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PROLOGUE: THE FLYOVER

ON FEBRUARY 2, 2019, THE SKIES OVER MAYNARDVILLE, TENNESSEE, filled with the roar of four F/A-18F Super Hornets streaking overhead in close formation. In each aircraft were two young female fliers, executing the first all-woman missing man formation flyover in navy history. As the four jet strike fighters reached New Loyston Cemetery from the northeast, the second pilot from the right pulled up, climbing toward the heavens in an aerial salute to a fallen comrade. The other three flew on, the gap in the formation symbolizing the emptiness of a wingman lost.

The singular honor that winter day was a fitting memorial for Captain Rosemary Mariner—a groundbreaking navy jet pilot; an inspiring military commander; a “badass pilot,” as one friend described her (though she likely would have bristled at the phrase); and a determined and dedicated leader—whose drive to ensure that the US military had its choice of the best America had to offer, both men and women, broke down barriers and opened doors for female aviators wanting to serve their country.

In her twenty-four-year military career, begun as one of just eight women chosen for flight training as an experiment in 1972, Mariner racked up an impressive roster of achievements, and firsts. She was the first woman to fly a tactical jet aircraft, in 1974; the first woman to command an aviation squadron, in 1990; one of the first women to serve aboard a navy warship, the World War II–era aircraft carrier USS Lexington, and to qualify as a surface warfare officer. She logged more than 3,500 flight hours in fifteen types of military aircraft, from the A-4C Skyhawk and QF-86 Sabre to the S-2 Tracker and A-7E Corsair II. She made seventeen aircraft carrier landings, known as traps. She held a master’s degree in national security strategy from the National War College; was a staff member for the Joint Chiefs of Staff; and chairman of the Joint Chiefs’ Chair in Military Strategy at the National War College.

Leading by example, and by confrontation when necessary, Rosemary Mariner blazed a trail for women toward the highest levels of command, taking on deep skepticism within the fleet and empowering the men and women in her squadron to be their best. Step by step, she worked to broaden the opportunities available to navy women—to fly increasingly sophisticated aircraft, land on an aircraft carrier, serve at sea, become test pilots and astronauts—to equal those that were open to navy men. And she and her fellow female naval aviators, as they were sometimes designated, challenged and eventually helped win the repeal of rules excluding women from combat, a career-limiting restriction that, given the technology and logistics of modern-day aerial warfare, had no practical meaning but reinforced institutional prejudice within the military.

Her guiding principle was simple: Aircraft don’t know the gender of the pilot doing the flying, only the aeronautical skill.

The trajectory of Mariner’s life seems to have followed a course perfectly suited to someone of her aptitude and talents. But that path was by no means clear at the beginning; not for Mariner—born Rosemary Ann Bryant—or for the other five graduates in that inaugural group of female pilot trainees: Barbara Ann Allen Rainey, Judith Ann Neuffer Bruner, Jane Skiles O’Dea, Joellen Drag Oslund, and Ana Maria Scott.

Some came from military families, but not all. Some already held rank in the navy, but others, like Rosemary, were civilians with no particular inclination toward military life before signing up. Some already possessed pilot certificates; some had never been pilot in command of an aircraft of any kind.

Barbara Allen, the first female naval aviator, was already a commissioned officer when she earned her Wings of Gold in February 1974. The daughter of a naval commander, Barb was the first navy woman to qualify as a military pilot. She was killed in 1982 while giving flight instruction to a young ensign at Middleton Field in Alabama.

Judy Neuffer, too, was a naval officer when she was accepted for flight training, the first of the group to sign on. Her father, who flew combat in the US Army Air Corps during World War II, taught her to fly a Piper Cub when she was sixteen. She became the first female Hurricane Hunter, and was the first woman to fly into the eye of a hurricane. After ten years of active duty, Judy joined the US Naval Reserve and then fulfilled a childhood dream when she began working at NASA, ultimately becoming a senior manager at NASA’s Goddard Space Flight Center. Judy, who had once said she would like to be considered for astronaut duty “if the opportunity came along,” retired from the Reserve as a captain in 1998.

Jane Skiles was a civilian, a graduate of Iowa State University with a degree in political science. Her parents had both served in World War II, her father as a naval aviator and her mother as a supply corps officer in the Reserve. The first woman to train in and fly C-130s, Jane was outspoken about the limitations placed on women wanting to serve. “It’s very discouraging to know the best you can play on is the junior varsity team no matter how good you are,” she said in a 1984 interview. The nation’s first pregnant military pilot, Jane retired in 1997 with the rank of captain.

Joellen Drag was also a civilian with a political science degree, hers from California State University, when she heard the navy was seeking women to fly, “and it looked better than a legislative internship at Sacramento.” After being sworn in by her father, a retired navy commander, she became the military’s first female helicopter pilot.

But she wasn’t permitted to hover over a ship, let alone land on one—not even to deliver mail. In 1977 Joellen joined a class-action suit challenging duty restrictions imposed on female service members under federal law, on the grounds that she was evaluated on the same basis as her male counterparts but not permitted to perform the same duties or gain the same experience. The limitations, she argued, deprived her of flying time—and robbed the navy of a qualified pilot. Judge John Sirica, of Watergate fame, ruled in her favor in 1978. Joellen retired from the US Naval Reserve as a captain in 1998.

Ana Maria Scott, another civilian, was a private pilot and a political science graduate of University of California at Santa Barbara. She was considering applying for the diplomatic corps when her father saw a newspaper story about the new program for female pilots. Intrigued, she jumped at the chance, found a navy recruiter, and signed on. Ana Maria became the navy’s second female helicopter pilot—secretly landing on a ship while restrictions on female aviators were still in place—and left the service in 1980 to pursue a flying career.

Rosemary Merims—she was using her stepfather’s name at the time—was the last of the six to earn her wings, but she would come to occupy perhaps the most prominent place in the public eye. She wrote op-eds, gave speeches, appeared on TV news shows, and was the subject of newspaper profiles. She was named one of Ten Outstanding Working Women of 1982 in Glamour magazine, and appeared on What’s My Line?, a TV game show in which celebrity panelists tried to guess the guest’s profession (in Rosemary’s case, they did).

For Rosemary, the seeds had been planted early. She was the daughter of an air force captain—a World War II US Army Air Forces veteran who died in a crash when she was three—and a World War II US Navy nurse who supported her daughter’s fascination with aviation. One of Rosemary’s greatest joys growing up in San Diego was watching the airplanes take off and land at Naval Air Station Miramar.

Rosemary earned her private pilot certificate at seventeen, cleaning houses and washing planes to pay for lessons, and was the first woman to graduate from the professional pilot program in Purdue University’s aviation technology department. At nineteen, she received her bachelor’s degree, hurrying through a four-year course of study in two and a half years when the navy announced it was opening the door—just a crack—for women fliers.

But from the start, Rosemary’s dreams of piloting jets like those from her childhood near Miramar were not consistent with the navy’s plans for its inaugural group of flygirls. That 1973 program was devised by a maverick chief of naval operations, Admiral Elmo Zumwalt Jr., against the backdrop of the women’s liberation movement and a looming personnel shortage caused by the upcoming end of the military draft and the winding down of the Vietnam War, which had made navy service a much more palatable alternative to the army. Zumwalt, an outspoken supporter of greater opportunity for female enlistees and officers, saw an untapped resource and viewed his experiment as a first step toward fundamentally changing the role of women in the navy. Others in the chain of command expected the endeavor would be short-lived.

The six who made it through earned their commissions in Women’s Officer School, where they were taught that it “was undignified for female officers to sit atop barstools,” among other lessons. They earned their Wings of Gold—the official winged-anchor insignia denoting a naval aviator—in the same training program as male pilots. But they were not allowed aircraft carrier qualification, a defining achievement for navy fliers and a prerequisite for command. And though they were fully qualified to fly, they were not permitted to exercise those skills where their country might need them most: in combat.

The public response to installing women in navy cockpits was, in general, surprised condescension. Newspaper coverage of the time invariably mentioned the new pilots’ physical traits—“blue-eyed,” “petite,” “blonde,” “brunette,” with “fetching bangs.” Also, marital status. As noted by the New York Times in January 1973, “There will be no prohibition against their carrying feminine gear such as makeup in the capacious pockets of their flight suits, should they desire.” The writer added helpfully that “a man pilot is allowed to carry personal objects” as well.

How they pushed back against ingrained resistance to the idea that women could do “men’s” jobs as ably as males, how they faced down men waiting for them to fail, and how they used the chain of command to challenge artificial limits that impeded their advancement is an amazing story of commitment, courage, and service to country.

It is also the story of steadfast support from forward-looking peers and superior officers who understood the historic importance of their effort and worked to secure their success. Among these was the commanding officer of Rosemary’s first squadron, an African American commander who drew on the lessons of Black service members who integrated the US military to empower Rosemary in her own quest for equality.

Ultimately, though, it was the power of her own example—her character, dedication, and perseverance—and that of other pioneering navy women that enabled them to push the door wide and to hold it open for the generations that followed. The logic of the argument, as Rosemary described it in the Washington Post in 1997, was unimpeachable: Navy women should receive the same training as men and be allowed to gain sufficient experience to repay the country for that training. Segregation of any type, whether by race, gender, or any other measure, destroys unit cohesion. Inequality is an insult to the integrity of the chain of command. It is, quite simply, a matter of honor and respect.

From practically the very start, Rosemary was a presence in the public sphere as well as in military circles, at first drawing attention simply for being a woman pursuing a traditionally male path. But later, she capitalized on her prominence in the navy as a platform for speaking out against injustice and inequity that grew as military women became more numerous, more prominent, and more powerful.

She argued publicly that the Tailhook scandal of 1991, in which male navy pilots sexually abused military and civilian women in the halls of the Las Vegas Hilton, illustrated the harm inflicted by institutional discrimination that gives cover to individual assault.

“Sexual harassment will continue to be a problem in the military services as long as women are barred from combat duty—as long as we are considered institutionally inferior,” she told the Los Angeles Times in 1992. “Just as in matters of race, separate is inherently unequal.”

And just before retiring from active duty in 1997 and joining the University of Tennessee’s Center for the Study of War and Society, where she specialized in military history and the juncture between war and conscience, she wrote in the Washington Post, “Integrating large numbers of high-quality female recruits into nontraditional fields made the All-Volunteer Force possible.... Combat exclusion policies do not protect women from coming home in body bags or becoming POWs. Rather, such arbitrary restrictions hurt combat readiness by limiting the flexibility of commanders to use all their soldiers, however needed, especially under fire. In terms of plain fairness, if American women are good enough to die for their country, they are good enough to fight.”

Or, as she told Glamour magazine in 1982, “A machine gun is a great equalizer.”

Until her diagnosis with ovarian cancer, the disease that took her life on January 24, 2019, at age sixty-five, Rosemary advised the navy on national defense policy and the continued integration of women into the armed forces. She served as an expert on military matters for a number of media outlets and mentored the young men and women in her classroom. Throughout, she remained a trailblazer, a scholar, and an advocate for talented young people wishing to serve.

Her leadership had a ripple effect that is still being felt today.

Each of the female pilots and crew members who volunteered to participate in the “Sabre 9” flyover that winter afternoon in Tennessee—Commander Stacy Uttecht, commanding officer of Strike Fighter Squadron (VFA) 32 and “Sabre 9” mission commander; Commander Leslie Mintz, executive officer, VFA-213; Lieutenant Commander Paige Blok, VFA-32; Lieutenant Commander Danielle Thiriot, VFA106; Lieutenant Commander Jennifer Hesling, Naval Air Station Oceana; Lieutenant Emily Rixey, assigned to Strike Fighter Weapons School Atlantic; Lieutenant Christy Talisse, VFA-211; Lieutenant Amanda Lee, VFA-81; and Lieutenant Kelly Harris, VFA-213—knew her history.

Some had read her words or heard her speak. Several had met her. All were well aware of the debt they owed this groundbreaking aviator. All knew that without her and the other five female navy pilots who were the first to win Wings of Gold, they might not be where they are, flying the navy’s first missing woman formation flyover, making history of their own, in her honor.

As Blok posted on Twitter: “I told my parents my dreams of becoming a fighter pilot at age 8. I’m blessed to serve & regard the pioneering women of Naval Aviation as foundational in making my dream possible. I met CAPT Rosemary Mariner; she’s a beacon of leadership.”

Describing the flyover squad in a video released by the navy, Thiriot said, “We have Top Gun graduates, we’ve got a commanding officer, an executive officer and combat veterans.... None of us are firsts, and she was a first.... The fact that none of us are first is really a testament to her.”

“When I come into the ready room right now,” said Lee, “I’m a pilot first, a person second, and my gender isn’t really an issue. It’s people like Captain Mariner that have paved that way for us.”

And Mintz put it succinctly: “I wouldn’t be standing here where I am today if it weren’t for her and the other first female naval aviators.”

That is their legacy. This is their story.




PART I1903–1972




CHAPTER ONE Essential but Expendable—A Brief History of Early Military Aviation

ON OCTOBER 20, 1942, SIX WOMEN FLIERS EMBARKED ON THE FIRST all-female piloting mission in US military history, delivering Piper L-4 Grasshopper and Fairchild PT-19 trainers from factories to air bases across the United States. They were members of the Women’s Auxiliary Ferrying Squadron (WAFS), a group of handpicked female pilots recruited to take over for men called to service in World War II. Soon to be merged with the Women’s Flying Training Detachment and reconstituted as the Women Airforce Service Pilots (WASP), these skilled, dedicated female fliers and more than one thousand others just like them would ultimately fly more than 60 million miles in seventy-seven types of aircraft, every sort of military plane the United States could produce.

The idea of utilizing women as ferry pilots for the army had been floated several years before, but with America not yet engaged in the war, it was rejected. “The use of women pilots,” wrote General Henry “Hap” Arnold in 1941, “serves no military purpose.”

After Pearl Harbor, however, with war raging and all able-bodied male pilots being sent overseas, what had been theory became harsh reality. American factories were churning out fighters, bombers, and trainers at a rate of about one an hour; someone had to fly them to where they were needed. Arnold just needed prodding from some of his colonels; from air racer and test pilot Nancy Love Harkness; and from women’s world speed record holder Jacqueline Cochran, who had led dozens of female American aviators in performing similar, stellar service for the British Air Transport Auxiliary, to realize he had a large, available contingent of capable pilots right under his nose. He only needed to open the cockpit door.

Though there were always far fewer female than male pilots, “lady pilots” or “girl fliers” were nothing new. Women had been flying since the dawn of aviation: A Frenchwoman, Jeanne Labrosse, soloed a hotair balloon in 1798, and in 1908, another, Therese Peltier, was the first woman to solo an airplane. Still another, Baroness Raymonde de Laroche, became the first licensed female pilot, in 1910, followed the next year by American Harriet Quimby. Quimby would be the first woman to fly the English Channel and, in 1912, one of the first to die in an airplane accident. In this, she joined a long line of unfortunate aviation pioneers. Among them were US Army Lieutenant Thomas Selfridge, the first passenger to die in a plane crash, in a 1908 accident that severely injured pilot Orville Wright; and the first naval aviation fatality, Ensign William Billingsley, killed in 1912 for lack of a seat belt.

Aviation in those early days was dangerous. Just getting airborne and staying there, let alone controlling pitch and direction, posed vexing problems for every aircraft designer in France, Germany, Britain, and the United States. All too frequently, takeoffs in wood-and-fabric flying machines resulted in violent accidents that damaged both plane and pilot. The Wright Brothers’ first flight at Kitty Hawk in December 1903 had been a 120-second hop straight ahead; their fourth flight of the day ended in a crash. Controlled, sustained flight was an ideal difficult to attain.

Concerned about their patents, the Wrights worked largely in secret on a wing-warping system that they hoped would solve the problem of directional control. Even as they improved their technology and refined their technique—flying an aircraft for the first time in a complete circle in 1904, for example—they kept their innovations under wraps. So much so that when they finally began demonstrating takeoffs and landings and flying circuits before audiences in Dayton, Ohio, in 1905, the general public, some French aircraft designers, and even the editors of Scientific American magazine didn’t believe it.

The US Army was skeptical as well. That same year, the Wrights had tried to engage the military as a prime market for their airplanes, but their sales pitch was dismissed with a curt “No thanks,” as “their machine had not yet been brought to a state of practical operation.”

But within two years, the army became convinced of the airplane’s military potential. At the end of 1907, the Signal Corps’ new Aeronautical Division put out a request for proposals for a heavier-than-air flying machine, “designed to carry two persons having a combined weight of about 350 pounds, also sufficient fuel for a flight of 125 miles,” having “a speed of at least 40 miles an hour in still air” and capable of being “quickly and easily assembled and taken apart and packed for transportation in army wagons. It should be capable of being assembled and put in operating condition in about an hour.” In addition, it should be “sufficiently simple in its construction and operation to permit an intelligent man to become proficient in its use within a reasonable length of time.”

Not to be outdone, the navy decided it, too, needed aerial capability. The Wrights’ army contract, signed in February 1908, required a number of trials to be held throughout the year. Those tests, and the delivery of the world’s first military aircraft to Fort Myer, Virginia, in summer 1909, drew navy observers interested in the potential of aerial scouts for use in naval warfare (despite Selfridge’s death during one of the trials). After watching the Wright Military Flyer in action, one observer, Lieutenant George S. Sweet, wrote, “The Navy must have that! It will be most important to us.”

He meant a Wright airplane. But it turned out that for the navy, the Wrights’ rival Glenn Curtiss was their guy.

Constantly in litigation with the brothers over patents for aircraft design, Curtiss held the world speed record with a biplane that employed ailerons rather than wing-warping for directional control. With the Wrights apparently having cornered the market on sales to the army, Curtiss—who in May 1908 co-founded the Aerial Experiment Association with, among others, Alexander Graham Bell—looked to the navy as a potential buyer for the seaplane he wanted to build.

Curtiss decided he needed to put on a bit of a show for the navy brass.

In the summer of 1910, he dropped the first dummy bombs from an airplane over a lake near his home in Upstate New York. As a crude demonstration of the vulnerability of ships to aerial bombardment, it got the navy’s attention. He also piloted the first aircraft ever to have a gun fired from it in flight.

Then, a few months later, Curtiss had one of his civilian exhibition pilots demonstrate that it was possible to take off from a ship—an experiment Wilbur Wright had been asked to perform but turned down as too dangerous. As the USS Birmingham sat at anchor at Hampton Roads, Virginia, Eugene Ely taxied a Curtiss biplane down an 83-foot-long wooden platform affixed to the deck. Though the plane hit the water as Ely swooped down to pick up airspeed, he became airborne and flew for several miles before landing on a nearby beach.

Captain Washington Irving Chambers, tasked with exploring the potential value of naval aviation, wrote to the secretary of the navy: “Every cruiser should be equipped with planes.... I do not believe that the aeroplane will ever take the place of scouting cruisers, but I do believe that scouting cruisers will be made twice as valuable to the Navy, at small cost.”

Two months after that, on January 18, 1911, Ely closed the loop by making the first landing on a ship. Piloting a Curtiss biplane with floats under the wings, he managed to snag one of a series of arresting cables on a wooden platform that covered half the quarterdeck and extended diagonally down over the stern of the USS Pennsylvania, at anchor in San Francisco harbor. Stopping 1,000 pounds of pilot and airplane traveling at 40 miles an hour within 30 feet, the arresting cables were a precursor to the system used on today’s massive aircraft carriers, floating airports from which the United States projects its power around the world.

Said Captain C. F. Pond, commander of the Pennsylvania, “This is the most important landing of a bird since the dove flew back to the ark.”

Wrote the San Francisco Examiner:


Eugene Ely’s success in San Francisco harbor yesterday was epochmaking. It changed in an instant the whole theory of naval warfare. In a single spectacular flight, Ely convinced the admiralties of the world that the aeroplane must be a necessary part of naval equipment in the future.

Heretofore the battleship has been limited to a range of vision bound by the horizon of the sea. An admiral of a fleet approaching a hostile shore had no means of learning the mysteries of the fortifications and batteries and big guns which he was on his way to attack.

Yesterday Eugene Ely in San Francisco harbor changed all that. He proved convincingly and finally that it is practical for a battleship to send a scout into the sky and that from the safe vantage of an altitude of thousands of feet the scout can sail over cities and fortifications and return easily to the cruiser’s deck from which it started in his aerial reconnaissance.



Still, as impressive as Ely’s feats were, some skepticism remained. Earlier that month, Secretary of the Navy George Von L. Meyer had written to Curtiss, “When you show me that it is feasible for an aeroplane to alight on the water alongside a battleship and be hoisted aboard without any false deck to receive it, I shall believe the airship of practical benefit to the Navy.”

Having set up a training facility on San Diego’s North Island to give military officers free flying lessons, Curtiss took up the challenge in Spanish Bight. On January 26, 1911, he performed three water takeoffs and landings in a biplane outfitted with pontoons instead of wheels, and a month later followed up with the exact demonstration Meyer had demanded. Maneuvering his floatplane next to the Pennsylvania, which had sailed down to San Diego, Curtiss and his aircraft were first hoisted on board by the ship’s boat crane and then lowered back down again to take off from the water.

That sealed the deal.

On May 8, 1911, the navy obtained its first flying machine, an amphibious biplane with retractable landing gear called the A-1 Triad—for land, sea, and air—able to operate on land or water and capable of speeds of at least 45 miles an hour.

But unlike the Wrights, with their innovations on land airplanes, and Curtiss, with his experiments on seaplanes and flying boats, the military showed little imagination in adapting its new aerial fleet for uses beyond scouting. Although the next few years saw a US patent for an airborne torpedo and the first successful test of an aircraft launch by catapult from a ship, Rear Admiral Richard Wainwright rejected the idea for a Navy Office of Aeronautics in the belief that aerial warfare would soon become illegal under international law. And the army, inexplicably, declined to adopt inventor Isaac Lewis’s design for a machine gun capable of being fired from the air. Lewis took his invention to Britain instead.

When World War I broke out on August 14, 1914, the US Army Aviation Division had just 12 officers, 54 enlisted men, and 6 usable aircraft. Its navy counterpart had 48 pilots, 238 enlisted men, and 54 aircraft. The British, French, and Germans, whose aircraft numbered in the hundreds, had military pilots; the United States had flying scouts. As the US Army was testing an aerial bomb-dropping device at North Island, the Germans were bombing Paris from the air (albeit in rudimentary fashion, with the pilot pitching explosives over the side of his airplane).

Innovations in aircraft design, materials, maneuverability, altitude, size, power, and firepower (including Lewis’s now-British armaments) were happening in Europe, not the United States. The country that had given the world controlled, sustained flight was left behind.

As an internal US Army report stated: “The Army’s total purchase of planes had been 39 up to the end of 1914 and 224 up to April 1917, but as yet these deliveries had not included any models designed entirely for military use. As of early 1917, no ‘battle planes’ had been built in the United States, and ‘only a handful of Americans had ever seen one.’”

According to another report: “The entrance of the United States into the war in April 1917 ... found the country almost totally unprepared in aeronautical experience, equipment and personnel ... the Aviation Section of the Signal Corps had no accurate knowledge of the equipment of a military airplane. No airplane in America up to 1917 had ever mounted a machine gun, and aviation personnel had practically no knowledge of radiotelegraphy and telephony, photography, bombing equipment, lights for night flying, aviators’ clothing, compasses used in flying or other aviation instruments well known to the aviators of Germany, England, and France.”

American aircraft weren’t prepared for war. But American aviators were. Even before the United States officially entered the fray, American pilots were signing up to fly for France, honing their aviation skills and learning aerial combat under French command as members of the Lafayette Escadrille. And when the United States did finally declare war, the Escadrille pilots were there to greet their fellow US Air Service fliers and school them in the nuances of formation flying and combat operations (all in French-manufactured aircraft). Meanwhile, American naval aviators—a term formalized in 1915—were spotting and bombing submarines, destroying mines, conducting scout patrols, and escorting convoys in Britain, France, Belgium, Italy, and the Azores, flying primarily French airplanes.

By the end of the war, the US Army Air Service had 7,726 officers and 70,769 enlisted men in its ranks, and US Navy / Marine Corps aviation units counted 6,998 officers and 32,873 enlisted. Among increasingly advanced aircraft, Curtiss’s flying boats in particular were hailed for their technological innovations and long range. Even as the United States stepped down from its war footing, aviation had become a military priority, with the establishment of the Navy Bureau of Aeronautics in 1921; the first demonstrated carrier takeoffs and landings—without unwieldy retrofitted platforms—in 1922; and the development of sleeker aircraft with metal frames, more-powerful engines, and moresophisticated armaments, including dive-bombers. The need for more-structured military flight training became a priority as well: in Texas for the army, and at Pensacola, Florida, for the navy.

What made a military pilot?

As Lieutenant S. H. Warner wrote in Proceedings magazine in June 1928, in an article titled “A Naval Aviator in the Making”:


[T]here is no special type of man who can be pointed out as a potential aviator. Of course, there is the hero-aviator in the movies, who is always a smiling Adonis, but in actual practice, it is otherwise. One may be short and bow-legged, or tall and awkward; high-strung and vivacious, or dignified and proper. There is something else that is required, something psychological. Perhaps the type which comes nearest to being a good aviator is the successful, all-around athlete. The same faculties which make for success in athletics are necessary attributes to an aviator. Presence of mind, confidence, aggressiveness, endurance, quick thought, sure judgment, and instantaneous action: all these, and more, are necessary.



It turned out that each of those qualities but one—maleness—was found in female pilots, too, a point that the army, though not the navy, reluctantly conceded during World War II.

With the German invasion of Czechoslovakia and Poland in 1939, a nation that had by and large ignored the renewed unrest in Europe was forced to refocus its attention across the sea and consider the lessons of the European war that had ended two decades before. Airpower had been a decisive factor in defeating the Germans in 1918; with former allies Britain and France newly declaring war on Germany, Washington recognized that the airplane would once again be an indispensable weapon—this time, with the United States as a key supplier.

American factories, particularly those producing commercial aircraft and automobiles, were reconfigured to churn out warplanes. Between 1939 and 1944, the US aircraft industry soared from forty-fourth in the world to first, increasing America’s arsenal from about 2,500 military aircraft to 300,000. Even before the United States entered the war following the bombing of Pearl Harbor, the government was committed to turning out 50,000 airplanes a year; after Pearl Harbor, many of those fighters, bombers, and trainers were produced by women working assembly lines in place of men sent to fight overseas.

Once rolled out of the plants, those airplanes needed to be ferried to military bases for use in training young pilots, or overseas for action in Europe and the Pacific. But with male pilots gone to war, no able-bodied aviators of appropriate age for military service remained at home to ferry the planes, to act as test pilots, or to teach the men who would be needed to fly all of those fighters and bombers in combat.

As in the factories, women were the solution.

Like many young men, young women found the lure of the skies irresistible in the years after World War I. Flying cheap, obsolete surplus wooden military biplanes, they performed as stunt pilots, barnstormers, and wing walkers, even playing tennis or dancing in midair, before awestruck crowds who’d never seen an airplane before.

Charles Lindbergh got his start this way, selling $5 airplane rides before becoming the first human to fly solo, nonstop, across the Atlantic. Fellow World War I veteran Roscoe Turner promoted himself as a pilot, airplane racer, and entrepreneur by flying with his pet lion, Gilmore. Bessie Coleman, the first African American woman to earn a pilot’s license—she learned to fly in France because no American would teach her—did daring stunts in her biplane, but only before integrated audiences, as she refused to perform for segregated crowds. Amelia Earhart, airplane sales representative Louise Thaden, and movie stunt pilot Florence “Pancho” Barnes set speed, endurance, and altitude records.

Women worked as flight instructors—if a female could fly, how hard could it be?—and demonstrated and sold aircraft for private manufacturers. They pursued careers as air-mail and airline pilots. Soon, they would be competing against men in long-distance airplane races, and winning.

In 1929, when Earhart, Thaden, Barnes, and other racers in the first transcontinental Women’s Air Derby, aka the Powder Puff, decided to form an organization of women pilots, they invited every licensed American female aviator to join. There were 117 of them, and 99 signed up, giving the organization its name.

By the time Hap Arnold, overcoming deep-seated resistance and doubts, took up the challenge of creating the first official corps of women to fly for the US military, there were more than 3,000 licensed pilots to choose from. Nearly 25,000 more American women were willing to learn to fly and serve their country.

The 1,830 accepted applicants had to pay their own way to training, first in Houston and then in Sweetwater, Texas. Once there, they had to foot the bill for their uniforms (cobbled together, for the most part, from small-sized men’s clothes) and for their room and board.

They had to be at least 5 feet, 4 inches tall and eighteen to thirty-five years old; have at least a high school diploma and a pilot’s license, with a minimum of 35 hours logged; and be able to pass an army physical. For thirty weeks,they lived in military-style barracks and led a military-style life: marching, drilling, doing calisthenics, and undergoing physical fitness training—the same routine as male Army Air Corps pilots. The only difference was less-intense instruction in combat-focused skills like gunnery and formation flying.

Ground school was 560 hours studying weather, navigation, principles of flight, physics, math, aircraft systems and engines, communications, and code. Flight training was 210 hours in the air, learning to fly the army way.

The 1,074 WASP who won their wings starting in 1943 were then dispatched to 122 air bases around the country, where they not only delivered military planes ferried from the factories, but acted as test pilots and taught men to fly. They trained alongside male pilots in advanced aircraft, including some, like the B-26 and the B-29 bomber, that were notoriously difficult to handle (if a woman could fly it, it must be safe). And they were used for target practice—literally—towing targets for gunners to shoot at using live ammunition.

Throughout the ranks, many army men eventually came around to the idea, as Arnold had, that a skilled military pilot was a skilled military pilot, regardless of gender. But others believed women had no business flying warplanes. Some up the chain of command thought female pilots could be very useful performing desk jobs; one base commander told the female fliers they should “go home and knit socks for the troops.” WASP taxiing in on delivery runs were frequently greeted by men gawking in disbelief. Male controllers were flummoxed by female voices calling for clearance to land. Often, the WASP had to find their own accommodations after dropping off an airplane; the base somehow didn’t have any place for women to stay, and they sometimes were literally driven off the premises. Occasionally, suspicious things happened to their aircraft.

One member of WASP tried to start her engine only to find it stuffed with rags; another found her rudder cables had been partially cut. At least one died as the result of sabotage; after the fatal accident, sugar was found in the fuel tank of her plane at a base in North Carolina.

All told, thirty-eight WASP were killed in the line of duty. For them, there were no military honors, no flag-draped coffins, and no transportation home. Friends, family, and their sister WASP had to pay to ship the bodies to their final resting places.

Ultimately, in December 1944, with the war winding down and the men coming home, the WASP organization was disbanded. Congress had considered making the WASP an official part of the army—but no. Though they had served with distinction and died for their country, the Women Airforce Service Pilots were summarily dismissed, having to pay their own way home. An essential military asset was suddenly expendable.

At the graduation ceremony for the last class of WASP, Arnold told the assembled crowd that when the program began in 1941, he was not convinced that


a slip of a girl could fight the controls of a B-17 in heavy weather.... Now, in 1944 ... it is on the record that women can fly as well as men.... Certainly we haven’t been able to build an airplane you can’t handle. From the AT-6s to B-29s, you have flown them around like veterans. One of the WASP has even test-flown our new jet plane.

You, and more than 900 of your sisters, have shown that you can fly wingtip to wingtip with your brothers. If ever there was doubt in anyone’s mind that women can become skillful pilots, the WASP have dispelled that doubt.... I do not look upon the WASP and the job they have done in this war as a project or an experiment. A pioneering venture, yes. Solely an experiment, no. The WASP are an accomplishment.



The lessons of the WASP soon faded from memory, however. Famous in their day—some thirteen million Americans saw a July 1943 Life magazine cover story that began, “The time-honored belief that Army flying is for men has gone into the ash can”—the WASP were largely forgotten by the public, and by military brass who would soon be learning those lessons all over again. Not until several decades later were the WASP finally recognized for their service with military pensions, the Congressional Gold Medal, and the right to be buried at Arlington National Cemetery.

But Rosemary Mariner and her fellow female naval aviators remembered. For her in particular, the members of WASP were role models. “The WASPs are the ones who started it all for us. We are their intellectual heirs,” she said in 1991.

Their story of military recruitment, grudging acceptance, and then insult and indignity was one she knew well. It was one she was intent not to repeat.




CHAPTER TWO Equal Means Equal

FOR ADMIRAL ELMO R. ZUMWALT JR., IT WAS THE RIGHT THING TO DO. It was also a potential solution to a serious personnel problem.

A native Californian, born into a family of physicians—both his parents were doctors—Zumwalt was drawn toward a medical career but found his calling in the military. He enrolled at the Naval Academy in Annapolis in 1939 and skipped his final year, along with the rest of the class of 1943, to join the fight against the Axis powers. He served on destroyers, was awarded a Bronze Star, and led the occupation of Shanghai. Post–World War II, there was a navy ROTC teaching post, more sea duty, and a stint at the Naval War College, where a paper he wrote on Soviet affairs drew the attention of Paul Nitze, then assistant secretary of defense.

Zumwalt’s appointment as Nitze’s top aide, a post he held during the Cuban Missile Crisis, marked the start of a meteoric rise. In 1965 he was named the youngest rear admiral in US history, at age forty-four, jumping ahead of some 130 other officers. And just five years later, after his opposition to the Vietnam War put him in the good graces of President Richard Nixon—even as Zumwalt commanded a flotilla of one thousand Swift boats patrolling the Mekong Delta’s muddy waters—he was appointed chief of naval operations, cutting a line thirty-three senior officers long. Again, he was the youngest in history, not yet fifty years old.

Zumwalt’s primary, and immediate, challenge was a crisis of morale. In a country rocked by the civil rights movement, the youth counterculture, and the sexual revolution, societal strictures were giving way throughout civilian life. But the navy remained hidebound and rigid, and was losing recruits in droves. The reenlistment rate, normally around 35 percent, was down to 9.5.

Zumwalt’s mission was to change how the US Navy did business. The method: what came to be known as Z-grams, a series of 121 communiqués sent from the very top of the chain of command directly to the fleet. The target: decades, if not centuries, of policies and traditions that held no place in Zumwalt’s vision of a modern navy.

He wasted no time. Z-gram #2, dated July 14, 1970—just two weeks into his term as CNO—announced the formation of a study group of young officers and enlisted men, “to review any policies or practices which bear on retention and morale,” with the goal of “improving the quality of Navy life in all respects and restoring the fun and zest of going to sea.”

No quality-of-life issue, it seemed, was too small for a Z-gram. There were missives relaxing bans on civilian clothing, raising the check-cashing ceiling, allowing booze in some barracks, limiting the amount of time a sailor would have to stand in line—for anything—and setting up direct communications between navy wives and commanding officers (“the importance of the Navy wife as a member of the Navy team cannot be over






























	1.There has been much discussion and debate with respect to equal opportunity for women in our country over the past few years. My position with respect to women in the Navy is that they have historically played a significant role in the accomplishment of our naval mission. However, I believe we can do far more than we have in the past in according women equal opportunity to contribute their extensive talents and to achieve full professional status. Moreover, the imminence of an all-volunteer force has heightened the importance of women as a vital personnel resource. I foresee that in the near future we may very well have authority to utilize officer and enlisted women on board ships. In view of this possibility we must be in a position to utilize women’s talents to help us achieve the size Navy we need under an all-volunteer force environment and still maintain the sea shore rotation goals for all naval personnel towards which we have been working. To this end the secretary of the Navy and I have established a task force to look at all laws, regulations and policies that must be changed in order to eliminate any disadvantages to women resulting from either legal or attitudinal restrictions.

	2.As another step toward ensuring that women in the Navy will have equal opportunity to contribute their talents and background to accomplishment of our missions, we are taking the following actions:

	a.In addition to the enlisted ratings that have recently been opened, authorize limited entry of enlisted women into all ratings.

	b.The ultimate goal, assignment of women to ships at sea, will be timed to coincide with full implementation of pending legislation. As an immediate step, a limited number of officer and enlisted women are being assigned to the ship’s company of USS Sanctuary as a pilot program. This program will provide valuable planning information regarding the prospective increased utilization of women at sea.

	c.Pending formal changes to Navy regulations suspend restrictions regarding women succeeding to command ashore and assign them accordingly.

	d.Accept applications from women officers for the chaplain and civil engineer corps, thereby opening all staff corps to women.

	e.Expand assignment of technically qualified unrestricted line women to restricted line billets and, at the time of legislative authorization, permit them to request designator changes.

	f.Offer various paths of progression to flag rank [admiral] within the technical, managerial spectrum in essentially the same manner as we are contemplating for male officers.

	g.Assign the detailing of unrestricted women officers to their cognizant grade detailers.

	h.Increase opportunity for women’s professional growth by:

	(i)eliminating the pattern of assigning women exclusively to certain billets; and

	(ii)assigning qualified women to the full spectrum of challenging billets, including those of briefers, aides, detailers, placement/rating control officers, attachés, service college faculty members, executive assistants, special assistants to CNO, MAAGs/missions, senior enlisted advisors, PEP, etc.




	i.Equalize selection criteria for naval training by:

	(i)opening midshipmen programs to women at all NROTC [Naval Reserve Officers Training Corps] campuses effective in FY-74, and

	(ii)considering women for selection to joint colleges (National War College / Industrial College of the Armed Forces).







	3.Finally, I enjoin all commanding officers and others in positions of authority to actively reflect the spirit and intent of this message in their own command regulations, policies and actions. Specifically, I expect each commanding officer to:

	a.Initiate similar equalization actions in matters within their purview to ensure that women are accorded full trust and responsibility to function in their assigned position or specialty.

	b.Be guided by standards of duty, performance and discipline which are truly equitable for both women and men.




	4.In summary, we all must actively work together in order that we may more equitably include women in our one-Navy concept.



































OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_002.png





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_003.png





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg
FIRST
WOMEN

o NAAL
' AVIATORS

wa
BEVERLY WEINTRAUB

WINNER OF THE PULITZER PRIZE

WINGS

* OF'GOLD *






OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_004.png





