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Abstract

In 1976, the US Air Force established a program that studied the feasibility of training and utilizing female pilots in the Air Force.  Female pilots had been used prior to this date, but only during times of national emergency.  The program to allow women to enroll in Undergraduate Pilot Training and Undergraduate Navigator Training (UPT/UNT) helped establish new training policies, new equipment procurement standards, and laid the foundation for abandoning the barrier to women in combat aircraft.  This is their story.
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Introduction 

War fighting has traditionally been the job of men in our society.  Whether it was male chauvinism or pragmatic realism, men have fought to protect land, money, liberty, even their women.  So it probably came as no surprise to the women of the early 20th century that they would have little opportunity to fly military aircraft.  For years, there were very few non-flying positions open to women, let alone the prospect of actual female military aviation. This tradition came to a clearly identifiable end with the US Air Force decision to admit 10 women into an Air Force Undergraduate Pilot Training (UPT) course in August of 1976.  The successful completion of this course was an important step in continuing the move toward more equal treatment and utilization of women in the Air Force.  Their efforts helped change the policy and the thinking of the Air Force.  The change to allow women into UPT led to other changes in defense policy that has had far-reaching social, political, and policy impacts.

Role of Women in the Armed Forces before Vietnam 


Women had enjoyed limited participation in the American military prior to the late 20th century.  The US Army employed women as contract laborers, nurses, and even as spies during the American Civil War, and later as aircraft ferrying pilots during World War II (Airman, 1993).  From the Civil War to World War I, there was little change in public opinion about how women should be used in the military.  During World War II, the military took more notice of the potential contribution of women, due in large part to the necessities of fighting the war.  Prior to the outbreak of the war, American industry was nowhere near prepared to supply the allies with the “arsenal of democracy” that President Roosevelt had promised them.  By the time America was a full participant in the war with Germany, American women were taking position in industrial jobs in ship-making, aircraft production, and other jobs that men traditionally held (Airman, 1993).  These women took jobs that men normally held so that the men could be shipped off to Europe or the Pacific to do the fighting.  Despite the greater use of women in World War II, theirs was still a noncombatant role. 


By the Vietnam War in the 1960’s and 70’s, there was a comparably greater number of career fields from which to select for women wanting to serve in the US Air Force.  The legal restriction preventing women from performing in combat duty positions is found in Section 8549, Title 10 of the US Code.  The Air Force extension of this rule during the Vietnam War was that “no women will be assigned to positions where there is a high risk of capture or injury due to hostile fire” (Roberts, 1974).  Despite this policy, by the war’s end, the number of women serving in the Air Force had grown to a number no longer to be ignored by senior leadership; traditional methods of female personnel management had to be revised and codified into an equitable policy.  The women’s movement of the 1970’s had brought larger numbers of women into the workforce in general in the United States, and this trend was evident in the military as well.  Historically, enlisted women (a category that excludes female nurses, who held commissions) were such a minority of the force and worked in such a small number of specialties that a rather small management function was all that was needed to manage these women at the base level.  The Women of the Air Force (WAF) Squadron Section provided centralized management of women on each Air Force installation.  With the virtual worldwide deployment of females around the Air Force by the middle 1970’s, a larger, more structured system was needed.   Air Force Regulation 35-30, “Policy, Management, and Administration of Military Women in the Air Force,” addressed this issue.  This document provided for a female senior non-commissioned officer (NCO) to serve as advisor to installation commanders on matters pertaining to female policy in the Air Force.  This guidance was an important step in women’s progress in the Air Force because for the first time, base commanders were directly responsible for ensuring women had equitable access to on- and off-base housing and medical care (History of ATC, 1975, 27).

Changing Attitudes Toward Women


The Vietnam War ended for US forces in the early 1970’s, along with a good part of America’s innocence.  The social changes of that time are well documented and don’t need to be studied in this paper.  It’s enough to note that the 1970’s saw the continuance of the women’s movement, the progressive spread of liberal thinking in society and the media, and a growing gulf between the American population and their armed forces.  Vietnam was arguably America’s most unpopular foreign entanglement of the 20th century.  In this decline of public approval, it is not surprising that military and political leaders were sensitive to the pressures of public perceptions.  


The Air Force was not immune to the social changes that were taking place in society.  And, judging by the actions of most of the senior leaders at the time, the changes were embraced and fostered.  After the Vietnam War, it’s fair to say that change was not only bearable, it was welcome.  This desire is manifest in the changes seen in the Air Force that were made “in keeping with the policy of the Department of Defense to improve the utilization of women in the armed forces” (History of ATC, 1975, 90).  As early as 1972, the Air Force was making efforts to bolster the numbers of women on duty.  The Air Force instituted a five-year plan aimed at increasing the number of women in the service by fiscal year 1978.  Another goal of the plan was to see broader use of women across the range of noncombatant duties; leaders wanted to put to rest the notion that there were “women’s jobs” in the Air Force (Sinclair, 1977).


A key figure in making this change a reality in the Air Force was the then AF Deputy Chief of Staff for Personnel, Lieutenant General John W. Roberts. General Roberts directed the review and publication of AFR 35-30, and it was under his direction that the phase-out of WAF Squadron Sections commenced. Upon taking office as the commander of the Air Force’s Air Training Command in 1975, General Roberts stated that:

The Air Training Command has a special responsibility to the Air Force and the members it trains to provide a climate of normalcy in which women, as well as other minorities, have maximum opportunity for acceptance, development, and advancement.  The initial self-concept developed by AF women created in the minds of the men receiving training in ATC will have long-range impact on the achievement of equal opportunity within the Air Force.

Clearly, General Roberts supported greater utilization and fairer treatment of women in the Air Force.  In 1975, dual management of women in ATC came to an end with the publication of AFR 35-30.  Further, eight women military training instructors were assigned to two male basic training squadrons at Lackland Air Force Base in a test to see if females could be effective military instructors (a program initiated by General Roberts’ predecessor, General George H. McKee) (History of ATC, 1975, xvi).  After overseeing such change in female enlisted management, General Roberts turned his attention to the equitable management of commissioned female Air Force members.


The order to allow women to enter UPT in the Air Force came formally from the Air Force Chief of Staff General David C. Jones.  In his order, General Jones directed the Air Training Command to develop a test plan that would accommodate 20 women in Undergraduate Pilot Training, 6 women into Undergraduate Navigator Training, and that all these women would meet mental and physical standards identical to those expected of male officers.  ATC would draw from active duty, Air National Guard, and Air Force Reserve applicant pools for this study (History of ATC, 1978, 90).


A primary objective of the test plan was to determine what changes to training, if any, ATC should make in order to fairly and feasibly train women to fly and navigate.  The issue of the role of women in combat aircraft was largely avoided; the Chief of Staff directed ATC to plan on using the female pilots in noncombatant roles.  Both ATC and the Air Staff were directed to operate with “all due regard for the legal restrictions” in place that related to women in combat.  


Located at Randolph AFB, Texas, the Air Force Military Personnel Center (now called the Air Force Personnel Center) reviewed the applications submitted for the program and selected 18 female USAF officers for UPT candidacy.  Added to this number was one each from the Air National Guard and Air Force Reserve, to satisfy the original requirement for 20 airmen.  The reserve officer was placed in the first class, with the guardswoman placed in the second one.  57 women applied for the first class (Cooper, 3).  The roster of women for the two classes is listed below, along with their assigned aircraft following training and their base of assignment.

UPT Class 77-08

Capt Connie J. Engle


T-38


Williams AFB, AZ

Capt Kathy La Sauce


C-141


Norton AFB, CA

Capt Susan D. Rogers


C-9


Scott AFB, IL

1Lt Victoria K. Crawford

T-43


Mather AFB, CA

1Lt Mary E. Donahue


KC-135

Mather AFB, CA

1Lt Christine E. Schott

C-9


Scott AFB, IL

1Lt Sandra M. Scott


KC-135

Mather AFB, IL

2Lt Mary M. Livingston

T-37


Columbus AFB, MS

2Lt Kathleen A. Rambo (AFRES)
C-141


McGuire AFB, NJ

2Lt Carol A. Scherer


WC-130

Andersen AFB, Guam

(taken from ATC History, 1978)

UPT Class 78-03

Capt Charlotte Greene


C-141


Charleston AFB, SC

Capt Kelly C. Hamilton

KC-135

Fairchild AFB, WA

Capt Ann I. Smethurst


EC-135

Offutt AFB, NE

1Lt Jean Bogert


KC-135

Griffiss AFB, NY

1Lt Marilyn R. Koon (ANG)

KC-135

Phoenix, AZ

1Lt Shirley L. Popper


C-141


McChord AFB, WA

(taken from ATC History, 1978)


As a precursor to actual flight training, the women were directed to attend flight screening at Lackland AFB, Texas, and at Hondo Field, a nearby auxiliary runway.  This screening was conducted in the T-41 aircraft, and was a prerequisite to participation in UPT at the base chosen to host the test program, Williams AFB, Arizona.  All 10 of the women passed the flight-screening phase, with only one student becoming airsick.   In fact, all of them went on to participate and graduate from UPT Class 77-08, along with 36 male classmates, on 2 September 1977.  Of the group of women that were candidates for the second test class, six graduated, with four not completing the program. Of these four, three were removed from training due to flying deficiency and one chose to withdraw voluntarily (History of ATC, 1978, 120).  This is possibly attributable to that fact that the most aeronautically qualified women were selected for the first class. Although a final report from Williams AFB leadership states that “no conclusions can be drawn about the high elimination rate of women in the second class,” such a pronounced variation seen in the second group warrants further study.


As mentioned above, the ATC plan called for the selection of 6 women out of 31 applicants for navigator training.    Navigator training was conducted at Mather AFB, California, and the six joined Undergraduate Navigator Training (UNT) Class 78-01 on 10 March 1977 (History of ATC, 1978, 120).  All but one of the female students graduated with Class 78-01, the exception being Captain Margaret M. Stanek.  Captain Stanek suffered an injury during parasail training that required her to be moved to a later group, Class 78-06, with whom she graduated in January 1978.

Expectations of the Women 


Needless to say, the opportunity these women had been given was also a tremendous challenge.  The students were being evaluated in a program whose results would have a direct effect on the future of women in rated duty in the Air Force.  The proposition to use females in rated positions was in and of itself a drastic proposition for Air Force culture.  “Rated officers” refers to the cadre of officers who operate weapon systems.  For years, this meant pilots, missiliers, and navigators.  (In recent years, the Air Battle Management and Electronic Weapons Operators career fields have been added.) Officers of the supply, medical, signal, legal services, and other such noncombatant fields were (and some would say still are) relegated to second-string status among Air Force officers.  As a non-rated Communications officer, I can certainly attest to the odd mixture of envy and awe that feeds the divide between those who fly and those who support fliers.  This has been a part of the culture since military aviation was born.  The bravado of aviation, indeed, military aviation, is brimming with a masculine drama that surrounds the pilots as much as their flight suits.  Chuck Yeager, when asked what makes a good pilot, responded with “equal helpings of testosterone and luck” (personal communication, 1992), a description that doesn’t lend itself well to the participation of women.  One Air Training Command policy document articulated concern that isolated anxiety about allowing females to join the ranks of Air Force pilots could spread and even develop into a self-fulfilling prophesy (Parker, 1976).


Enter into this established scenario a batch of women who would be given the chance to become rated Air Force officers.  To say the least, leaders charged with evaluating the women’s performance had to strive to be unbiased.  It was not simply the objective performance factors of the female students that were being judged; other issues that had the potential to become subjective factors entered the picture, as well.

In 1976, Undergraduate Pilot Training was a 49-week program conducted at a number of ATC installations.  The total flying time in the program was 210 hours, broken into the following aircraft:  T-37, 90 hours; T-38, 120 hours.  UPT was and is a rigorous “indoctrination” program.  This term is used to describe those training programs that seek not only to train and educate, but also to re-orient the student into a new way of thinking.  Basic Military Training School, Undergraduate Navigator Training, and Officer Training School are examples of indoctrination schools.  Another way of describing the word “indoctrination” in this context might be to say that these programs are strong on discipline and structure in order to get the students’ attention and prepare them for a new lifestyle.

The Obstacles


There were some fundamental issues to tackle at the program’s beginning.  As stated above, the ATC plan directed that women meet all the same physical standards that men had to satisfy to enter training.  That meant the women had to fit into pilot height and weight standards that were originally designed with men in mind.  Cockpits were designed for males whose sizes fell between the 5th and 95th percentile.  Using such figures meant the preclusion of 63% of women, on average (Romberger, 1976).  


Also, initial reports stated that to allow women to be grounded for 4-7 days during monthly menstruation would be unacceptable for operation flying squadrons.  If women were to be stacked against the same standards as men, they had to be available “to fly anytime without regard to menses” (Parker, 1976).  There was also concern about whether women, on average, possessed the physical strength to operate an aircraft.  Early ATC policy documents provided a sizeable amount of anecdotal evidence that was persuasive in making the point that these physiological differences were meaningless when it came to women’s suitability to be trained.  To cite a few examples, Amelia Earhart, female Soviet Cosmonauts, the successful US Navy program to allow female pilots, and the US Air Corps’ experience with female ferrying pilots all demonstrated women could be trained to fly airplanes (Parker, 1976).  


In preparation for evaluating the students, Williams AFB leadership created the position of Student Liaison to facilitate communication between the students and leadership of the 82nd Flying Training Wing.  Colonel Carl Baily, and his successor as wing commander, Colonel Larry T. Cooper, presided over the assignment of Captain Royetta Marconi, the wing’s social worker and a mental health practitioner, as the student liaison.  She completed a series of three T-37 flights in the months preceding the start of the first UPT class.  Captain Marconi worked at the base hospital, and she was a small woman (5’4” and 133 lbs) so she was well suited to be a test subject (Baily, 6). Her report to wing leadership was that she was able to conduct the physical acts involved with pre-flight inspection.  She was shown most of the maneuvers required in UPT, including the rigorous “high G” turns.  She was able withstand these pressures, as well as those associated with maintaining brake pressure during engine runs.  This braking, which involves holding a fairly high level of pressure on the brakes with one’s feet, was not a problem for Captain Marconi.  In all, Captain Marconi completed an entire UPT indoctrination program, just as the students would later accomplish, including technical and academic evaluation and parachute training (Marconi, 1976).


Captain Marconi did reveal a couple of challenges that had been debated at various levels before her flights.  One issue was her hair.  Some had postulated that women would have to meet the same hair standards as men in order to meet safety standards.  However, General Roberts decided that it would not be in the interests of the Air Force to project an image of AF women who were forced to wear non-feminine hairstyles.  Also, there was some concern about whether women could execute a “full forward stick” maneuver required to recover from a flat spin, a potentially hazardous condition in aviation that could easily lead to a crash.  A report of Marconi’s flight indicated that difficulty in performing this maneuver could be easily compensated for by using extra training on the ground and explaining the importance of the task (Baily, 3).  Also, a lack of adequate toilets for females on the flight line was another issue Capt Marconi raised.  This was easily dealt with by adding portable latrines marked for female use on the flight line.


Judging by the documentation available, the Air Force did a good job of maintaining a fair playing field for the test program.  Even before the training had begun, the Air Force had dismissed various concerns about female pilots.  A belief that women had a greater propensity to suffer from dysbarism (also known as “the bends”) was proved baseless.  Beliefs that women would lack the required strength to bail out of an aircraft in an emergency were also set aside.  The possibility that women taking prescription oral contraceptives and flying in high-G environments could develop thrombosis disorders was deemed such a remote possibility as to be an acceptable risk.  Officials at Williams AFB also found that dealing with a woman’s menstruation in training was not that difficult.  The only issue that required any significant institutional attention was the logistics of ordering flight suits, boots, helmets, and other personal equipment that fit the women.  Even though the women fit established physical profiles for pilots, most of the women fell into the extremes in terms of clothing sizes, so extra numbers of smaller sized articles were ordered in advance (Training of Female Students Report, 25 June 1976).  Officials at Williams conducted research to determine how much lead-time would be required to order smaller sized items.  Local sources for women’s exercise equipment (shoes, clothing) were identified in anticipation of their arrival (Cooper, 4).

General Roberts and Policy – Sword of Bureaucracy 


If the first part of training female pilots was establishing a pattern of equal performance, then the second part was removing the bureaucratic barriers to their service as rated officers.  General Roberts was again a key player in this regard.  

At Williams, equitable lodging arrangements were prepared that offered privacy and adequate study areas.  The female students were not to be placed together in the dormitories, but dispersed throughout, two to a room.  The broader issue of housing for females in pilot training was one the Air Force knew it would have to tackle once a decision about the UPT test groups were completed.  General Roberts directed that the only essential priority at Williams with regard to housing was that women would have private bathing and sleeping facilities.  This did not mean personal facilities.  Women could, he reasoned, use existing facilities as long as some means to preserve their privacy were in place.  He suggested the use of signage, time-share schedules, or other methods of identifying that women were using the latrines. He also recommended the use of temporary partitions to separate women’s sleeping quarters during training conditions that didn’t afford adequate sleeping privacy (Roberts, 1976).

These were significant suggestions, especially coming from the AF Deputy Chief of Staff for Personnel (Lt General Roberts’ position when he made these comments in 1974).  He made it clear that in deployment conditions, austere bathing and sleeping environments were common, and he stated that:

 Women can function under the same environmental conditions and utilize the same existing facilities as men, including the most adverse and primitive.  (Roberts, 1976). 

By making that rationalization, he indicated he was thinking ahead to the more compelling arguments he knew were already out there. In effect, he was stating policy, which all but removed the issue from public high-level discussion.


General Roberts went on to diffuse the issue of possible shortages of clothing or personal equipment.  The Williams AFB supply personnel had done well in preparing for the female pilots, ordering smaller sized items in advance and by asking the women to be sized for flight suits a month or more in advance of their arrival at Williams.  They were sized while undergoing flight screening at Lackland AFB and Hondo Field.  But there remained the possibility for future clothing shortages during deployments or mobility training.  General Roberts directed that the lack of perfectly fitted clothing was not to be considered a “limiting factor” in deployment situations.  The regulation that prescribes specialty clothing (Table of Allowance 16, or TA-016) did not differentiate between male and female clothing requirements; the document was organized by duty requirements instead.  For example, the table documents that for Job X, a person had to be issued clothing and equipment items A, B, and C.  It was and is a requirements-oriented piece of guidance, another significant point when countering the augment that clothing shortages during contingencies would bar female effectiveness.  That meant that if necessary, women could wear men’s clothing items as long as they suitably met the demands of the mission (Roberts, 1976).

Captain Marconi, during her test flights at Williams, was observed to see how well she could handle the physical strength required to pre-flight and operate an aircraft.  She performed satisfactorily in this area, but what about other women?  What if Marconi just happened to be a stronger than the average female?  And even if the UPT and UNT female students were able to perform their duties during training, would they be able to withstand the rigors of deployment?   Having participated in deployment exercises, I can vouch for the heavy lifting involved with setting up and tearing down support facilities.  All members of the deployment team help with this work in order to accomplish it swiftly.  A key question was whether women could keep pace in that sort of environment.  What guarantee was there that later iterations of female classes would measure up to the standards?  After all, the more women you allow in, the greater the chance that weaker ones will be admitted.

The answer was, there was no need for such a guarantee.  The Air Force Surgeon General’s (AF/SG) office answered the question by pointing out that there are male members of deployment teams that cannot do all of the tasks associated with deployments.  There is a wide range of strength levels among men, too, not just among women.  Further, the Surgeon General advised, there were no physiological, psychological, anatomical, or medical reasons to exclude women from serving in these environments.  One set of individual physical requirements would be used to determine who was fit to deploy and who was not.  Hence, another argument against the deployment of women was effectively eliminated (Roberts, 1976).


Women did not receive small arms training while attending Basic Military Training, which they needed to deploy. To compensate for this, General Roberts directed Major Commands (MAJCOMs) to continue defensive training, including weapons qualification training, to women assigned to deployable duty positions that required such training.  Since the publication of the utilization report, women have begun to receive small arms training identical to men (Roberts, 1976).

Female Accomplishments in UPT


Those charged with evaluating the female pilots of Class 77-08 found the women performed as well as their male counterparts.  The results of the women’s performance in both UPT and UNT were collected weekly and submitted to HQ ATC, who reviewed the reports and forwarded them to HQ AF.  There, the Deputy Chief of Staff for Personnel reviewed the results of the previous week’s progress. This method of up-channel reporting became a large administrative burden, and by the second UPT class with women, this reporting was reduced to information on those students who appeared to be having problems in the program.  Halfway through UPT Class 77-08, General Roberts personally directed that other performance information be held at ATC (Women in UPT Formal Report, 8).   Report after report stated that the women responded well to the training, on the whole, and that the program should be expanded to include other Air Force bases.  The high frequency of reports that contained such language seemed to indicate that either the performances of the women were winning the hearts and minds of Air Force leadership, or that it was becoming politically popular to endorse a program that had support from the highest levels of the defense community.  Whatever the motive, several officers were impressed with the results of the program.  Colonel Larry T. Cooper, commander of the 82nd Flying Training Wing, stated in a briefing to higher headquarters that, based on what he had seen of the women’s training, he and the members of his wing enthusiastically endorsed them as equal student pilots (Baily, 2).


It was noted that women in the pilot training cried more easily under pressure.  All of the women in the program cried, and the final report from Williams’s personnel made that point very clear.  It was not identified as a problem in most cases, though this must have been an uncertain moment for the instructor pilots who dealt with these women.  In the end, it was not deemed worth pursuing (Roberts, 1976).


So with the UPT Class 77-08 behind them, Williams AFB personnel expanded and codified the logistical processes that they had developed over the past year.  Arrangements for expanded changing and sleeping facilities were made; supply channels that provided small boots, harnesses, and gloves were proven sustainable for later UPT and UNT classes.   

Flight caps were given attention, since sizes that fit women were in such short quantity.  For a time, the Air Force Uniform Board allowed the wear of the beret or the navy blue utility cap (a baseball cap, basically) for women who could not be fitted with regular flight caps.  General Roberts did not like this headgear solution.  Flight caps for females were developed that both fit well and looked like the ones for the men, to allow the women to “blend into the pilot mold” and be a part of the team (Cooper, 28).  

Flight suits received the lion’s share of the attention among clothing items, since even though suits were found that fit the women of 77-08, the suits weren’t well fitting to the female physique.  Custom-made flight suits were ordered, and the recommendation was made to create a female-specific flight suit sometime in the future.  Changes made to the women’s suits included added cloth to the thigh and torso areas, and removal of excess fabric from the crotch and shoulder areas.  By the second UPT class, the procedure for getting custom-sized flight suits was in place and operating smoothly (Cooper, 12).

All the women of Class 77-08 were able to use existing flight helmets, but six of the ten required custom oxygen masks.  For these six, to use the men’s masks would have required the mask straps to be so tight as to be uncomfortable and distracting during training.  The physiological reason for this problem was found to be that, on average, women possessed smaller noses and had less face mass than men.  Just over 40 percent of the women in the first two UPT classes required custom masks, compared with an average of about 1 percent among men.  This was accepted as a necessary cost of the program.  Interestingly, no custom masks were required for the women of the third UPT class (Cooper, 15).

There were other specifics relating to personal equipment that needed re-sizing to accommodate the women.  It suffices to say that all these issues were remedied and dealt with as mission requirements.  This is really the overarching point of all the details relating to the sizing problems: leadership supported making these changes, rather than using them as excuses for not supporting the program.

Academic aspects of the program were found to offer no significant problem to the women in the program, at least no more so than academics posed problems for male students. Physical training sometimes was a problem for the women, but these challenges were dealt with by offering supplemental weight training and running training to the women who requested it.  Some complaints were raised about the roughness of some of the competitive sports in the program, particularly with regard to a game called flickerball.  This odd sport is a hybrid between Frisbee and football, and is endured (often grudgingly) by UPT, UNT, and Officer Training School students even to this day.  In the long run, no significant problems were identified with the women playing this game (Cooper, 21).

The Public


When Class 77-08 was advertised as the first in the Air Force to contain women UPT students, the press became very interested in the story.  Soon, the interest reached a fevered pitch. The Chief of the New York Office of Information, Lt Col Alan Shoemaker, received several requests for interviews with the women.  He relayed this to HQ AF and NBC’s “Today” show, ABC’s “Good Morning America,” and agents from United Press International, the Associated Press, Time, Newsweek, Grit, and other media sources requested interviews with the women.  To accommodate these requests, the Air Force approved the temporary duty to New York of Captain Connie Engle and Captain Susan Rogers.  The trips took place a week after the women’s graduation from UPT (Shoemaker, 1977).


Air Training Command hosted news conferences before, during, and after Class 77-08, but interference from such publicity was restricted at Williams.  The goal was to prevent the media fanfare from detracting from training, but requests submitted to ATC headquarters and to the Williams AFB public affairs office were “substantial”.  To satisfy training requirements and the press’s demands, interviews requests were granted, but no open news conferences were held at Williams during the training.  In all, interviews from television, radio, and printed press gave lots of attention to the story.


The Air Force also capitalized on the opportunity to conduct interviews with the women to help with recruiting efforts.  Captain La Sauce conducted several interviews that the major television networks, the Air Force Recruiting Service, and a public television documentary used (Cooper, 23).


Although the “fish bowl effect” was sometimes a negative experience for some of the women, the attention gained by their experience at Williams benefited the Air Force, as well as the movement to see greater use of women in the armed forces.  Some of the women in 77-08 declined to take part in the media frenzy, while others enjoyed the attention and satisfied most of the requests for media interaction (Cooper, 26).  


Undergraduate Pilot Training Class 77-08 graduated on the 2nd of September 1977.  The women did well.  Captain La Sauce became the first women to fly in the program, flying the T-41 trainer at Lackland AFB, and then became the first to fly the T-37 at Williams.  Captain Engle was the first to solo at Williams in the T-41 and the T-37, and she was also the first to lead a two-ship formation in the T-38 jet trainer.  First Lieutenant Christine Schott was the first to solo in the T-38.  Captain Engle was awarded the ATC Commander’s Cup for her leadership and flying ability.  Her flying performance in the program was lauded as “excellent.”  She was also named an outstanding graduate and received the Officer Training Award.  


Academically, Captain Donahue was the top graduate among the women.  Out of 395 questions asked on formal exams, she missed only one question.  She received the Academic Award (Cooper, 20).  

Effects of Achievement


The test program in UPT and UNT was deemed a success.  By 1980, 100 women had entered UPT.  Of that number, 41 had graduated, 16 had been eliminated, and the rest were still undergoing training.  The training of women was moved to other installations, including Vance, Columbus, Reese, and Laughlin Air Force Bases  (Fleenor, 1980).


Engle and La Sauce were both promoted to major three years below the zone (meaning, three years before the expected promotion dates).  Engle stayed on at Williams to become an instructor at the pilot school where she graduated.  Another pilot from 77-08, First Lieutenant Livingston, became an instructor pilot at Columbus AFB, Mississippi (Cooper, 20).


In March of 1979, the test program involving women in UPT and UNT was officially terminated by order of the Chief of Staff of the Air Force.  The end of the test marked the beginning of the two fields being officially opened to women (Air Force message, 21 Mar 79).  In 1991, Congress passed the Defense Authorization Bill that included direction to allow women to fly any type aircraft they were otherwise qualified for.  In 1993, Secretary of Defense Les Aspin followed the direction by lifting restrictions that prevented females from operating combat aircraft.  The Air Force Chief of Staff in 1993, General Merrill McPeak, in turn ordered the removal of the restriction in the Air Force.  In the message ordering the change in the Air Force, McPeak cited that in the early 1970’s, women made up 2 percent of the force, but that by the 1990’s, they made up 15 percent and were still growing in number (Air Force message, 23 Apr 93).  By 1994, the first female Air Force pilot graduated from F-15E combat crew training at Luke AFB, Arizona.  Her name was First Lieutenant Jeannie Flynn, and she finished first in her class at UPT.


When the Army instituted the Woman’s Airforce Service Pilots Program (WASPs) during World War II, it was the direst of times.  America was at war in Europe and soon would be in the Pacific as well.  It was an emergency.  Our British and Russian allies were already using female pilots, and by 1943, America was too (Airman, 39).


The end of the war brought the end of the WASP.  The Army Air Forces disbanded the organization on December 20, 1944.  It was until some three decades later that women would have the opportunity once again to serve their nation as pilots and navigators, only this time it was after a war not during the heat of it.  If anything, it was a time when the armed forces, needing to clean up an image damaged by the Vietnam War, brought the change.  Or maybe some of the generals in charge just realized it was the right thing to do and the right time to do it.


Whatever the reason, the result has been a fairer armed forces.  In 1998, during Operation Desert Fox against Iraqi forces, US Navy Lieutenant Kendra Williams became the first female to attack an enemy of the United States from an aircraft.  Though women flew in combat zones over Bosnia, Lt. Williams was the first to put munitions on a target (Washington Times, 23 Dec 98).


Today, women participate in all areas of Air Force aviation training and operations.  The recently graduated UNT class at Randolph AFB, Texas, had two females out of twenty, so the program is still a male-dominated career field.  However, the atmosphere in the program is one of acceptance towards women (Zaccheus, pers com).  According to a former leader in the Air Force UNT program, Lt Col Wayne Grachek, there’s absolutely no room in the training for otherwise; women students are treated equally and fairly, with the consequence of removal from the program for those who do not support that policy (Grachek, pers com).  The 21st century will, no doubt, see women in combat aviation become a commonplace event, no more radical than female support pilots seem to us today in 2001, 25 years after the Air Force trained its first women pilots.  The efforts of the women in that class, along with those of leaders like General Roberts who brought about their opportunity to fly and serve, made America stronger, safer, and fairer.
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