Prologue

			In the quiet early morning of December 7, 1941, Cornelia Fort was teaching takeoffs and landings. Cornelia was a flight instructor at the civilian John Rodgers Field next to Pearl Harbor in Hawaii. She and her regular Sunday morning student, a defense worker named Ernest Suomala, liked to fly the little two-seater plane at dawn, when the air was calm and the beauty of Oahu revealed itself below them. Cornelia was twenty-two years old and had been flying for nearly two years. A former debutante from Nashville, Tennessee, she had recently escaped from polite society to follow her dream of flying professionally, moving to Hawaii, where she had been living for the past few months.

			
			That morning, when Cornelia first noticed another aircraft flying in her direction, she wasn’t immediately worried. Sundays were a busy day for pilots, as they flew students and sightseers alike, and it was not uncommon to see other airplanes nearby. Then she realized the plane was making straight for them, and fast. Cornelia acted quickly, jerking the controls away from Ernest and jamming the throttle open, willing their own plane upward. As she later remembered, their little blue and yellow Interstate Cadet narrowly missed colliding with the other plane, which “passed so close under us that our celluloid windows rattled violently.” Cornelia looked down to see whose airplane had come so close to hitting them. She was stunned to see the red circles of the Japanese flag painted on the tops of the wings.

			Then she looked back at the harbor. Thick black smoke was billowing below, a sight that sent shivers down Cornelia’s spine. When she looked up again, she could see dozens of planes in formation ahead, their silver fuselages glinting in the morning sun. The skies over Pearl Harbor were now thick with enemy aircraft. “Something detached itself from an airplane and came glistening down,” Cornelia later wrote. “My eyes followed it down, and even with the knowledge pounding in my mind, my heart turned convulsively when the bomb exploded in the middle of the harbor.”

			Quickly recognizing they were in danger, Cornelia hurried to land the tiny plane as the shadow of the Japanese Zero went over and bullets splattered off the ground all around them. She and her student leapt out of their cockpit and ran to the hangar as enemy planes dove toward them, strafing the airfield with bullets. They spent the rest of the morning huddled in the hangar, watching helplessly and anxiously counting as other planes from the airfield came in to land. “Two never came back,” Cornelia remembered. “They were washed ashore weeks later on the windward side of the island, bullet-riddled. Not a pretty way for the brave little yellow Cubs and their pilots to go down to death.” By midday the American fleet in the Pacific lay in ruins, and more than 2,400 Americans were dead.

			
			The next day Cornelia’s friend Betty Guild came to see her at the airfield. Betty was a pilot, too, and had been home sleeping when the attack began. She’d woken to her brother’s screams: “It’s the real thing! It’s the real thing!” Betty dashed to the balcony as the sound of dozens of airplane engines bombarded her ears. From there she could see the dense clouds of black smoke obscuring the harbor. Betty’s boyfriend was a Navy officer who had slept in the guest room after getting her home from a late party the night before, and her father offered to drive him down to his ship, which was already burning. Betty wanted to go with them, but the two men snuck away while she ran upstairs to get her purse, not wanting her to be exposed to strafing Japanese planes overhead. Betty’s boyfriend survived that day, but many of their pilot friends did not.

			At the airfield with Cornelia, Betty was still in a daze, her friend’s close call only adding to her sense of dismay. The two women went to look over Cornelia’s little blue and yellow plane, realizing that the bullets from the Japanese fighter had only just missed the gas tank or the plane would have certainly exploded.

			After their experiences at Pearl Harbor, Betty and Cornelia were inspired to do whatever they could to help their nation in a time of war. The next year, when both women were invited to fly as civilians for the U.S. Army Air Forces, or AAF, they jumped at the chance. Cornelia Fort became part of the Women’s Auxiliary Ferrying Squadron, a small group of elite women pilots led by the well-known commercial pilot Nancy Love. Betty Guild joined the Women’s Flying Training Detachment, or WFTD, which aimed to train thousands of pilots under the direction of the famed air racer Jacqueline Cochran, and feed them into the WAFS. Later, these two parts of the same program were given one name, the Women Airforce Service Pilots, or WASP.

			More than 25,000 hopefuls applied to join Nancy and Jackie’s program, with 1,102 women completing training and earning their silver wings. They went on to be stationed at 126 bases across the United States. From September 1942 to December 1944, WASP ferried new military planes from factories to points of embarkation for the war on two fronts. They flight tested planes. They towed targets behind aircraft to help train male gunners, who fired at them with live ammunition. All told, the WASP transported 12,000 planes over 60 million miles, released more than 1,100 male pilots for combat flying overseas, and proved beyond a doubt that women pilots were just as skilled and tenacious as men.

			
			In the years after the war, however, the story of the WASP faded into the distant past. The women moved on with their lives, busy growing their careers and taking care of their families. Many managed to keep up with their flying, but others were kept grounded by lack of jobs or opportunities for women in the aviation field. It was only as the women grew older that they realized that their time serving their country had been forgotten.

			They would spend the last decades of their lives fighting for their place in history.
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					Teresa James wears a full parachute as she prepares for her stunt flight in an open-cockpit biplane in the late 1930s. Courtesy Texas Woman’s University

				
			
			CHAPTER ONE

			Airminded

			
			Only a few short weeks after the attack on Pearl Harbor, Teresa James stood on the freezing platform of Pittsburgh’s Union Station saying goodbye to the love of her life. They were an attractive couple: Teresa a pretty, curly-haired brunette with brown eyes and a ready smile, and George—who went by Dink—looking so handsome and clean-cut in his new uniform, with his cropped hair and square jaw. The couple had been preparing for this moment ever since America’s entry into the war, but even so, they hated that the time for goodbye had come so soon.

			Both Teresa and Dink had spent years anxiously following the news, waiting for the moment when their country might finally join the fight. They were children of European immigrants—Teresa’s mother was from Ireland and Dink’s was from Hungary—and perhaps, as a result, they took events overseas personally. Dink was a well-qualified pilot with 2,100 hours of flying time, and the Army’s Air Transport Command wanted him to join their Ferrying Division. But by the time the telegram from the Ferrying Division arrived, he had already gone with a friend and enlisted. He was now Private Martin, headed to training at Keesler Army Airfield in Biloxi, Mississippi.

			
			Seasoned pilots like Dink were in high demand in January 1942. A sleeping nation had finally woken up to the fact that America was woefully underprepared for war. In the weeks that followed Pearl Harbor, the nation’s military began a fevered rush to train and recruit new personnel, especially pilots. It was clear that this new conflict was going to be fought, and won, in the air. In the years since the end of World War I, advancing airplane technology had transformed the nature of armed conflict, with newly developed combat aircraft enabling both sides to enact swift and deadly violence. In particular, the might of the German air force—the infamous Luftwaffe—drew the awe and respect of all who knew airplanes. In order to counter it, the United States would not only need to train thousands of pilots to fight overseas but also to manufacture and deliver aircraft in vast numbers.

			Across the country, pilots were being called up to serve. Many didn’t wait to be asked and, like Dink, simply enlisted. These patriotic Americans came from every state in the nation, from every race and social class. But they had one thing in common. They were all men. In 1942, the draft applied only to males ages twenty-one to forty-five, and while the military did recruit women volunteers as nurses and for other positions, it did not admit them as pilots.

			On the icy train platform, Teresa and Dink said their goodbyes and promised to write. Teresa wanted to know all about Dink’s training. After all, she was an accomplished pilot in her own right, well-known for her stunt flying, which she had only recently given up to make her living as a flight instructor. Teresa had been flying for nine years, during which time she had amassed almost 1,200 hours in the air, teaching scores of young men to fly and to improve their flight skills in preparation for war.

			
			The couple had met on the airfield in 1937. Dink noticed Teresa right away, but it took him a while to pluck up the courage to ask her out. Then, one summer day all flying stopped for a sudden rainstorm. Dink took the opportunity to invite Teresa over to his family home for lunch. That day they spent time talking and getting to know each other. Teresa always asked her new students if they were good dancers: she had a theory that people who were light on their feet would likely turn out to be light on the airplane controls as well, making them good pilots. Teresa soon learned that although Dink couldn’t jitterbug, he loved to slow waltz with her and that he was a natural in the air. She had met her match.

			

			—

			After Dink’s departure, Teresa went back to work as an instructor, but the busy airfield now felt lonely. The year before, Teresa had helped to set up a local division of the Civil Air Patrol, a civilian auxiliary organization that was preparing to surveil the surrounding area from the air in the event of war. Although she continued to volunteer for work in the air patrol, Teresa felt at loose ends. She wished she could do more. She missed Dink terribly. The couple wrote to each other, sending letters back and forth daily.

			Then an opportunity arose. Teresa learned that one of her flying friends, a local pilot named Helen Richey, had received a telegram two pages long signed by the prominent aviator Jacqueline Cochran. In the telegram Cochran explained that since the attack on Pearl Harbor every front in the war was now an American front and it was time for patriotic American women to step up and do their part. She was taking a group of women pilots to England to fly for the war effort there, and she wanted Helen to come with her. Helen was already beginning to prepare to leave for Canada, where she would be put through rigorous flight and medical tests along with the other potential recruits.

			
			Teresa wrote to Cochran, hoping for her own invitation to join. In her letter Teresa touted her credentials: she was thirty-one years old, had been flying for nine years, had 1,200 hours of flight time, was an active flight instructor and a member of the Ninety-Nines, the all-women flying organization. She desperately wanted to go with Helen to Canada, but it wasn’t to be. That same month her mother suffered a heart attack. Teresa wasn’t about to leave her side. When Cochran’s offer arrived a few weeks later, Teresa turned it down.

			Stranded in Pennsylvania, Teresa took care of her mom, who slowly recovered her health. Dink was now in Colorado. In July 1942, after seven months of separation, he asked Teresa to come and see him and to bring along his mother and Teresa’s sister Betty, too. The three women made the long drive west in Dink’s Buick across two-lane highways with their windows down and hot summer air blowing. Finally, Teresa and Dink were reunited, with Dink able to get a two-day pass to spend time with his visitors.

			It was in Colorado Springs that Dink proposed. He explained to Teresa that he didn’t want to leave to fight overseas without marrying her first. Although Teresa was Catholic and had always dreamed of a big church wedding, Dink convinced her to agree to a more modest setting, at least for the short term. The couple was married at the Colorado Springs City Hall, with a private from the 6th Photographic Squadron as best man. Instead of a wedding gown, Teresa wore her Civil Air Patrol uniform. Her sister Betty was maid of honor in her own uniform, as she was also a pilot and had joined Teresa in her air patrol work. Dink’s mother served as witness. The couple had planned to keep the wedding a secret and to have their traditional church wedding after the war, but a local journalist gave away the game, running the headline Famous Stunt Pilot Married, much to the shock of Teresa’s stunned mother—who learned of her daughter’s wedding from the newspaper the following day.

			
			There was little time for romance or celebration. After two weeks of day trips to the mountains and evenings with Dink, Teresa returned to Pennsylvania with her sister and Dink’s mother. She went back to work at the airfield, taking on even more hours as a volunteer pilot in the Civil Air Patrol while continuing as an instructor training men to fly for the war, still hoping that the time might come when she could do the same.

			Then on September 6, 1942, Teresa received a telegram that was the answer to her prayers. It was from the well-known commercial pilot Nancy Love and Colonel Robert H. Baker of the U.S. Army Air Forces’ Ferry Command, inviting her to join a newly formed Women’s Auxiliary Ferrying Squadron at New Castle Army Air Base in Wilmington, Delaware:

			
				FERRYING DIVISION AIR TRANSPORT COMMAND IS ESTABLISHING GROUP OF WOMEN PILOTS FOR DOMESTIC FERRYING STOP NECESSARY QUALIFICATIONS ARE HIGH SCHOOL EDUCATION AGE BETWEEN TWENTY ONE AND THIRTY FIVE COMMERCIAL LICENSE FIVE HUNDRED HOURS TWO HUNDRED HORSEPOWER RATING STOP ADVISE COMMANDING OFFICER SECOND FERRYING GROUP FERRYING DIVISION AIR TRANSPORT COMMAND NEWCASTLE COUNTY AIRPORT WILMINGTON DELAWARE IF YOU ARE IMMEDIATELY AVAILABLE AND CAN REPORT AT YOUR OWN EXPENSE FOR INTERVIEW AND FLIGHT CHECK STOP BRING TWO LETTERS OF RECOMMENDATION PROOF OF EDUCATION AND FLYING TIME STOP

			

			With her mother returned to good health, there was nothing standing in Teresa’s way. She made plans to leave for Wilmington immediately.

			

			—

			
			Like the other women who went on to serve as Women Airforce Service Pilots, Teresa James grew up in a time of national obsession with aviation. She was born in 1911, only eight years after the Wright brothers’ first flight, and she came of age at a point in history when the world seemed to have gone airplane crazy. This was an era when aviators drew massive crowds, inspiring the popular imagination as they broke record after record: for the highest altitude flown, the fastest trip across country, the first flight to just about anywhere. Couples were getting married in airplanes. They were naming their daughters “Aerogene.” Opera singers gave concerts in the sky. Americans gathered at air shows by the thousands, spending their afternoons watching brave—or perhaps foolish—young aviators climbing out of the cockpit and onto the wings of the biplanes, performing stunts that made the crowds gasp with pleasure or look away in horror. Air shows of the era garnered higher attendance than professional or college sporting events. The airplane wasn’t just a technical innovation; it was seen as a sort of mechanical messiah heralding a new chapter for humanity.

			Aircraft manufacturers wanted attention, too, and were optimistic that this obsession would translate into the purchase of airplanes for private and commercial use. The air was the new frontier, and the era saw more rapid changes in aviation technology than almost any other period in history. Airplanes went from fragile, open-cockpit biplanes with 45-horsepower motors to passenger liners with two engines over 1,100 horsepower each, capable of flying to over 20,000 feet at speeds of well over 200 miles per hour. Companies like Seversky and Grumman competed to sponsor the brightest air show stars, hoping to see their latest model discussed favorably in the newspapers.

			Although the majority of pilots during this time were male, the “air-mindedness” of the 1920s and 1930s certainly wasn’t limited to men. Women had been part of the story of aviation from the very beginning. Katharine Wright, Harriet Quimby, Matilde Moisant, Blanche Stuart Scott, and Bessie Coleman were all well-known pilots in their own time. Then there was Amelia Earhart, who broke records and made headlines throughout the late 1920s and 1930s and who, in 1932, became the first woman (and only the second person after Charles Lindbergh) to pilot a plane solo across the Atlantic. For Earhart, her transatlantic flight was symbolic of women’s freedom and independence, offering proof that women could succeed in nontraditional roles and that they were equal in “jobs requiring intelligence, coordination, speed, coolness, and willpower.” This was an era that came to be known as the Golden Age of Aviation, and Teresa grew up in its glow.

			
			Unlike so many of those budding women pilots, however, it took Teresa James a while to get up the wherewithal to climb into a cockpit. Flying was—and is—an expensive hobby, and the James family was not at all wealthy. Teresa’s parents owned the local flower shop in Wilkinsburg, Pennsylvania, a town of around 30,000 people just east of Pittsburgh. Her father was a third-generation florist and Teresa grew up working in the store, helping make wedding bouquets and funeral wreaths. Although the James Flower and Gift Shoppe was popular around town, the Great Depression hit her family’s business hard. Teresa remembered walking to school in the cold, wearing cardboard in her shoes to cover up the holes, and eating potato soup and oatmeal for dinner. She would joke that her family even cut out onions as “too expensive.”

			But money wasn’t the only thing keeping Teresa from flying. She was also frankly terrified of airplanes. As a young teenager, she had witnessed an Army plane crash in which the two pilots were killed, and she never forgot it. A few years later, in 1933, when she learned that her brother Francis was taking flying lessons, Teresa was horrified, certain he would be killed, too. Not long after Francis got his license, Teresa’s fears were confirmed when her brother stretched a flight too long in strong winds and ran out of gas, crash-landing in a field. Francis ended up seriously injured, spending six weeks in the hospital and almost losing a leg. While her brother was still recuperating, he managed to talk Teresa into driving him over to meet his friends at the airfield; with his broken leg, he couldn’t drive himself. Although reluctant, Teresa agreed, still believing he was crazy.

			
			It took a handsome pilot to convince Teresa to leave solid ground and take for the skies. One afternoon at the airfield, while her brother and his friends indulged in some “hangar flying”—swapping flying stories—a silver plane pulled up and a local pilot named Bill Angel jumped out. Teresa was the first to admit she fell in love with a different boy every week, but when she saw Bill, she was smitten. She thought he was the best-looking guy she’d ever seen.

			Bill was clearly just as impressed with Teresa. He asked her out on the spot, telling her he was flying in an air show in nearby Latrobe, about sixty-five miles away, and invited her to fly over with him. Teresa reluctantly declined, but she didn’t tell him it was because she was too scared to get in an airplane. Not long after, Bill asked her out on another flying date. This time she said yes. Up in the air, hundreds of feet above the ground, Teresa was petrified from the beginning of the flight to the end, unable to even look out of the window. Even so, she was determined to overcome her terror, spending the rest of the summer going on flying dates and group picnics as Bill’s passenger.

			At the end of the summer, Bill left to take an airline job flying out of Chicago. Now that he was out of the picture, another pilot at the airfield, Harry Fogle, hoped to woo Teresa himself and suggested he teach her to fly so that she could surprise Bill when he got back from Chicago. Teresa agreed. Harry knew Teresa was a nervous flier and so was sure to take her up in the early morning when the air was calm and still. They flew in a Travel Air OX-5, an open-cockpit biplane with tandem seating, with Harry sitting in the seat behind Teresa. Student and instructor didn’t have radios, nor did they have Gosport helmets—a primitive communication system that enabled the instructor to issue instructions directly into the student’s ears—and so Harry had to sit in the back, cupping his hands around his mouth, shouting out instructions as loud as he possibly could:

			
			“Get the wing up! Get it down! Put the nose down! Put it up! What’s the matter with you?”

			After a good deal of shouting—and plenty of swearing—from Harry, Teresa began to master the basics of flying. For his part, Harry must have believed Teresa was getting the hang of things, because after just over five hours of dual instruction he decided it was time for her to fly solo. Early one Sunday morning, after they had made a couple of landings, Harry got out of the plane, turned the tail around, and said, “Take it off, you’re okay!” So Teresa pushed the throttle in and the airplane jumped in the air, free of the 160 pounds of her instructor and easily gaining altitude. Teresa was soaring. She thought, Oh my God, I’m up here!

			The biggest problem was, without the weight of Harry in the back, the plane was behaving in unfamiliar ways. Teresa was so scared that, while flying the landing pattern around the grass airfield, she missed her altitude marks. All of a sudden she was at 800 feet when she should have been at 600 feet. She began to panic. What if she couldn’t get down or landed too fast to stop?

			Teresa’s lack of experience and her desperation to get back on the ground now combined into an act of pure daring. Another pilot was coming in to land ahead of her and she watched as he performed a slip, an advanced maneuver where the pilot banks the plane while using the opposite rudder, allowing the plane to quickly descend without adding airspeed. Teresa, who had never practiced a slip before, decided to give it a try. She made her rapid descent, almost flying over the edge of the field, but landing just in time and taxiing up to the fence. She jumped out of the plane, relieved but shaken to her core. She promised she would never go up in a plane again. She was done with flying.

			Other pilots on the field were convinced that Teresa really could fly, and they worked to persuade her to get back in the air again. One of the guys pointed out that she had gotten up and down by herself; a little more time with an instructor and she would be just fine. Teresa reluctantly agreed. Over time, she began to gain confidence and started to appreciate the joy that comes from flying once the fear fades away. Alone up in the clouds, a pilot has a feeling of powerful independence, as if nothing can touch her, and only she can control her fate. For a young woman living in the 1930s, when so much of what happened on the ground seemed intended to restrict or limit her scope, Teresa found a place of escape, empowerment, and freedom in the air. By the time one of the guys on the field received a letter from Bill telling them that he had met a pretty schoolteacher in Chicago and gotten married, Teresa had found a new love: airplanes.

			
			Teresa had started flying to impress Bill, but she continued flying for the sheer pleasure and challenge of it—and for the cash. Around this same time, a local pilot named George Heller took note of Teresa’s skill and pointed out that she could make good money as a stunt pilot at local air shows. Almost every Sunday of the year, there was an air show somewhere in Pennsylvania or Ohio, and stunt pilots could make up to $50 a weekend. That was a lot of money for Teresa, with her family’s flower shop still suffering the effects of the Great Depression—a time when the average amount spent on flowers for an entire wedding was just over $13.

			Teresa began to practice aerobatics: spins, loops, and her favorites, hammerhead stalls. She proved to be a virtuoso stunt pilot, and once she got used to the sensation of flying upside down and in circles, she even started to enjoy herself. Teresa’s mother, while in general supportive of flying, was less pleased with her daughter’s newfound passion for stunts. After Teresa finished her aerobatics practice in the afternoons, she always made sure to fly low over her family home before pulling the power off and shouting to her mom, “I’ll be home for dinner, don’t worry!” Some days her parents would squeeze into the plane and fly to her shows with her so they could watch, half proud, half terrified.

			
			Flying was a way for Teresa to prove her mettle and make money in the bargain. But it was also a social activity. If you could fly a plane, you could grab a picnic and spend the day exploring the world from above, meeting new people at every airfield where you came in to land. Some of the pilots Teresa met ended up becoming her dance partners, taking part in (and winning) dance marathons, a popular cheap form of entertainment in the 1930s where the dancers kept going until they dropped. Some of Teresa’s pilot friends goaded her into ice-skating as well; she enjoyed it so much she went on to win a bronze medal in speed skating at the Pennsylvania Skating Association championship in 1934.

			For the most part, these other pilots were men, and Teresa enjoyed their attention. She loved going to the airport—often still wearing the dress and heels she’d worn to the flower shop or to mass—and sitting around with the guys talking about airplanes, sometimes until after midnight. It was only when she decided to join her local chapter of the Ninety-Nines in 1938 and started attending their meetings that Teresa realized she was also part of a flying sisterhood.

			A group of active women pilots, including Amelia Earhart, had founded the Ninety-Nines in 1929, when women made up barely 1 percent of licensed pilots and had very few opportunities for camaraderie and support, something that their new organization hoped to rectify. (The women came up with their name based on the number of charter members: ninety-nine.) The organization was extremely active across the country, staging air shows, holding meetings, and providing social connections for its members while sharing news and updates in their regular newsletters. The Ninety-Nines also played an important role advocating for women and removing barriers to flying at a time when many air events and air races were for men only. Ninety-Nines president Betty Gillies had even led a successful fight against the Air Commerce Department’s proposed ban on women flying during their menstrual cycles.

			One of the members of Teresa’s Western Pennsylvania chapter of the Ninety-Nines was Helen Richey. Teresa and Helen had already met through their flying, and although Helen was a few years older, they had much in common. They were from neighboring towns—Helen from McKeesport, Pennsylvania, about a thirty-minute drive from Teresa’s hometown of Wilkinsburg. With their dark, curly hair and irresistible sense of humor, they could almost have been sisters. What’s more, both women were determined to make their living through flying. Helen’s family had hoped she would train to be a teacher, but after dropping out of college she had begged her father to let her learn to fly. Eventually, with some cajoling from Helen’s mother, he agreed. Helen earned her pilot’s license in 1930 and since then she had paid her bills as a stunt pilot by performing at air shows, breaking records, and entering racing contests.

			
			Even before meeting Helen, Teresa knew all about her exploits: her name was often in the newspapers. In 1933, together with her fellow female pilot Frances Marsalis, Helen had broken the air endurance record, a stunt sponsored by Outdoor Girl cosmetics. Helen and Frances spent ten consecutive days airborne over Miami, taking turns flying the airplane and resting. The women even had to refuel the plane while airborne, one of the most dangerous aspects of the stunt. This involved Helen climbing out on the wing to grab the fuel nozzle from a supply plane as it flew just close enough for her to reach without crashing into her plane. Then she would push the fuel nozzle into the gas tank, an experience she later described as like “wrestling a cobra in a hurricane.”

			During one such refueling exercise, the supply plane got too close and tore the fabric covering the wing of Helen and Frances’s plane. At this point the women were just one day shy of breaking the record, and if they didn’t repair the ripped wing immediately, they would have to land. Both Helen and Frances were exhausted, but they were also determined. Helen climbed out on the wing, found the tear, and carefully repaired it in midair using a needle and thread, sewing as fast as she could while the wind fought to snatch the needle from her hands. Finally she climbed back into the plane, much to the relief of her fellow pilot and the reporters watching from below. After fighting heavy rains all night long, the women finally broke the endurance record. Deciding a hot bath and soft bed constituted time better spent than tacking onto the record, they landed safely after remaining in the air for a total of 237 hours and 42 minutes.

			
			A year after her endurance stunt, Helen made headlines again, this time for a very different reason: she was the first woman to be hired by a commercial airline as a pilot. In these early days of commercial aviation, the role of airline pilot was a new and highly desirable position, but it was strictly an all-boys club. Until Helen came along, no woman had been able to break into the profession. Then Central Airlines decided to hire Helen as a copilot on their Washington, D.C.–Detroit airmail route, which would also carry passengers if there was room. As accomplished as she was, Central Airlines likely hired Helen for the positive publicity she would bring them, rather than for her piloting expertise. Her first flight warranted a big story in the New York Times and a few months later Collier’s, a popular national magazine, published an article that began, “This is Pilot Richey. Yes, she’s a girl. She’s young. She’s pretty. She’s a good flyer. But she’s more than that…”

			Despite the excellent press Helen brought to their company, Central Airlines’ male pilots were not supportive of a woman pilot in their midst and refused to admit her into their pilots’ association. Soon the federal government’s Bureau of Air Commerce—apparently goaded by Helen’s male colleagues—made an “informal suggestion” to the airline that perhaps Helen was too weak to fly the twelve-passenger Ford Tri-Motor plane in bad weather. Thanks to the “suggestion” and the refusal of the male pilots to admit her into their union, Central Airlines allowed Helen to fly only a dozen round-trips in over ten months. Frustrated and disappointed, Helen resigned, giving up the dream she had worked so hard to achieve.

			
			At the time, Amelia Earhart spoke out about Helen’s predicament and the pilots’ union’s refusal to allow such a qualified pilot to join their ranks “not because of lack of ability, but because she was female.” Earhart called for the creation of a fund to “help woman to gain her proper place in aviation.” Suffragette Alice Paul picked up Helen’s cause as well, lambasting the Department of Commerce for having made “Miss Richey’s position as co-pilot impossible.” But despite the support, Helen was done flying for the airline, and it would be another four decades before a regularly scheduled airline would hire another woman pilot.

			

			—

			Although Teresa and Helen became good friends and allies, there was one significant difference between them: While Helen had financial support from her family, Teresa did not. Helen’s father was the superintendent of her local school district, and although her family was not exceptionally wealthy, they were well-off. When Helen first started flying, her father bought her a four-seater plane, which she was able to use to start her career as a stunt pilot. Helen’s financial cushion also allowed her to enter air races, giving her the chance to win substantial financial prizes and a measure of fame. Teresa was competitive by nature, whether she was skating, dancing, or playing tennis, and would have loved to join the world of women’s racing alongside Helen. But without a plane or a sponsor, the sport remained out of her reach. Being a woman pilot was hard enough; being a woman pilot without money or connections was even harder.

			While Teresa was never afforded an opportunity to race in the 1930s, she did continue to make a living from flying. Although the aviation industry restricted the jobs that were available to women—as evidenced by Helen’s attempt to fly for the commercial airlines—one out of five women pilots in the 1930s did manage to turn flying into a profession. These women tended to find jobs as flight instructors—essentially teachers, a culturally accepted role for women—but they also worked as aerial photographers; fixed-base operators, providers of fuel, minor repairs, weather information, and other flying services; or saleswomen peddling planes. For her part, Teresa decided to become a flight instructor. By the summer of 1939 she had earned her commercial license and was able to support herself with a relatively steady income. The following year she decided to train in Buffalo, New York, to teach others to fly.

			
			In Buffalo, Teresa was the only woman in the instructors’ ground school and, as she later remembered, “the guys weren’t too friendly.” Despite her easygoing nature and knowledge of flying, the men shut her out of their conversations. They weren’t interested in having a woman join them, whatever her experience. Teresa went home from class each night and hit the books for the next day, knowing she had to be twice as prepared as the male students in order to prove herself. In July 1940, all her hard work paid off and she earned her primary instructor rating. After that, Teresa had long lines of students signing up for classes and went back for her advanced instructor rating so she could teach inverted flying. She soon spent some of her time teaching Dink advanced maneuvers.

			That same summer of 1940 marked a significant turning point in America’s attitude toward the conflict in Europe. Until now, the isolationist viewpoint had prevailed—with the majority of the American public preferring to stay out of the fight. Then, in May 1940, Germany began its invasion of France. Within six weeks it was complete. In June the British stood alone after having barely escaped with their lives at Dunkirk. In July the four-month-long Battle of Britain began in the air over the English Channel. At this point the United States shifted its foreign policy, doing as much as it could to help Britain remain standing short of sending men to fight.

			Dink soon joined Teresa in her flight instruction duties, preparing as many pilots as possible for what everyone feared was America’s now inevitable entry into the war. Teresa and Dink both flew sunup to sundown, doing whatever they could to be ready. Days after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, Dink enlisted, and within weeks he left for training. Seven months later Teresa received her telegram from Nancy Love inviting her to join the group of women pilots in Wilmington. On September 17, 1942, Teresa returned to Pittsburgh’s train station, this time leaving for her own part in the war.
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					Some of the first women pilots for the AAF pose for the cameras in a September 1942 media shoot in Wilmington. From left to right, back row: Aline Rhonie, Helen Mary Clarke, Teresa James, Adela Scharr. Front row: Esther Nelson, Cornelia Fort, Betty Gillies, Catherine Slocum. Courtesy Getty Images

				
			
			CHAPTER TWO

			The Experiment Begins

			Teresa had been home only a few weeks since her wedding to Dink in Colorado; now she was getting her chance to fly for the Army, too. As she watched the glass and steel of the train platform disappear into the distance behind her, it wouldn’t have been lost on Teresa that if Dink had waited just a bit longer before enlisting, he would have been in the Ferry Command, too, and they might have served together.

			On the three-hundred-mile journey east to Wilmington, Teresa decided to pass the time by starting a diary. “Here I am on my way and I still don’t believe they will let us ferry airplanes for Uncle Sam!” she wrote. “Could it be that I lack faith? Imagine it. The Spirited Woman, Powder Puff pilots, Bird Women, Sky Menaces trying to get in the Army. Well, at any rate: WHEREAS, they have decided to let us try, be it resolved that come hell, high water and insulting criticism, we will not let Washington down. Amen.”

			
			After finally arriving in Wilmington station, she made straight for the Hotel DuPont downtown. At thirteen stories, the DuPont was the grandest hotel in the city, and as Teresa stood in its vast lobby under the gilded ceiling, she was nervous. She had seen photographs of the women’s commander, Nancy Love, but she had never met her before, and she didn’t know anything about Colonel Baker or very much about the Ferry Command. With her 2,200 hours of flight time, she was well over the 500-hour minimum required for the new program, but even so, she wondered if she would make the grade. Teresa spent a worried, mostly sleepless night, waking before dawn and looking out over the quiet city, marveling at the fact that a place that had made the first iron sailing vessel and the first steamship was about to be home to another first: a women’s ferrying squadron. Teresa just hoped she would be one of the chosen ones.

			At 6:30 a.m. she went down to the hotel coffee shop, where she met fellow hopefuls Aline Rhonie and Helen Mary Clark. Aline was a well-known aviator and fine artist who had recently completed a 106-foot-long mural of aviation history at Roosevelt Field near Garden City, Long Island, and had only just returned from war-torn France, where she had driven ambulances and flown to raise funds for the war. Helen Mary was a married mother of two from New Jersey who was good friends with Nancy Love and had been flying for over eight years. As the three women shared a cab to the nearby New Castle Army Air Base, Helen Mary tried to reassure Teresa that she had nothing to worry about. But Teresa still found herself “afraid I’ll be afraid.”

			At the base, Teresa was ushered into a room where she met with Nancy Love, Colonel Robert Baker, and other staff from the Ferry Command. Teresa handed over her paperwork and waited as Nancy Love and Colonel Baker reviewed her logbooks and asked her questions in order to determine if she would be a good fit for Army flying. Teresa was immediately struck by Nancy’s beauty and her warmth. Nancy was a pale, youthful blonde, with almond-shaped eyes and long, elegant fingers that she moved around as she spoke. Something about her calm, smiling demeanor settled Teresa’s nerves.

			
			After passing the interview, Teresa was told she still had to undergo a flight check in order to win her place in the squadron. Her check ride was scheduled for 11:00 a.m., and she struggled to fill the time as she waited. In the hope of distracting herself, she wrote in her diary:

			
				This Base is new and not at all what I had expected an Army Base to be. Buildings and roads are under construction and mud is knee-deep all over the place. I don’t know what I expected, probably old red brick buildings with ivy clinging all over…Nancy Love is everything I thought and more! Beautiful, capable and charming. Wish she would show up right now. Twice already she has put me at ease, and I could stand it again.

			

			Teresa hoped with “fear and trembling” that she wouldn’t have to fly the strange, low-winged aircraft she saw in the distance. When her turn finally came, she was relieved to discover her check ride would be in a Taylorcraft L-2B Grasshopper, a lightweight liaison and reconnaissance plane in which she had 115 hours of experience flying. A Lieutenant Saccio was her check pilot, but he did little to relieve her anxiety as he climbed into the seat behind her. Strictly professional, he didn’t indulge in chitchat, instructing Teresa to climb to 2,500 feet before beginning a standard test including “lazy eights” (two 180-degree turns in opposite directions), chandelles (180-degree turns combined with climbs), power stalls, 720-degree turns, and more. Teresa felt good about her performance, but as she landed and rolled to a stop, Saccio climbed out without a word.

			
			Her check ride completed, Teresa made her way to Colonel Baker’s office, where she sat outside “sweating out a couple of eternities” until Nancy finally called her into the room. There, Baker told her she had indeed passed, and Teresa felt a rush of pure relief. Nancy welcomed her into the program, making Teresa the eighth woman to join the newly formed Women’s Auxiliary Ferrying Squadron, or WAFS.

			That afternoon Teresa met some of her fellow recruits, including Cornelia Fort, the debutante from Nashville who had barely escaped the attack at Pearl Harbor. Since that horrifying day, Cornelia had been traveling the country, telling her story and raising tens of thousands of dollars for the war effort. Like Teresa, Cornelia had received Jackie Cochran’s invitation to join her in England, but she couldn’t get back to the mainland in time. When she finally received her telegram from Nancy Love inviting her to join the WAFS, she wrote in a letter to her mother: “The heavens have opened up and rained blessings on me…The army is going to let women ferry ships and I am going to be one of them.”

			Then there was Betty Huyler Gillies, “a wee person with the merriest blue eyes,” as Teresa described her in her diary. At five foot one and one hundred pounds, Betty was one of the smallest pilots in the group but also one of the most experienced and well-known, having served as a president of the Ninety-Nines, the organization for women pilots founded by Amelia Earhart and her friends. Although Teresa could not have realized it on first meeting, Betty’s sunny demeanor masked a deeper sadness. The previous winter Betty had lost her youngest child, only four years old, to leukemia. With the support and encouragement of her husband and mother-in-law, who moved in to take care of her other children, Betty decided to join the WAFS. It would be a way to support Nancy and her fellow women pilots—and perhaps a welcome distraction from her grief.

			
			That same day Teresa also met Adela Scharr, a policeman’s daughter and former schoolteacher from St. Louis, Missouri. The two women quickly discovered they had something in common: they both had husbands in the armed forces. When Nancy’s telegram arrived, Adela’s husband, Harold, had been getting ready to ship out with the Navy. Adela had leapt at the chance to serve along with him.

			

			—

			After passing an Army physical to confirm she was healthy enough for military flying, Teresa headed to the subdepot and spent the next three hours drawing her equipment. Like all the new recruits, she received a flying jacket, helmet, goggles, boots, and coveralls—gear that was clearly designed for men, as it didn’t really fit. “I never was sure of my size,” Teresa wrote in her diary later that day. “Now I never will be. If those coveralls are a 36, I am evidentally [sic] a size 13½.”

			That same afternoon Nancy showed Teresa where she’d be living for the next few months. The women were assigned to BOQ 14, short for Bachelor Officer Quarters—yet another reminder that the women were filling roles originally intended for male pilots. Construction on the building was barely finished, and the women had to teeter across a series of planks laid across a drainage ditch to get into their barracks without falling into the mud. Light shone through the cracks in the pine-board-and-tar-paper walls. Nancy apologized for the Spartan surroundings, reassuring Teresa that it wouldn’t be so rough forever and that she was working to improve their living conditions. In the meantime Teresa chose a corner room on the second floor, furnished with an iron chair, a cot with an Army blanket, a simple maple bureau, and a pine wardrobe. Before falling asleep that night, she made a final entry for the day in her diary:

			
				THINGS I BET I NEVER FORGET: Astonishment at the sunlight peeking through cracks in the walls of my room in the BOQ…the sagging of the cot and the sheer discomfort of the one iron chair…Sensation of sitting on one side of a closed door while your destiny is being tossed about on the other side…Relief when Colonel Baker said I was accepted for training…Friendliness I saw registered in Adela Scharr’s large eyes…I look forward to knowing these girls better. From all appearances and conversations, I do not have my doubts.

			

			

			—

			
			The Army Air Forces had decided that the main mission of the WAFS was going to be ferrying light aircraft from the factories where they were produced to the Army bases where they were needed. In the wake of the Pearl Harbor attack, President Franklin D. Roosevelt had demanded new production goals from America’s aircraft manufacturers: 60,000 new aircraft in 1942 and 125,000 in 1943. Normally, the task of ferrying all those planes would fall to men from Robert Baker’s ferrying division, which hired male pilots as civilians and, after ninety days of probation, commissioned them into the AAF as second lieutenant service pilots. Now those pilots were being called to serve overseas, and the women of the WAFS were stepping up to fill their shoes.

			From the beginning, there was confusion about where the women fit within the structure of the AAF. Unlike their male counterparts, the women were considered civilian pilots, employed under civil service rules, despite having “Squadron” in their name. They also had to meet a higher bar for admission, with more experience and education than was asked of men—and initially received lower pay. But the Ferrying Division repeatedly emphasized the equality of the position: the women pilots would have the same privileges and responsibilities as U.S. Army Air Forces officers.

			It soon became clear to Teresa that reality was a bit more complicated. Despite being among the most accomplished pilots in the country, she and her fellow WAFS still had to prove they were worthy. The women spent the next thirty days demonstrating they were competent enough to pilot the light trainers—small, forgiving planes generally used for beginners—that the AAF was allowing them to fly. Nancy Love had required WAFS pilots to have a 200-horsepower rating, but many of these planes had engines as low as a 40 horsepower—similar to the Piper Cub that Teresa had more than 1,000 hours of experience flying, and the Interstate Cadet that Cornelia had used to teach her flight students. In other words, the women were incredibly overqualified.

			
			Life on base took more adjustment. Mornings began with breakfast at 6:30 a.m. in the officers’ mess, followed by standing formation and roll call at 8:00 a.m. and not a minute later. After roll call, the women went off to flight training, where they reviewed standard flight maneuvers and cross-country navigation. When not flying, they sat in a classroom learning about meteorology, navigation, and military communication. The women were also schooled in military courtesy, military forms, and military laws, and were even made familiar with a .45 pistol. If they were to live on military bases and fly military planes, they needed to be fluent in every aspect of Army life. Altogether they would receive nearly a hundred hours of instruction—far more than the men on base. As much as Nancy hoped her pilots would be treated as equals of the men, she was even more determined to make certain they would be ready.

			Although the women’s living quarters left something to be desired, the location had its perks: a new officers’ club had conveniently opened right next door. The club soon became an end-of-day gathering place for the WAFS, and the squadron members were welcomed there from the beginning, each one allowed to keep her own bottle behind the bar. Needless to say, the women attracted a certain amount of attention at the club, which was frequented by male officers. Teresa later remembered the officers’ heads turning, especially when Nancy made her entrance, cigarette in hand. With her regal beauty, she was known for stopping men in their tracks.

			
			Not long after arriving in Wilmington, Teresa was about to turn in after a quick drink at the club, when Nancy Love and Betty Gillies called out to her, inviting her to come up to one of their rooms for a nightcap. Until then Teresa had been a little in awe of the two women, who, in addition to being well-known in aviation circles, were close friends. That evening Nancy, Betty, and Teresa, along with three other women from the WAFS, sat around on the bed, side chair, and floor, chatting and getting to know one another. They soon got around to talking about where they were raised and where they went to school.

			Nancy had gone to Vassar, and although she dropped out after her first year due to a downturn in family finances, she still carried with her a certain amount of Seven Sisters cachet. Another woman had attended Smith and another had gone to Wellesley. Next it was Teresa’s turn. Teresa wasn’t rich, and her education had ended after high school; her loving parents had never harbored any expectation that she would go to college. She took a deep breath. “Oh, it was one of the classic schools in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania,” she bluffed. “Unique. A very exclusive school. Thorn Hill. It’s well known.”

			The rest of the women nodded, pretending they’d heard of it. What Teresa didn’t tell the others—or at least not until she got to know them much better—was that Thorn Hill was actually a correctional school for boys.

			It wasn’t until later that Teresa learned that Betty Gillies was an heir to the Huyler’s candy fortune, that Helen Mary Clark had married into a well-known New Jersey real estate family, and that another member of the WAFS, Barbara Donahue, was a Woolworth descendant. In fact, the majority of the early WAFS pilots came from upper-class backgrounds, with families who could pay for both their college tuition and their aviation exploits. Fortunately, when the women were trudging through the rain in mud-stained flight gear, they looked pretty much the same, at least to Teresa. The makeshift bachelor’s quarters and ill-fitting coveralls may not have been the most comfortable, but they did have a decidedly equalizing effect.
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					Nancy Harkness (Love) poses with her plane, not long after earning her pilot’s license. She is likely sixteen or seventeen in this photo. Courtesy Texas Woman’s University

				
			
			CHAPTER THREE

			She Will Direct the Women Pilots

			Nancy Love was twenty-eight years old and under tremendous pressure. She knew the success or failure of her squadron would determine the future of women’s involvement in the U.S. Army Air Forces, and her handpicked group of pilots did, too. “All of us realized what a spot we were in,” Cornelia Fort later explained. “We had to deliver the goods—or else…there wouldn’t ever be another chance for women pilots in any part of the service.”

			In total, Nancy had chosen twenty-eight women for her WAFS. Keeping the program small meant she could be highly selective—the women’s flight time averaged 1,162 hours, far exceeding the initial requirement of 500 hours—and maintain close control. For their part, the WAFS were pleased to have Nancy as their leader. “No better choice could have been made,” Cornelia later wrote. “First and most important she is a good pilot, has tremendous enthusiasm and belief in women pilots and did a wonderful job in helping us to be accepted on an equal status with men.”

			
			Indeed, in many ways, Nancy was ideally suited to lead the WAFS. She had caught the flying bug early, at sixteen, while on summer vacation in her hometown of Houghton, Michigan. It was August 1930, and Nancy had been riding her horse, Daisy, near her house, when the sound of a low-flying plane caught her attention. In those days the thrum of a plane overhead was still a novelty, and so she looked up. This was a time when barnstormers were beginning to become a regular sight in towns across America. These young men—and sometimes women—would go from place to place hoping to make enough money to fill their plane with gas and put food in their bellies by selling airplane rides and performing stunts, often flying in old biplanes that were relics from the Great War. Some barnstormers had sponsors to help cover costs: locals could “win” the chance at a flight by buying the sponsor’s product. Others depended on charging their passengers for the pleasure of a flight. The pilot who landed near Houghton that day charged a “penny a pound” for a sedate takeoff and landing and five dollars—a significant sum at a time when a loaf of bread might cost a nickel and a new wool sweater only one dollar—for a stunt ride. Nancy stepped down from her horse, gave the barnstormer her pennies for a short ride, and climbed aboard.

			Within seconds the plane was accelerating along the bumpy field, and as it lifted up from the ground, Nancy felt herself sink into her seat, a sensation that took her breath away. Suddenly they were aloft. Nancy leaned over the side of the cockpit to see the field fast receding away from her. The pilot banked left as he climbed, then left again so they were flying in the opposite direction, now parallel to the runway. They flew just past the runway before the pilot turned again. As he made his final approach, Nancy watched as the earth rose up to meet her. Then they gently touched down, bouncing until they slowed to a stop.

			
			Nancy knew she wanted more. She quickly found five dollars for the longer flight, and the pilot took her up for a second ride. The sensation of the wind on her face reminded her of being out on her horse, the sheer freedom and exhilaration of riding, but with an even more powerful thrill. The purr of the engine and the rush of the air silenced the world below, the streets of her little town all connected, and she, high in the air, was a part of it all and yet separate. As she grinned back at the pilot, she knew that their view was one few were privileged to see. “A ride in a barnstorming Fleet was my undoing,” Nancy later remembered, “and from then on I knew what I wanted.”

			That evening she went home and told her parents she wasn’t going back to boarding school in the fall. Instead she was going to learn to fly. Nancy’s mother was not at all pleased with her daughter’s declaration. Alice Chadbourne Harkness was a member of a prominent Boston family who had first settled in the area in the 1630s, and she had sent Nancy to Milton Academy back east so that she would get a decent education and then marry well. Flying did not fit at all with Alice’s—or society’s—idea of what a well-bred young lady should do.

			Nancy’s father, meanwhile, was the youngest son of Scottish immigrants who had settled in Pennsylvania. Robert Bruce Harkness went to Germany to complete his medical education and had returned to Michigan, where he established a thriving practice. He saw his own spirited independence in his daughter and encouraged it. When Nancy announced that she would fly rather than return to school, Robert found a way to appease both the women in his life. His daughter had less than a month until the start of term, but if she promised to go back to Milton, he would pay for her to learn to fly in the weeks she had left.

			Nancy agreed. On August 26, 1930, dressed in riding breeches and boots, she climbed back into a Fleet biplane for her first lesson. Her instructor was eighteen years old and had only recently learned to fly himself. Nancy was his first student and the biplane was “rather broken down…with prop held together with tacks.” Nancy later remembered the experience as “a classic example of the blind leading the blind…but we made it. It was wonderful fun and quite routine at the time. I don’t think he knew what made the plane stay in the air. At least he never told me. My instructions were just to ‘keep up the flying speed.’ ” Five days after her first lesson, with only four hours and thirty minutes of flight instruction, Nancy flew her plane solo for the first time.

			
			“I wanted to fly right off, and I just about did,” she later explained. “I’m no supergenius, you understand, but I concentrated hard and I learned fast.” She garnered twenty-three hours of flying time—nearly ten hours of it solo—before she kept her promise to her father and headed back to Boston. That fall, her mother seems to have either come around to support Nancy’s flying adventures or to have realized it was too late to do anything about it. In early November, Alice Harkness accompanied Nancy to Chicago to take her written flight test and then on the short train ride up to Milwaukee, Wisconsin, for her flight test. It was 1930, and at sixteen years old Nancy was officially a private pilot.

			Nancy returned to school with her license in hand. By now she was obsessed with airplanes, doodling “Stearman” (a popular airplane at the time) and “Aviation” on her school notebooks. She kept flying as often as she could, becoming notorious at Milton for one adventure in particular. The academy had two separate schools, one for boys and one for girls. On a dare from her older brother, who rode along as her first passenger, she decided to fly low and fast over the boys’ part of the academy. Nancy swooped in for the stunt but badly misjudged her timing as she pulled the plane up, rattling the slates from the roof loose and barely making it over the bell tower. She narrowly escaped expulsion, in large part because Milton Academy had rules forbidding the girls only from driving cars, not from flying airplanes.

			When she wasn’t aloft, Nancy took her studying seriously enough to be admitted to Vassar College in Poughkeepsie, New York, in the fall of 1931. Soon after arriving, she began lessons at a nearby flight school, determined to earn her commercial license, even though very few women had one. Nancy had already decided to make a career out of flying, and a commercial license, along with the experience and knowledge it brought, would help make that possible. Once she earned the license, she would be able to charge her fellow students at Vassar for joyrides over the Hudson Valley or to transport them from place to place. The very idea that the next level of license just sat there, waiting to challenge her, was likely a strong motivation for someone like Nancy.

			
			Even Nancy’s first crash, a serious one in early April 1932, wasn’t enough to discourage her flying plans. That day she was flying with her flight instructor, John Miller, in a Great Lakes biplane trainer, when the motor quit as they were landing and they ended up in the top of a tree. The plane tipped backward and dropped another thirty feet, landing upside-down over a stone wall. Shaken but miraculously unharmed, Nancy then made the mistake of hastily unbuckling her seat belt. She fell out of the plane headfirst into the stone wall. Nancy walked away with a concussion and a new thin stripe of gray hair she would carry with her for the rest of her life. Three weeks later she headed to New York, where she earned her commercial license, becoming one of only fifty-six women in the United States to achieve that feat. She was eighteen years old.

			Nineteen thirty-four marked a turning point for Nancy: the country was in the throes of the Great Depression, and that year it hit the Harkness family hard, leaving no money for Vassar. Nancy dropped out of college and moved to New York, where she attended a secretarial school paid for by a benevolent uncle. Nancy’s plan was to learn shorthand, typing, and filing, but she really hoped to find a job as a pilot. She began spending two days a week commuting to Newark Metropolitan Airport to practice flying, writing her uncle, “I do not want to take time away from my studies, but I feel very keenly that I must be in a position to make my own way as soon as possible and to do this I must have a job.” She joined the Ninety-Nines and began to network with other pilots, and by April she got a position working for
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