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ADVANCE PRAISE FOR 
THROUGH THE GLASS CEILING TO THE STARS

“Given the chance, I would long ponder trading places with Eileen Collins. Her book with Jonathan Ward is a grand collection of simple, yet sensational moments she experienced—in Outer Space!—and in much that led to her getting there. What a read !”

—Tom Hanks

“I wrote the song ‘Beyond the Sky’ and sang it at Cape Canaveral for Eileen Collins’s maiden command voyage: ‘Once there was a girl with a dream in her heart, wild as the wind was her hope.’ This woman with the dream has turned into a serious heroine of the centuries who has taken her place among other men and women in the startling adventure of circling the Earth and leaving it behind. You will love her book: it is exciting, personal, detailed, a good thriller, suspenseful as a Stephen King mystery, and full of hope—that rare quality we all search for. Yeehaw, Commander Collins! What a life you have led and what a tale you have told! Brava!”

—Judy Collins, singer, songwriter, author

“Exciting, motivating, and inspirational are only a few words to describe this story of Eileen Collins and her incredible journey to space. Her tenacity, resilience and persistence come through with each chapter.”

—Charlie Bolden, Major General, United States Marine Corps, retired, astronaut and NASA Administrator, 2009–2017

“Eileen Collins is a living legend and an inspiration to young people all over the world. We both began our journeys in Elmira, NY, with dreams of doing something extraordinary. Despite being met with challenges at every step, she was tenacious in chasing her ambition of becoming an astronaut—one who would go on to make history as the first female pilot and commander of an American space shuttle. When you come across a story of such determination, it is a reminder that once you set your mind to something, even the sky is not the limit.”

—Tommy Hilfiger

“I hope that a young explorer who reads Eileen’s book will be inspired to become the first human on Mars. Eileen proves that there is no limit to what we can do if we stay true to our goals and keep moving forward.”

—Buzz Aldrin

“Eileen is living proof to youngsters and young ladies that you can do anything you want to do with your life.”

—Wally Funk, Mercury 13 pilot

“Eileen Collins and I trained for the shuttle together, flew jets together, and waited together for that first chance to rocket into space. In Through the Glass Ceiling, Eileen tells the inspiring story of how she rose through hard work and determination to become a rare exemplar of the ‘right stuff,’ leading her crews to success in orbit and commanding the first shuttle launch after the Columbia disaster. Read, be amazed, then get this book into the hands of young explorers.”

—Thomas D. Jones, astronaut and author of Sky Walking

“Reading Eileen’s story will not only help you get to know this extraordinary woman (mother, wife, survivor, USAF colonel, mathematician, professor, astronaut), but I bet it will help you think about facing life’s challenges with a greater sense of strength and determination. She is an inspiration.”

—Gwynne Shotwell, president and COO, SpaceX

“This book is endlessly inspiring! Eileen Collins is a trailblazer not only of space but of life. Her story of overcoming adversity to achieve her dream of flying in space will make your spirit soar.”

—Andrew Chaikin, author of A Man on the Moon: The Voyages of the Apollo Astronauts

“In the dark days in the aftermath of the Columbia tragedy, we looked no further than Eileen Collins to lead us down the long road with the Return to Flight crew to help NASA and the nation believe in ourselves again and resume the human quest to explore. This new book, with the help of master storyteller Jonathan Ward, captures Eileen’s thoughtful reflections and compelling story, which serves to inspire us all to reach our greatest potential.”

—Sean O’Keefe, NASA Administrator, 2001–2005

“As the commander of first space shuttle flight after the loss of Columbia, Eileen Collins lived, worked, and led her crew through a critical phase of history. How she got there is a story as interesting as the events themselves, one that is as inspirational as any in the pantheon of American aerospace heroes. This book takes you inside the life and times of one of NASA’s—America’s—best.”

—Michael Griffin, NASA Administrator, 2005–2009

“Eileen Collins has finally written the book people have been asking for. Growing up on welfare in a fractured family, Eileen’s chance to live her own life took form in her long-held love of airplanes; her deep love of flying comes across on every page. Despite numerous obstacles in her path, she turned setbacks into advantages. We’re with her in the pilot’s seat from page one. This inspiring book takes you into the challenges, the risks, the rewards—the heart of what it took to be first.”

—Francis French, space historian; former director of events, Sally Ride Science

“Eileen Collins is an unsung American hero. Her memoir should be ‘must reading’ for all young girls and boys in school, and indeed for every aspiring student at all levels. She has been a pioneer in everything she tried. The fact that NASA named Eileen as pilot on her first space shuttle flight tells you everything about the trust and confidence she inspires. I have had the honor of working with Eileen in her post-astronaut activities on several boards as well as the White House’s National Space Council. That same trust and confidence, combined with just being a natural leader who cares for people, are evident everywhere.”

—General Lester L. Lyles, United States Air Force, retired, former Air Force vice chief of staff, and chairman, NASA Advisory Council
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PROLOGUE

LEAVING EARTH FOR THE FIRST TIME

It’s just after midnight on the East Coast on February 3, 1995. I’m lying on my back, my legs propped above me, in an uncomfortable metal seat. It was tolerable for the first few minutes, but I’ve been here three hours. An inflatable lumbar support provides some relief to my back, but only for a few minutes at a time.

I should mention that I’m wearing an eighty-pound pressure suit and a helmet, and I’m lying on my parachute pack.

If we launch tonight, I’ll become the first woman to fly into space in the pilot’s seat of a space shuttle.

It’s my first flight as an astronaut, the culmination of a lifelong dream. Women astronauts were not a possibility in 1965, when I first vowed to become one. But here I am, in the cockpit of Discovery, on the launchpad at Kennedy Space Center, about to chase down the Russian Mir space station in Earth orbit.

My commander, Jim Wetherbee, and I are running through our preflight checklists. At least I have something to do to take my mind off my aching back.

T minus five minutes. I start the auxiliary power units that will drive the space shuttle’s control surfaces. It’s beginning to feel real.

T minus two minutes. The orbiter test conductor tells us to close and lock our visors and start oxygen flow to our suits.

T minus thirty-one seconds. The onboard computers take over the launch countdown.


I recall the parting words of our boss when we last saw him this evening. He said, “Remember the Astronaut’s Prayer: Dear God, please don’t let me screw up!”

Deep breath. Get ready. Cross-check the instruments.

T minus ten, nine, eight, seven …

The space shuttle’s three main engines ignite, all within a quarter second. I feel the rumble under my seat. On the control panel displays in front of me, the instrument tapes come to life, showing that the engines are spinning up. It sounds like we’re in a room on fire or on board a train. The roar grows louder. Still held to the launchpad by huge metal bolts, the entire shuttle stack flexes—the nose pitches down about two meters away from vertical—as those powerful engines try to push us somewhere. I focus on the instruments, cross-checking everything as quickly as I can. I’m ready to launch, but I must also be ready instantly for a scrub—a sudden shutdown of the main engines before we light the solid rocket boosters. That’s happened several times before in the shuttle program. Please don’t let it happen now. We won’t be going to space today if it does.

Time is almost standing still.

Three, two …

The shuttle rocks back toward vertical. All the engines read 100 percent.

One …

The solid rocket boosters ignite, brilliantly illuminating our cockpit. Although it’s 12:22 a.m., suddenly it’s as bright as day outside.

A violent kick in the pants.

Liftoff!

The computer display reads OPS 102. The computer is telling us that we have taken off, but there’s no mistaking what is happening. Forget a scrub now. We’re going flying, no matter what.

Light flashes all around us. It’s like being in the middle of a thunderstorm. The sound is that of a blazing inferno. The rumbling has turned to shaking, and wow!—I can sure feel the acceleration. Just six  seconds after liftoff, we’re already going over one hundred miles per hour as we pass the top of the launch tower.

We jerk sideways in our seats as the shuttle automatically executes its roll program, rotating us clockwise. A few seconds later, we jerk to the right as the computer stops the roll. Now we are flying with our heads down. Because of our acceleration, there’s no sensation of being upside down, though. I’m pushed back in my seat as hard as if two people my own weight were sitting on my chest.

Wetherbee and I both call over the intercom, “LVLH.” Our shorthand for “Local-Vertical-Local-Horizontal” confirms that the space shuttle is no longer using the launchpad as its frame of reference for guidance. It also serves as a communications check. Everything looks good.

We gradually pitch our nose toward the horizon, so that we build up the forward speed we need to reach orbit. The shuttle shakes so hard that if I tried to write something, no one would be able to read it. No wonder the engineers made the computer push buttons so big! If they were any smaller, my shaking hand could easily hit the wrong one.

Less than a minute after launch, we pass through the jet stream, and the rattling peaks. This is much more violent than anything we experienced in the simulators! We’re still upside down. I can’t see the horizon, because the bright light from the boosters spoils my night vision.

We continue to accelerate, now at two-and-one-half times the force of gravity. We’re being hurled into space so fast and so violently that it’s almost comical. You just can’t believe you can be relentlessly accelerated like this for so long—and we still have another seven minutes to go!

Houston calls, “Discovery, go at throttle up.”

This is the point where we lost Challenger nine years ago. I’m so busy monitoring our instruments that thoughts of Challenger never even enter my mind.

The rest of our six-person crew is silent. Wetherbee told us months ago that he did not want us to yell, “Yeehaw!” during the launch. He  wants us focused on our tasks. We must minimize the intercom chatter in case something goes wrong and we need to take immediate action. I feel fortunate to have the consoles and controls to watch, and that I can steal an occasional glance out of the windows. The crew members in the mid-deck feel the shaking and hear the noise, but without windows, all they can see are the storage lockers.

Two minutes into the flight, our solid rocket boosters begin to burn out. We see PC < 50 on the display, meaning that the chamber pressure inside the boosters is decreasing. There’s a tremendous pop! as explosives fire to separate the cylindrical boosters away from the side of the orbiter and its fuel tank. Thank goodness they are gone. If anything went wrong during our launch, we could do nothing as long as the boosters were firing. There is no way to shut off the solid rockets until they burn out on their own.

The computer alerts us with OPS 103. It has moved on to the next part of the automatic flight control program. We’re powered by the shuttle’s main engines alone, which burn liquid hydrogen and liquid oxygen. The ride feels much smoother, almost like being in an airplane. The autopilot guides our flight, but Wetherbee or I could take control and fly manually if required. However, it could end our primary mission to rendezvous with the Russian Mir space station, in orbit 223 miles above Earth. The computers are programmed to fly Discovery on autopilot during ascent, because the flight envelope is so narrow. A human could hand-fly the ascent safely, but not accurately enough to hit the narrow corridor needed for a rendezvous.

We had briefly dropped to one g, but now we are accelerating again. Wetherbee calls out, “Two-engine Ben.” That means that if we lose one of the three engines, we can safely fly across the Atlantic to the emergency landing field at Ben Guerir, Morocco. Shortly after that, he calls out “Negative return.” We can no longer fly back to Kennedy Space Center if there’s a problem.

We enjoy a smooth and quiet ride for the next six minutes. As Discovery burns off fuel and oxidizer, the shuttle’s weight decreases, so the constant force from the engines accelerates us faster and faster. Soon  we have hit three g’s, meaning that if I weighed 150 pounds on Earth, now I’d weigh 450 pounds if I could stand on a scale. It’s uncomfortable but not intolerable. Reaching for switches is tricky. My arm feels so heavy that I need to concentrate to avoid hitting the wrong one.

Wetherbee calls, “Three g throttling.” The flight computer throttles back the engines so that we don’t exceed the maximum safe loads on the attachments between the orbiter and fuel tank.

Time clicks by quickly. We call, “Fine count.” The software zeroes in on the precise microsecond and point in space where it will shut down all three engines. An early shutdown might render us too slow to catch up with Mir. Several seconds too late might result in the fuel running out, causing the engines to cavitate—kind of a burp, only a lot worse … one that results in a kaboom.

Wetherbee and I are watching the “bug,” a triangular marker crawling slowly along a time line on the computer’s display. Ideally, when the bug crosses the appropriate tick mark on the time line, we will feel MECO (pronounced MEE-co). That’s an acronym for main engine cutoff, one of the most important milestones in our flight. Wetherbee and I have our hands on the controls, ready to shut down the engines manually if the computer fails to do so.

Here it comes …

MECO.

Silence.

There is no jerk forward. We haven’t stopped; we are just no longer accelerating. We instantly transition from three g’s to weightlessness. Everything slowly starts floating about the cockpit. My helmet ring rides up around my face. It’s hard for me to see my checklist. I’m strapped in very tight, but my spine stretches, since it no longer has to support the weight of my head and torso. I take a deep breath. My checklist pages fan open. There’s dust in the air around me. Tethers flap in slow motion. It’s surreal.

I snap back into focus. Quick, jump on the checklist. As pilot, I must shut down the three auxiliary power units, throw switches to tie two of the shuttle’s electrical buses together, and purge and vent the main  propulsion lines. If I don’t perform these critical actions quickly and correctly, we’re in big trouble. These steps will be automated in future spacecraft, but for the moment, the mission depends on me. I concentrate on not making a mistake.

Focus.

Current and future women pilots are counting on me to do a perfect job up here. I have just become the first woman to pilot a space shuttle, and the mission is just barely underway. We’ve had just eight minutes of flight so far. Eight more days of intense work await me. The quality of my performance will set a standard for those who follow me.

FOCUS.

As I run through my checklists, our flight engineer, Mike Foale, sitting behind me, says, “Eileen, stop working so hard and look out the window. This is your first sunrise from space!”

I look up and see a beautiful and strange rainbow wrapping around the edge of our planet, separating the blackness of the Earth’s night side from the blackness of outer space above it. I’ve seen photos of this before, but this is different. The colors are bold: yellow, orange, red, blue. I’ve never seen or imagined anything so beautiful. I’m floating and breathing carefully, still unwinding from that crazy and intense ride to orbit. For now, my logical brain has to take a back-seat to the emotional impact of what I’m witnessing out the window.

Wow, the EARTH IS ROUND!

Of course, the Earth is round!

But as a pilot who has looked out the front windows of cockpits for decades, this is my first time to actually see the curvature of the Earth.

Yes, the Earth is round.

And after a lifetime of striving to be here, I am finally in space.






Chapter 1
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ELMIRA

I was born Eileen Marie Collins on November 19, 1956, in Elmira, which straddles the Chemung River in upstate New York. My father was James Edward Collins, and my mother was Rose Marie O’Hara. My brother Edward (Eddie) is thirteen months older than me. My sister, Margaret (we call her Margy), is fourteen months younger. My brother James (everyone else calls him Jim, but I call him Jay) was born in 1962, after my mother suffered several miscarriages and a stillborn baby.

Elmira was a busy stop on the Underground Railroad before the Civil War and the site of an infamous prison camp for captured Confederate soldiers. Our town produced its share of famous citizens: film producer Hal Roach (who made the Laurel and Hardy movies and the Little Rascals short films), fashion designer Tommy Hilfiger, and Ernie Davis (the first African American to win the Heisman Trophy). Mark Twain’s wife hailed from the town, and Twain spent the last years of his life there.

In the 1960s, Elmira’s population peaked at just over 45,000. Unfortunately, like many other small towns in New York, its population has gradually declined since then. But it was a great place to grow up, with plenty of parks and woods easily accessible by a kid on a bike or walking. Our family still owns my grandmother’s house. I regularly go back to visit my high school friends and the parks and historical sites I loved as a child.


I might have spent my whole life there, perhaps teaching math and science, if things had turned out differently.

My Father

That’s not to say my childhood was idyllic. Far from it. My father was an alcoholic—the worst kind—and our family paid the consequences of his disease. It was awful to live through, but it shaped me into who I am today.

Dad’s ancestors came to the United States from County Cork, Ireland, in the mid-1800s. They owned a farm in Ridgebury, Pennsylvania, and moved to Elmira in about 1920 to establish a pub on Davis Street. Dad was born on July 4, 1926. He enlisted in the Navy near the end of World War II, serving in the Pacific. Soon after the war ended, his mother wrote to the Navy and asked that he be discharged, because his father was dying. The Navy released him, and he came home to spend the next nine years running the family pub. When he married my mother at age twenty-seven, she insisted that he quit working at the bar. He became a surveyor for the city.

I loved hearing about his work. He brought home his papers, maps, pens, protractors, transit, and other equipment. He showed me his detailed maps and plans for the roads and building sites he was surveying. Exposure to all this fascinating material and the techniques of surveying led naturally to my interest in mathematics, maps, and eventually flying.

Dad was intimidating, loud, and highly opinionated. He reminded me of Jackie Gleason’s character in The Honeymooners, except that Dad was much smarter. He was tough but fair. He knew right from wrong, and he didn’t hesitate to call people out for doing the wrong thing. He was a strict disciplinarian. He would not tolerate “weak” talk from his kids. He abhorred indecisiveness and laziness. We didn’t want to set him off, because he could really lay into us for not living up to his standards.

That was my father’s good side.


But then there was the Place. As far as I know, no one actually called it by its real name, Collins’ Restaurant and Pub. Everyone just referred to it as the Place. Although he no longer worked there, Dad made us go in with him on weekend afternoons.

Everything about the Place scared me. It was dark, the high-backed booths were foreboding, there was a bar with liquor everywhere, and the air was heavy with smoke. When Dad drank, it terrified me. My siblings and I would sit in a booth while waiting for Dad to finish drinking at the bar. It was worse than boring, because there was an undercurrent of dread about what was going to happen next. We knew that Dad’s personality would change after just one drink.

It was such a waste, because when he was sober, he was so wise. He could read people better than anyone I’ve ever met, probably from so many years tending bar. However, his drinking was completely out of control during my childhood. He might be sober for two months, then drunk for two weeks straight. You could never predict how long either stretch would last.

We sometimes appeared to be the perfect family—going to church, eating brunch at Grandma’s house, then taking a trip to the cemetery to visit dead relatives. (I did enjoy running around there!) But other times, without warning, Dad would come home roaring drunk late at night. My mother would yell at him, he would throw chairs and curse at her, and eventually she’d kick him out. She often just locked him out if he wasn’t home by nine o’clock. Once, he pounded on the locked door so hard that the glass shattered. More typically, he’d bang on the door and yell and curse. We four kids would be upstairs, hiding under our beds, scared to death. After a while, he would give up and walk over to Grandma’s house.

He had several DUI convictions. He ended up in jail or the hospital many times after his long drinking spells. We could stop being afraid and take a little breather while he was gone.

Dad’s stints in rehab wore us down financially, because he wasn’t able to work. We moved from a two-bedroom house into subsidized  housing in “the projects” when I was seven. My mother complained about it the entire time we lived there. For us kids, though, it was a good location, right on the edge of town next to Hoffman Creek. There were plenty of outdoor spaces for us to explore. We built forts in the woods with the neighborhood kids.

Money became tighter and tighter. We were on and off welfare and dependent on food stamps. I remember separating paper products from food in the grocery store checkout line, as food stamps would not pay for paper products. We pinched pennies, relied on coupons, and rarely bought name-brand items. We ate out maybe twice a year. On the rare occasions when we could get a burger, we couldn’t have cheese on it, because cheese cost an extra five cents. Pizza for school lunch with my friends? No way. I brought bologna sandwiches from home. Thank goodness the family was able to get financial assistance to allow us kids to attend Catholic school and summer camp.

Dad’s drinking became so uncontrollable that when I was nine, my mother threw him out for good. He never lived with us again, although my parents remained legally married the rest of their lives, and he continued being our dad when he was not drinking.

When Dad moved out, I felt the world had ended. I had never heard of parents splitting up. It just wasn’t done back then. Mom took a job as a stenographer at the Elmira Correctional Facility. I was the only person I knew whose mother had to work. I felt inferior and disgraced.

Dad once told me, “There’s something about this town—too many ghosts here from my past.” (That might have been more than a figure of speech! Dad told us about the Irish wakes at his parents’ house when he was young, with dead relatives in caskets in the front room.) His doctor warned him, “You are never going to stop drinking unless you get out of Elmira.” Dad moved to Rochester and worked at the post office in the suburb of Henrietta. He took better care of himself during the weekdays when he was in Rochester, but then he’d come back to Elmira on the weekends and drink. He  stayed at Grandma’s house when he came to town, because Mom refused to allow him back home.

Mom always told us that Dad would never get better until he recognized that he had a problem. That of course is the first step of the Alcoholics Anonymous Twelve-Step Program. AA eventually helped Dad tremendously, and I highly recommend the program to anyone who struggles with an addiction. Although he never fully recovered, he made good friends, became a speaker, and helped many other people recover. He understood all too well what they were going through. He suffered more than his share of relapses throughout the rest of his life.

I became closer to Dad when I was a teenager, and I learned quite a bit about how adult men think. He was always honest with me and admitted his weaknesses, although he had excuses to explain away his alcoholism—experiences and family history being among them. He talked about it philosophically. And yet, he still kept drinking.

Young Eileen

I took speech therapy in second grade because I stuttered badly. I was painfully shy, afraid to speak up at school or in the presence of my friends, even though I wanted to. That was doubly hard on me, because I’m an extrovert and enjoy being with people. I hated that I was afraid to speak up or say anything out loud. I blamed my shyness on being the youngest student in my class. Fortunately, I had no trouble talking with my family.

My parents were huge proponents of Catholic school. Dad didn’t have anything against public schools, but he wanted us to have a religious education. I attended Catholic school through tenth grade.

True to their reputation, the nuns strictly enforced discipline—and they were also excellent teachers, smart, and loving. At St. Patrick’s, my school until eighth grade, we learned how to handle our interpersonal differences on the playground without adult supervision or intervention. The philosophy was: children learn best when there is  law and order in the classroom and enough freedom to explore and learn on their own.

With the Cold War in full swing during my first few years of school, we feared an imminent nuclear attack from the Soviet Union. Civil Defense drills were part of our routine. The sisters lined us up and marched us quickly and silently down into the school’s basement. There, we’d squat down with our heads to the wall and backs toward the hallway and our hands over our eyes. We never understood what we were doing or why. We just did as we were told. Thank goodness I was too young to have comprehended the horror of a nuclear attack!

Growing up during the Cold War didn’t affect me as much as being a child of the Space Age, born a year before the Soviet Union launched Sputnik. Though too young to remember Project Mercury and America’s first ventures into spaceflight, I became aware of astronauts and space travel by watching Buck Rogers reruns on TV.

By fourth grade in 1965, space had captured my imagination. I read an article about the Gemini astronauts in Junior Scholastic magazine. They were my heroes! I wanted to be just like them. Although there weren’t any women astronauts, that didn’t deter me. I decided that I was going to be a lady astronaut anyway. As my backup plan, if I couldn’t be an astronaut, I would marry one.

I loved math and science. I always maxed out on the aptitude tests for math, physics, mechanics, shapes, and logic. However, I scored relatively poorly on the verbal tests. I never tried to excel in academics, even though I enjoyed them. The boys ridiculed smart girls, so why on earth would a girl want to be smart?

I was content to be a B student. I did the amount of work needed to get by—nothing more. I was not competitive. I didn’t want to stand out and was much more interested in fitting in socially. Rather than pushing myself to excel academically, I joined the home economics cooking club. That drove my dad crazy. He constantly chided me: “Don’t follow the crowd! Think for yourself! If all your friends jumped off the Walnut Street bridge, would you jump off the Walnut Street bridge?” Then he’d cap it off with “What does Eileen want to do?”


Mom offered similar advice, which sounded more comforting coming from her. “There is no one else in the world exactly like you! Every person is an individual with their own different characteristics. We are here on this planet to fulfill a need somewhere in the world.”

Feeding My Imagination

Throughout my childhood, my mother took us four kids to the Steele Memorial Library on Church Street. The endless rows of tall bookshelves initially intimidated me, but soon the library became one of my favorite places. I always came home with armloads of books. My initial interests were dogs, horses, and bugs. As I grew older, I was captivated by any story of a faraway land or travel to unusual places.

By eighth and ninth grade, I chanced upon the library’s aircraft section. The more I learned about planes, the more my curiosity kept me coming back. I couldn’t read enough about flying. I studied how airplanes fly. I read everything I could about civilian pilot explorers like Charles Lindbergh, Amelia Earhart, Jackie Cochran, and Nancy Love. I idolized the daring military aviators from the world wars. My mom sowed the seeds for my lifelong passion for flight just by taking me to the library.

I attended summer camp for seven weeks annually from age seven to twelve. Camp was a lifesaver for me and my siblings—a safe place where we could just be ourselves. It gave my mom some time to herself and enabled her to work without worrying about what we were up to. Camp El-Ne-Ho was sponsored by the Elmira Neighborhood House, a racially diverse community action organization created to help foster positive change for individuals and families.

A perpetually happy old man named Charlie Kromer came by camp every day to watch us play and revel in our excitement. I learned that he was a benefactor and director of the organization. Mr. Kromer became a role model for me later in life, because I now appreciate the difference one caring adult can make in a child’s life and how summer camp can inspire any kid.


I attended El-Ne-Ho day camp at Sayre Wells Woods. We sang traditional spirituals and corny camp songs every day, up and back, during those rides on the rickety bus. After five weeks, we moved to overnight camp at Harris Hill, where we then spent two weeks living in cabins.

I have no doubt that my summer camp experience enabled me to succeed in the military. I learned how to swim, lifeguard, run, play sports, clean the cabin to inspection standards, get along with kids of different backgrounds, plan and execute projects, do woodworking, shoot bow and arrow, not complain about food, keep going even when tired, and honor our country’s flag. I felt free, competent, and safe at camp.

Harris Hill at the time was the “Soaring Capital of the World.” (Even today, it is home to the National Soaring Museum.) At camp, I’d watch gliders circle overhead on the summer air currents—silently and effortlessly, like birds. My dad loved planes, even though he’d been a sailor in the Pacific during the war. He often took us to the glider field or the local airport on weekends. We sat on the hood of his car and watched the planes and gliders take off and land. I yearned to know what it was like inside one of those planes, but we didn’t have the money for flying lessons.

Maybe someday.

If Mom planted the seeds of a love of flying, Dad helped them grow into a possibility. My brother Eddie and I caught the flying bug from our dad. Eddie talked about joining the Air Force someday. His interest rubbed off on me, too, but I didn’t talk about it at the time. Eddie loved to build Estes model rockets, and I always accompanied him when he launched them behind the high school.

We moved out of subsidized housing and into a small house on West Second Street when I was thirteen and my brother Jay was seven. Despite the big age difference between us, I enjoyed hanging out with him. We’d pitch baseballs or explore the neighborhood. Temperamentally, he and I were very much alike. We played by the rules and tried to be helpful. I was so proud when Jay won the Little League’s Best Sportsman Award for the entire city!


Growing Up Fast

In June 1972, the remnants of Hurricane Agnes moved up the East Coast. The rain started in Elmira while I was in school taking my biology final at Notre Dame High School on Wednesday, June 21. I rode my bike home—three miles—in the pouring rain. The hurricane stalled over Pennsylvania and Upstate New York. The heavy downpour continued all day Thursday and Friday and into early Saturday. The rain never let up.

Mom woke us up on Saturday morning to tell us that the dam downtown was overflowing. I walked down Columbia Street and saw an unimaginable sight: a tremendous flood of dirty brown water pouring over the dam. For a fifteen-year-old girl, it was pretty exciting! I spent the morning in fascination, watching the river rise.

As the river overflowed its banks, the water slowly crept through the city toward our house, five blocks from the dam. Now it wasn’t exciting anymore; it was dangerous. We had to evacuate.

Mom took us to the evacuation center at Booth School, where we spent the afternoon in the second-floor library with a couple other families. Just before dark, an amphibious vehicle took us farther away from the flood. We spent the next three days and nights in the basement of St. Casimir’s school with about twenty other families.

When we finally went home, our house was the most disgusting mess imaginable. Although the waters had receded, mud and trash covered everything. The smell was overpowering. The water crested at about two inches deep within the first floor of the house, seeped up into the walls, and mildewed the furniture. We had to throw out everything we couldn’t clean. We had no running water for a week and no electricity for three weeks.

I volunteered to help out with the relief efforts at Arnot Ogden Hospital. I helped patients in physical therapy and the X-ray department, and I also worked at the snack bar. I didn’t make any money, but it was so wonderful to feel needed. For me, something positive came out of the Great Flood of 1972. I felt I could make a difference, and that was a powerful motivator for a young girl.


That summer, between my sophomore and junior years, I realized that I needed to switch schools to continue to improve my self-esteem. While Notre Dame High School was excellent academically, I never felt like I fit in. I felt excluded from the cliques, social life, and other activities. My string of disappointments began in second grade, when I couldn’t get into choir, even after my mother made me re-audition. I was bullied by other kids at school, even some whom I had once considered to be my friends.

In those days, competitive sports were not an option for girls. Everyone felt that cheerleading was the be-all and end-all for any worthwhile girl. I tried out for the cheerleading squad in sixth, eighth, ninth, and tenth grades, and I never made the cut. I was slightly overweight, and I worried that the coaches didn’t like my appearance. In tenth grade, I decided to audition for the lead role in My Fair Lady. I practiced for a month. However, I talked myself out of auditioning on the big day. You know what? I really can’t sing.

A fresh start in a new school seemed to be the best option. Some of my friends from my Catholic primary school already attended the public high school, Elmira Free Academy, which would ease my transition.

I convinced my parents to let me switch. This was hard news for them to hear at first, since they believed so firmly in the benefits of Catholic schools. The financial argument turned out to be the most compelling. The burden of having three children in Catholic high school in the upcoming year would be too great, especially with our house in shambles after the flood. That summer, Eddie, Margy, and I all transferred to public school. Margy and I also took our first paying jobs—counting the collection money for Father Joseph Egan at St. Patrick’s Church.

My first year at my new high school went well, but things were getting very hard for my mom. She began to struggle emotionally after the flood, when I was about fifteen years old.

First, I should say that she was the best mother I ever could have asked for. She was honest, wise, a great cook, and she loved her  children deeply. She took us to the Watkins Glen State Park pool every summer weekend, just to get us out of the house.

Mom must have had the explorer gene in her, because she took us on several vacations when my dad was either working or missing in action. She wasn’t afraid to venture out to new places, just herself and her four young children—state parks, Niagara Falls, or Ocean City, New Jersey. As a huge extrovert, Mom enjoyed being with people and attending social events. She had a close group of friends from Al-Anon, the spousal support arm of AA. They’d sit around our kitchen table for hours, smoking and talking.

However, Dad’s drinking and then the aftermath of the flood on our house and possessions became too much for her to deal with. Eddie graduated from high school in June 1973 and left home to attend school in Minnesota. That took a toll on Mom, too, since Eddie was the unspoken father figure, with Dad gone. As our financial problems continued, Mom always worried about her next paycheck.

Her deterioration was particularly noticeable by the start of my senior year of high school. She would get angry for no apparent reason. She yelled at people she didn’t know. One time she screamed at a man for taking “her” parking spot, and I honestly thought he would kill her.

One Saturday morning in January 1974, she finally cracked. Mom seemed overwhelmed by her problems. Sobbing uncontrollably, she told me she had no reason to live. I was so worried about the extremes of her emotions that I called the emergency room. A woman questioned me for a few minutes, then said there was nothing she could do and hung up. But my mom was clearly suicidal. About half an hour later, she came down the stairs yelling incoherently, swallowed an entire bottle of blood pressure and thyroid pills, and went back upstairs crying. I immediately called for an ambulance.

I followed the ambulance to the hospital. It was the first time I ever drove a car alone, because I had just earned my driver’s license the day before.


On Monday morning, they institutionalized Mom in Binghamton, New York, for four weeks of observation and treatment. My grandmother came over and spent that night on our couch. She couldn’t drive and was far too old to take care of a houseful of youngsters. I told her we could get along fine on our own.

There was no one else available to watch me and my two younger siblings, so we lived by ourselves without an adult in the house for the next four weeks. As the oldest person at home, I was in charge of the family. I cooked, drove, shopped, shoveled snow, and cared for Margy and Jay. My cooking wasn’t exactly up to adult standards, though, and my menu selections consisted of Chef Boyardee pizza, Hamburger Helper, and Spanish rice.

On weekends, we visited Mom in Binghamton. She was so drugged up that she was unaware of her surroundings. She probably didn’t even know we were there. That big old ugly institutional facility terrified me, and I didn’t want my mother in there. Fortunately, a new facility opened in Elmira for day use by mentally ill patients. They admitted Mom in February.

The doctors corrected Mom’s thyroid medication and adjusted or discontinued the other pills she was taking. She eventually got better. In June, she was well enough to attend my high school graduation.

What Does Eileen Want to Do?

That winter and spring, I realized that I needed to actively take charge of my life. I couldn’t just live passively and let things run their course.

I saw firsthand what could happen to two wonderful and loving parents when they let bad choices ruin their lives. That spring, I swore I would never let it happen to me.

I learned how important it is for a person—and their family—to be in charge of their own medical situation. Take the right medications, don’t take pills you don’t need, don’t smoke (my mother chain-smoked from age ten onward), don’t drink to excess, and keep physically fit.


I became a runner, because I didn’t want to end up in bad physical shape like my mother. I saw what damage Dad was doing to himself from literally falling down drunk. I was afraid Dad would seriously hurt himself, and I was afraid my friends would see him drunk. I didn’t want to live the rest of my life in fear—both for him, and of the same thing happening to me.

As a consequence, I didn’t smoke, rarely drank alcohol, and never took unprescribed pills or illegal drugs. I wasn’t about to allow alcohol to control me like it did my father.

I vowed I would never get married. I couldn’t go through domestic hell like this again. I told myself I was going to “marry an airplane.”

I knew I was in a toxic environment and realized I had to get out of Elmira to escape the fear and uncertainty I was living in. The structured life of the military seemed to be what I desperately needed in order to keep my sanity. And I wouldn’t need any money to enlist.

So one weekend when Dad was visiting, I told him that I wanted to join the Air Force. He was livid. The vehemence of his reaction surprised me. “You are not joining the Air Force!” He objected so emphatically that I dared not argue with him.

I dropped the idea for a few weeks at least but couldn’t put it out of my mind. Finally, I decided I would create my own future. I called the town’s Air Force recruiter and set up an appointment for four o’clock one afternoon.

I drove over to the office. The door was locked, and no one was in sight. After hanging around for a few minutes, I drove home, feeling crushed. I couldn’t understand why the recruiter hadn’t shown up. Why didn’t the Air Force want me? Was it because I was a girl? After that, I completely gave up dreaming about joining the Air Force.

That recruiter actually did me a huge favor by not showing up. At that time, I had no idea about the difference between an enlisted person and an officer. I didn’t know that you had to be an officer to fly, and that the only way to become an officer was to have a four-year college degree. Had I enlisted right out of high school, I might never  have flown an airplane. It was only later that I realized I’d dodged a bullet.

I neared the end of my senior year of high school feeling frustrated and without any compelling sense of direction. I never thought I could do big things; I just figured I would do something. But what?

My wake-up call came at the awards ceremony for our graduation. I watched my classmates walk the stage, winning awards and accepting scholarships. Then the overpowering question hit me: What had I done in high school? I had gotten by.

While I’d entertained thoughts of becoming a math or science teacher, I didn’t take any math or science classes my senior year. Instead, my senior courses were blow-off subjects like film studies, speed-reading, and The Law and You. I hadn’t competed or tried hard for anything. I put far too much emphasis on my social life, which I thought much more important.

Suddenly, I felt as though I’d completely wasted those precious years of my life.

My advice for young people is to make the most of your high school years. Don’t coast. Don’t talk yourself into low self-esteem by constantly comparing yourself to everyone else’s best qualities. Challenge yourself. Take as many classes as you can, because they’re free. Get as far ahead as you can in high school, so you don’t have to pay for those courses in college. Use high school as a chance to learn about yourself in what is actually a relatively low-risk environment, although it certainly feels high-risk in the moment!

I wish I had paid attention to my parents’ advice earlier. I guess I just wasn’t ready to hear what they were telling me.

That very day, and from that moment on, I decided to push myself to be the best I could possibly be. I was finally ready to ask myself the question my father would always ask me: “What does Eileen want to do?”






Chapter 2

[image: images]

COLLEGE AND FIRST FLIGHT

Having decided to attend college, the question became Where? Although I applied to several schools, I knew I needed to stay close to home to care for my mother and siblings. Corning Community College was the logical choice, as I could live at home and drive half an hour to classes.

Corning was a lifesaver. My experience turned me into a huge proponent of community colleges. I saved money by living at home and driving to class daily. Best of all, the college had the program that I wanted, an associate degree in math and science.

My friends tried to convince me that community college was just like high school. It most certainly was not. It was college, through and through. I had plenty of challenging work, the professors were stellar, and I had individual responsibility for what I learned.

Perhaps most important, I had to pay for it myself—real money that I had to earn. I worked thirty hours a week. My evening and weekend part-time jobs were not the most glamorous in the world—maintaining the grounds and selling tickets at a putt-putt golf course, serving as hostess and salesperson at the Century Housewares catalog showroom, or making sandwiches and working the counter at Pudgie’s Pizza.

High school was free (at least for me), and I took it for granted. Now that I had to pay for every class with part-time jobs, loans, and a few grants, I took my studies much more seriously. I matured a lot in those two years.


I took eighteen or nineteen credit hours per semester. I concentrated on math, taking two or more courses per semester to catch up. The rest of my studies were science and core requirements.

I enjoyed math, even though I couldn’t always internalize the concepts immediately and I never fully understood calculus the first time I heard it in the classroom. At home, I studied every free minute. I memorized concepts and worked problems over and over until I felt I’d covered everything.

My aim was to be a straight-A student. Although I didn’t quite meet that objective, I never gave up. I gave it my full effort and graduated in four semesters, earning seventy-four hours of credit, even though only sixty were required for the associate degree. And I impressed myself with my results, considering my lackluster performance in high school.

Dreams of Flight

When I wasn’t studying, working, or caring for my family and house, I read everything I could about flying. Some of my favorite books included Fate Is the Hunter, The Stars at Noon, and God Is My Copilot. I subscribed to Air Force Magazine and read it from cover to cover. I read a nonfiction book on the design and procurement of the C-5 Galaxy transport plane, with all the mistakes and lessons the Air Force learned along the way.

My favorite reading topic was military history—books like Into the Mouth of the Cat (which told the story of pilot Lance Sijan and how he evaded capture in Vietnam) and a novel about military leadership called Once an Eagle. Books were by far the most important influence upon my decision to become a pilot.

I became particularly interested in the Air Force’s “Century Series” aircraft, high-performance fighter jets designed in the 1950s and early 1960s. These included the F-100 Super Sabre, F-101 Voodoo, F-102 Delta Dagger, F-104 Starfighter, F-105 Thunderchief, and F-106 Delta Dart. With features designed for their unique military missions, each aircraft represented huge leaps in aeronautical technology,  with advanced engines, swept or delta wings, and sophisticated avionics (flight systems). The Century planes were all supersonic, and their pilots could fly farther, faster, and higher than anyone before.

I could easily imagine myself above the clouds, high up and far away from all the problems on planet Earth, looking down upon cities or seeing distant oceans and polar ice caps. The sky would be a very dark blue at such high altitudes. The air would be cold and thin, and the horizon hundreds of miles away. In a single-seat jet like that, I would be alone in the world, like a Greek god flying over the planet or an angel playing in the clouds, going anywhere I chose.

I couldn’t think of anything I would rather do than fly.

But why me? I wondered why I was apparently the only young woman in my town with such an unbridled passion for aviation. Perhaps I’d inherited it, or maybe my parents had nurtured my interest before I was even aware. Whatever the reason, I was convinced that flying represented the best possible thing I could aspire to.

I researched the Air Force’s Reserve Officer Training Corps (ROTC) program. Cornell University and Syracuse University were Upstate New York’s two schools offering ROTC. I visited both campuses during my second autumn at Corning. I had difficulty connecting with the ROTC people at Cornell, but Syracuse answered the phone. I spoke with Sergeant Ault, set up an interview for January 1976, and submitted my application.

Now I had to tell Dad about my plans. After he forbade me to apply to the Air Force two years earlier, I was convinced he would be furious about me taking this step. But I told him about the ROTC program. I explained that they would pay for my tuition, books, and fees, and that I would have a guaranteed job after graduation.

He listened to me without responding—neither forbidding me nor encouraging me. That was actually his way of letting me know he was okay with my decision. His silence was tacit approval. That was a major victory, as far as I was concerned.


Syracuse notified me in March of my acceptance into the ROTC program. I was one step closer to the Air Force.

As I was completing my studies at Corning in 1976, the Air Force announced a new test program to train women as pilots. Women hadn’t been permitted to fly military planes since the Women’s Airforce Service Pilots (WASPs) in World War II. WASPs were civilian pilots, so in effect women had never actually been military pilots. The Navy began accepting women for pilot training in 1974, and now the Air Force was catching up.

The Air Force’s senior leaders were unsure whether women could deal with the difficult lifestyle and the demanding physical strength required of pilots. They worried about the very real consequences of the enemy capturing women pilots during combat. During the Vietnam War, which had just recently ended, the enemy captured and tortured a significant number of Air Force pilots and Navy aviators as prisoners of war. No one wanted to think about what would happen to women taken prisoner, or what their male colleagues might do to keep their female counterparts from being tortured.

So, the Air Force decided to accept women as pilots but only for noncombat missions. Women would be able to fly trainers, cargo planes, tankers for midair refueling, and administrative flights. Fighters, bombers, close air support, reconnaissance, and any other combat planes were off-limits.

The first group of ten women student pilots were chosen for this test program from active-duty personnel—commissioned officers with a four-year college degree and a minimum time already served. It was an extremely competitive selection process. When the ten women were announced, I noted their names and followed their progress as closely as I could. I buckled down on my studies even more intensely, hoping that I might be able to follow in their footsteps someday.

Basic Training

Shortly after graduating from Corning, I reported for six weeks of basic training. I got a haircut a few days before I left home. The stylist  clearly understood about basic training, because he cut my hair so short that I—seriously—looked like a guy.

I flew to Columbus, Ohio, and took a bus to Rickenbacker Air Force Base. I disembarked in front of the barracks, a World War II–era three-story building. Just then, a tall, pretty woman with long blond hair and two suitcases in her hands seemed to be in a hurry to get onto the bus. I asked, “Where are you going?” She said, “I’m joining the Navy!”

What was that all about?

Perhaps she didn’t like the accommodations. The women bunked on the third floor; the men had the first two floors. The rooms were barren, with tile floors and bare walls. Each room housed three occupants, who each were assigned an old cot and one aluminum wardrobe unit. The showers were open bays. I figured that the girl leaving in such a hurry must have taken one look at the facilities and decided that this wasn’t what she had signed up for.

My two roommates were already at each other’s throats. They fought about where to place the few pieces of furniture. They became increasingly bitter and nasty, shouting and name-calling. I couldn’t figure out what was such a big deal on our very first day.

Somehow, I calmed them down. I reminded them that we had to live with one another for six weeks. One of them told me, “Would you tell that person over there that I’m not speaking to her?” And then the other said to me, “Well, you can tell that person over there that I’m not speaking to her!” I couldn’t believe I was seeing two adult women—who hoped to become Air Force officers—exhibit this level of pettiness.

The next day, which was our first day of training, the captain called me into his office. I saluted. “Miss Collins reporting as ordered, sir.”

He said, “I heard about what happened in your room. Miss Collins, I am going to hold you personally responsible for everything that happens in that room. You keep the peace in there. You are responsible.”


I saluted and said, “Yes, sir.”

Not only did I have to deal with these two women, whom I seriously doubted were officer material—now I was at risk if they couldn’t control themselves. They never actually fought again, thank goodness, and I was able to get along with them individually. I never felt close to either one of them, though. At least we kept it civil for the rest of basic training.

Neither one said a word directly to the other for six solid weeks. Everything went through me.

“Tell that person to clean up their stuff.”

“Tell that person to close the window.”

That was my introduction to military life.

Nonetheless, I absolutely loved basic training. I jumped right into the routine: running every morning, marching every afternoon, daily lessons in the classroom. In 1976 (unlike today), women had different fitness standards than their male counterparts. For example, men had to run one and one-half miles in under twelve minutes, but women only had to accomplish a twelve-minute “continuous run.” The men ran on the roads around the base and competed with one another. The women just ran around a gravel track across the road from our barracks. Some women just walked the track. No one monitored or coached us.

I didn’t think it was fair that women got a break from physical requirements. After the first day, I asked the captain, our flight leader, if I could run with the guys. He agreed. I ran with the men from the next day onward. I wanted to improve. Competing with the guys was a great motivator!

I found marching to be similar to cheerleading. There was a choreographed aspect to it, with flanking and column movements to memorize. I enjoyed learning and executing the routines as precisely as I could.

Academics was my favorite part of the program. Our courses included Army and Air Force history, development of the airplane and theory of flight, organization of the Air Force, individual  outstanding leaders, and strategic and tactical military missions. I particularly enjoyed stories about pilots. I still have all my workbooks from that summer. Of all the awards I’ve received over the years, I particularly cherish earning the top academic award for our entire basic training class.

The icing on the cake that summer was the field trips. We visited the flight line, and I sat in the cockpit of an A-7 Corsair II. It was my first time inside the cockpit of an airplane. It smelled of JP-4 fuel, electronics, and dirt. There were switches and circuit breakers everywhere. The maintenance chief eyed me and my movements carefully, probably checking to ensure that the ejection seat was pinned so I wouldn’t blow myself sky-high! Me! In the pilot’s seat of an airplane that probably saw action in Vietnam. I could hardly believe it. Will I ever be able to fly a plane like this?

Our training included a local flight on a C-123, an old and loud propeller-driven cargo/transport plane. There was no air-conditioning, and the ride was unpleasantly hot and bumpy. About half of the cadets became physically sick. They told us that once one person “loses it,” all it takes is the smell for the rest of the group to succumb shortly afterward. Fortunately, I made it through the flight unscathed. (And I never became airsick during my Air Force career.)

Those of us who had stuck out our program flew to various Air Force bases for a pilot training introductory flight near the end of the summer. My group went to Reese Air Force Base near Lubbock, Texas, where I suited up for a flight with an instructor in a Cessna T-37 Tweety-Bird trainer. It was a short flight, with no aerobatics—take off, fly straight and level, return to the base, and stop.

This was my first flight in a small airplane, and like the A-7 cockpit time, it was eye-opening. The sight of miles and miles of sky, the smell of jet fuel, the feel of the heavy helmet and parachute, and the heat of a Texas summer, all drew me closer to my unusual career choice.

After the flight, I reflected on how we cadets had worried unnecessarily before we flew. Will we get airsick or not? The power of  groupthink is strong: if you worry enough, you can make yourself airsick just from the stress. In the end, most of us did just fine, and many of us were inspired to make flying our career.

I felt elated when I left basic training that summer. I was proud that I was going to become part of the United States Air Force.

ROTC and Syracuse University

I started ROTC at Syracuse in September 1976. As a junior, I was a member of the Professional Officer Corps (everybody called it the “P-O-C”), which distinguished me and my classmates from the freshmen and sophomores in the General Military Course program.

Our curriculum included a course in national security, taught by Major Mike Lythgoe. He taught us how to scrutinize critically the authors and sources of pieces we were reading. He sometimes broke out in tears during his lectures on patriotism. His profound passion for history and his love of country touched me to the core and earned my respect.

Captain Jim O’Rourke ran our weekly leadership lab. He once told me, “Miss Collins, you are good for at least lieutenant colonel.” Perhaps that was his way of saying, “I’m sorry that you weren’t selected as ROTC corps commander.” I appreciated the compliment, but I wasn’t interested in achieving the highest rank or a prestigious position at the time. I was just happy to have an opportunity to serve in the Air Force.

The Vietnam War was still an open wound in the country’s psyche. The relationship between universities and the armed forces was strained at best and outright hostile at worst. Although the war had ended in 1975, there was still animosity on our campus toward the military. I loved my uniform and all that it stood for, and I wore it twice a week. It made me a magnet for negative comments and criticism, though. Some students mock-saluted me. Women said, “Ugh! Why are you doing that?”

I never let those reactions negatively influence me or change my mind. Those students didn’t know what they were missing. I had a  chance to serve the country that had given me so much. I also had an exciting future ahead of me: great people to work with, opportunities to fly, travel, good pay, and lots of responsibility. The leadership responsibilities at such a young age were much greater than those available in the civilian world.

I continued following the progress of the women in the Air Force flight training program. In those pre-internet days, my only source of information was the occasional newspaper article. The good news was that all ten women in the first class had graduated and earned their wings. However, I realized that I needed a competitive advantage to get into the program. Gaining actual stick-and-rudder flying experience over the summer seemed like a good option.

The Elmira-Corning Regional Airport offered private flight lessons. I couldn’t muster the courage to inquire about them, though. Old doubts ran through my mind. Will they say no because I’m a woman? Maybe I’m too young. I could imagine endless excuses for them to reject me.

After weeks of stewing and fretting, I finally mustered the nerve to call the operator at the airport in the summer of 1977. To my surprise, they were very welcoming and invited me to come by. I visited the airport and gladly gave them access to $1,000 that I had saved from my part-time jobs. This would go into my account for flight hours and instructor fees.

“AJ” Davis, a former F-4 pilot who had flown in Vietnam, was the nicest person imaginable and the perfect instructor for me. I finished ground school as quickly as I could, then practiced in flight simulators. AJ introduced me to the Cessna 150, a two-seat propeller plane. He taught me how to perform a walk-around, the preflight “kick the tires and light the fires” check of the airplane. Our first flying sorties that summer took us around the area south of Seneca Lake. I learned to fly turns, climbs, descents, and stalls. We spent most of our time flying around the airport pattern—taking off into the wind, turning crosswind, flying downwind parallel to the runway, turning again, making a final approach, and then landing.


After several lessons, I executed a good flight around the pattern and made a nice touchdown. While we were still rolling on the runway, I put my hand on the throttle to add power to take off again. Suddenly, AJ grabbed my hand and pulled the power off.

“I’ve had enough of this!” he said loudly. “Pull off the runway onto that taxiway over there!”

What? Why is Mr. Nice Guy suddenly so mad at me?

Once we were off the runway, AJ said, “I’m bored, so I’m getting out. You go on—solo.”

“Huh?!” was all I could muster.

“You’re ready,” he said. “I’ll just walk in. You’ll be fine.”

Wow.

I taxied out, feeling excited and grateful he did it this way rather than telling me a day in advance. Otherwise, I could have been awake all night prepping and worrying, worse than for my driver’s license test.

I radioed the tower, and they cleared me for takeoff. I applied power, accelerated down the runway, and pulled the plane’s nose up. I was in the air, by myself.

Success! My first solo flight!

Just a few feet above the runway, my door suddenly popped open.

My first in-flight emergency!

Focus.

Rather than becoming flustered, I calmly reached over and pulled the door shut. No problem. I continued my flight with three uneventful takeoffs and landings. I finished my first solo flight, in my hometown, at the age of twenty. I could scarcely believe how far I’d come in just a few short years.

I didn’t have time to complete all the requirements for my private pilot’s license that summer. However, having flown solo would definitely give me a leg up in competing for a spot in the Air Force pilot training program.

I attended the ROTC’s Third Lieutenant Program that summer with two weeks at Dover Air Force Base in Delaware. They assigned  me to the only position available—administrative officer. I felt bored after the first day.

I suggested to another woman in the program, a nurse named Sandy, that we visit the flight line and see if we could get assigned to a flight somewhere. Dover was the home base for the C-5 Galaxy cargo planes, the Air Force’s largest planes. We told the clerk at the operations desk that we were third lieutenants and wondered if they had any space for cadets. Jackpot! A flight on Wednesday had space available.

We joined a C-5 crew of three pilots, two navigators, three flight engineers, and three loadmasters for a flight to Andrews Air Force Base in Maryland. A midair malfunction sent us back to Dover. We switched airplanes, flew back to Andrews, and from there onward to Europe. Our airplane required maintenance at every base we landed—Madrid (Spain), Naples (Italy), and Ramstein (West Germany). The planned five-day trip lasted ten days, during which I visited three beautiful European cities, learned firsthand about the military airlift mission, and even had the opportunity to take the controls of a C-5! I returned to Dover just in time to catch a commercial flight back to Elmira.

During my senior year, we toured Patrick Air Force Base and Cape Canaveral, Florida. (I’m eternally grateful to whoever planned those trips for cadets.) We flew the long leg of the trip in a C-130 Hercules, and we unfortunately had to endure airsickness bouts from queasy cadets. It was all worth it once we arrived. We toured the launchpads and hangars, viewed space hardware, and even celebrated with a spontaneous night party on Cocoa Beach.

On the negative side, I missed two days of classes while on the trip. I worried about my grade point average, the primary factor in selection for pilot training. Many other cadets passed up the trip in exchange for potentially better grades. It’s sometimes tough to choose between studying to improve your academic scores and participating in an enriching experience. I believe I made the right choice for my situation at the time, and fortunately my grades didn’t suffer.


Competing for Pilot Training

In January 1978, I started my final semester at Syracuse. I received orders that after graduation, I would report to Offutt Air Force Base in Nebraska as a computer systems design engineer. As a math major, I would be working in strategic missile targeting.

Colonel Vernon Hagen, our ROTC department chair, called me into his office early in the spring. He rarely spoke to us cadets. I wondered why he wanted to talk with me. He asked if I knew about the test program that the Air Force was conducting to train women pilots, which of course I did. Colonel Hagen then told me that the Air Force was ready to accept women who were recent college graduates into the training program. The Air Force would select up to ten women from ROTC programs nationwide to participate in the next round of pilot training.
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“What a read!”
—TOM HANKS
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