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Women with Wings: The Forgotten Female “Aces” of WWII
	“You and more than nine hundred of your sisters have shown that you can fly wingtip to wingtip with your brothers. If ever there was a doubt in anyone’s mind that women can become skillful pilots, the WASPs have dispelled that doubt.”[endnoteRef:1] These were the words of General Hap Arnold on December 7, 1944; the graduation day of the last Women Airforce Service Pilots (WASP) class. The WASP program was a U.S. Army controlled and regulated operation during WWII designed to have female pilots fly military stateside missions, thus alleviating the need for male pilots on the home front. Their primary mission was to ferry aircrafts throughout the U.S., as well as provide aircraft targets for army artillery training, so that the current U.S. army pilots could focus their attention overseas. Although the WASP were highly successful, they were ultimately disbanded. Congress officially discontinued the WASP program in 1944, stating that the program was unnecessary because the U.S. had an abundance of qualified male pilots eager to support the war, and the continuation of the program would cost too much money. While a quick look at the Women Airforce Service Pilots may lead one to believe that they were no longer beneficial to the war effort, a closer examination of the U.S. army, as well as Congressional conversations, identifies this claim to be inaccurate. The U.S. decision to disband the WASP program was not based on military funding and pilots’ qualifications, but on sexism and gender inequality. [1:  Gen. Hap Arnold speech, December 7, 1944.] 

	In 1943, Army Air Forces Commanding General Hap Arnold reluctantly approved to allow female pilots to fly military stateside missions. With his approval, Jacqueline Cochran and Nancy Love, two highly influential American female pilots of the era, were granted approval to create two separate programs that would both support the U.S. Army. The Women's Flying Training Detachment (WFTD), led by Jackie Cochran, and the Women's Auxiliary Ferrying Squadron (WAFS), led by Nancy Love, both supported U.S. Army operations by ferrying military aircraft from factories to training bases.[endnoteRef:2] These two separate programs were exceptionally selective on which female pilots were allowed to enter their programs. Both Cochran and Love vowed that they would grant only the most qualified women with years of flying experience the opportunity to fly military aircraft, yet this was originally inconsequential to the U.S. Army. Gen. Hap Arnold did not support female military pilots initially, an opinion which was widely accepted by the majority of American leaders during the era. At the time, female pilots were considered to be inferior to male pilots. This sexist mentality echoed through the U.S. Army at the beginning of WWII. Although these two credible females promised to hire only the most highly qualified pilots, Gen. Arnold nearly rejected both operations not because of their qualifications, but because of their gender. [2:  Parrish, Nancy Allyson (2010). WASP “In Their Own Words”: An Illustrated History.] 

	Eventually, with the support of Eleanor Roosevelt, Cochran and Love convinced Gen Arnold to implement the WFTD and the WAFS programs. Cochran wrote to Eleanor Roosevelt, requesting for her support in advocating female pilots to support the military.[endnoteRef:3] Mrs. Roosevelt responded by showing her support for female military pilots in her newspaper column entitled “My Day” by writing, “this is not a time when women should be patient. We are in a war and we need to fight it with all our ability and every weapon possible. Women pilots, in this particular case, are a weapon waiting to be used."[endnoteRef:4] This sparked national support, and Gen. Arnold changed his opinion of female pilots. On July 15, 1943, Gen. Arnold ordered for the two programs to merge together, and thus the WASP program was created. Arguably, had it not have been for the persuasive voice of Eleanor Roosevelt, the WASP program would have never been established. The first lady was loved and revered by most Americans, perhaps even more so than Franklin D. Roosevelt. Her influence was enough to deter the military’s mindset of sexism, and ultimately helped the women establish the WASP program. [3:  Jacqueline Cochran’s Proposal to Eleanor Roosevelt for Women’s Pilots in National Emergency]  [4:  Eleanor Roosevelt (1942). “My Day” Project. ] 

	Once the WASP program was established, the U.S. Army immediately began to train the new female recruits. Every new member, regardless of their past flying experience, was required to graduate from a rigorous pilot school, which was ran by the same army instructors that had previously trained male military pilots. In the WASP training handbook, the army stressed the importance of excellence in the program, and how the training that each individual female would receive was the best in the world.[endnoteRef:5] These women were held to the same standards as male pilots, and thus their qualifications exceeded those that were trained through private organizations. By completing the rigorous military training, these females were demonstrating that they were as good as flying aircrafts as men. [5:  A Handbook for Women Student Pilot Trainees.] 

	After several WASP classes had graduated from their military training and the women had begun to work, they quickly exceeded the expectations of military leaders. Army officers claimed that the WASP were capable of doing any task that a male pilot could handle.[endnoteRef:6] The WASP were even seen by a few army leaders to be capable of flying in combat situation.[endnoteRef:7] Their previous background in flying mixed with their military training made them experts in flying military aircraft. By the summer of 1944, the WASP had the full support and recognition of the U.S. Army as a legitimate necessity to military operations. Gender was no longer an issue in the eyes of Gen. Arnold, for the women have proven themselves to be excellent military pilots that were capable of any mission that a man could handle. They had finally started to be seen as pilots first, and daughters, sisters, and mothers second. [6:  New York Times (1943). “Women Learning to be Army Pilots, to Relieve Men in Ferry Command.]  [7:  Chicago Daily Tribune (1943). Evanston Girl Awaits Special Job for WASPS.] 

	The women in the WASP program were seen as male pilots in the eyes of military leaders, yet they were far from so. Although they were just as good, if not better, than most of the male pilots serving in the war, they each came from a unique background which was typically different from those of the male pilots. One WASP member, Elizabeth L. Gardner, stated, “before the war, I was a housewife and a mother who stayed home to take care of my family, but I was called to duty when the war started to learn how to test planes, instruct pilots, tow targets used for anti-aircraft artillery practice, and assemble planes.”[endnoteRef:8] These women had different backgrounds from the men who flew aircrafts for the army, yet they all had a common dream; to fly for their country. These women left their old lives to fly military aircrafts, and did so successfully. Although they once held supporting cast roles in the household, these women transformed themselves into feminine protagonist; demonstrating to the nation that they were just as good as the male pilots fighting overseas.  [8: Gardner, Elizabeth L (1943). Interview.
] 

	On September 30, 1943, with the support of Gen. Arnold and Jacqueline Cochran, the WASP militarization bill was introduced to Congress. The bill’s goal was to activate the WASP members to active duty military status, thus giving them full and equal benefits of those that served in the military.[endnoteRef:9] Gen. Arnold addressed Congress in person, stating that the women who had volunteered for the WASP program were detrimental to the success of military operations, however Congress seemed to be unconcerned with the women’s skills and qualifications.[endnoteRef:10] Congress was more focused on why the military was not making an effort to hire qualified male pilots. At the beginning of the war, the U.S. had encouraged men to enroll in private pilot schools that would teach them how to fly in hopes to support the military. Congress stated that these “qualified” pilots were being overlooked by the military. Although Congress believed that these men were better qualified for the job, their judgment was clouded due to their sexism mentality. [9:  Congressional Record 1944 S. 1810; 78 S. 1810.]  [10:  Congressional hearing HRG-1944-MAH-002 (Mar. 22, 1944).] 

	While Congress believed that the U.S. Army was overlooking male pilots for female fliers, Gen. Arnold attempted to persuade them that this was incorrect. In his statement to Congress, Gen. Arnold claimed that although these male pilots had been awarded pilot certificates, they had no military training, and therefore their skills were inferior to those of the WASP program.[endnoteRef:11] He furthermore stated that the military facility which was training the WASP held their pilots to a higher standing than those of the civilian-ran training schools which were teaching civilian men how to fly . Congress still found this puzzling, and after much debate, they finally concluded that a bill which would grant female military status must be an “emergency proposition”, and thus reluctantly decided to vote on the bill at a later date.[endnoteRef:12] Congress’s ignorance blinded them, making it impossible for them to see how the WASP program was superior to any other civilian pilot training program. They were driven by their conservative views, and never examined the WASP program with an unbiased opinion. [11:  Congressional hearing HRG-1944-MAH-002 (Mar. 22, 1944).]  [12:  Congressional hearing HRG-1944-MAH-002 (Mar. 22, 1944).] 

	Soon after the Congressional hearings with Gen. Arnold, Congress conducted an investigation to seek out the legitimacy of the WASP program. Known as the Ramspeck Civil Service Investigation Committee, their primary objective was to seek out the necessity of the WASP. The committee concluded that the WASP program was costly and unnecessary because it deprived “trained” male pilots of jobs.[endnoteRef:13] Gen. Arnold had previously tried to explain how these male pilots could not meet the standards of the military without further training, but his cries went unheard. Gender segregation defined the U.S. Army’s ideology, and Congress strove to keep this ideology in place. Claiming that the WASP program was expensive and stealing the jobs of qualified male pilots was simply a way of concealing the sexist mentality of America’s leaders. [13:  The Washington Post (1944). “The Federal Diary: Committee Inquiries into WASP’s Worth.”] 

	On June 21, 1944, Congress rejected the bill to give the WASP military active duty status. In their report, they stated, “if it is necessary at this stage of the war to embark upon this costly and experimental program, then this Nation… is in worse position than any of our allies, and apparently any of our enemies.”[endnoteRef:14] Gen. Arnold attempted to plead with Congress, claiming that it would cost the Army more money to train male pilots than it would to continue the WASP program. He explained how the WASP already had an impressive military training background, whereas any male pilot would be forced to graduate from military pilot school, costing time and money, which would only hurt military operations, not improve them. In the end, his plea went unanswered. Congress demanded that the WASP program be terminated. No hard evidence was ever published explaining how the program was too expensive, or how the women in the program were less qualified than the male pilots who had yet to be trained by the military. This is because Congress’s primary reason for disbanding the WASP program was not based on funding and female qualifications, but the fact that they were women who were taking potential jobs away from men. This was a chauvinistic mentality, yet this mentality was covered up by implementing legal tactics to disband the WASP. It was Congress’s stubborn belief that women were inferior to men that led to the death of the WASP program.  [14:  Congressional Record 1944 H.R.3358.] 

Though he himself was once a skeptic, Gen. Arnold had come to respect women as highly skilled military pilots. Their missions on the home front had proven them to be expert Army pilots, capable of accomplishing any mission that had previously been given to male pilots. Though Congress claimed that the WASP program was an expensive program filled with inexperienced pilots, it was evident that Congress was only trying to steal the jobs of these stateside aces and award them to underqualified male pilots. On December 7, 1944, Gen. Arnold attended the graduation of the last WASP training class. In his final words of his commencement speech, he stated, “you, and more than nine hundred of your sisters have shown that you can fly wingtip to wingtip with your brothers. If ever there was a doubt in anyone's mind that women can become skillful pilots, the WASP have dispelled that doubt.”[endnoteRef:15] Unfortunately for the women of the WASP program, they essentially failed in dispelling any “doubt” in the minds of Congress.  [15:  Gen. Hap Arnold speech, December 7, 1944.] 

