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To my remarkable nephew, Rob
—pilot, sailor, rock climber, scuba diver, outdoorsman, and global citizen—
with love and admiration for his adventurous spirit 








INTRODUCTION

EVERY YEAR, FLORIDA ATTRACTS NEARLY ONE HUNDRED FORTY MILLION visitors to a state approaching a population of twenty-two million people. What makes Florida so special to visitors and residents alike? Beautiful beaches. Warm weather. Exciting theme parks. Great fishing. Diverse nature trails. Unique flora and fauna. But few people may mention or may even be aware of Florida’s distinct place in aviation history.


With its mild winters and hard-packed beaches, Florida became an early proving ground for aviation pioneers, especially female pilots who went on to chalk up impressive nonstop flying, altitude, speed, aerobatic, military, and space records. The first female pilot to undertake a night flight, to complete a nonstop flight from New York to Miami, to break the sound barrier, to win the US National Aerobatics Championship, and to command the space shuttle are all part of Florida’s aviation history.


From daredevil pilots barnstorming across the state during the early 1900s to ferrying seventy-seven different types of aircraft during World War II to commanding military, commercial airline, and NASA flights, Florida sustains its prominent role in female aviation history. Some female pilots, such as Dessie Smith Prescott, Jacqueline Cochran, and Betty Skelton Frankman, were Florida natives who made aviation history with flying exploits in the Sunshine State and elsewhere. In other instances, female pilots born outside Florida, such as Ruth Law, Patrice Clarke Washington, Linda Pauwels, and Eileen Collins, claimed their indelible place in aviation history flying high in the Florida skies. Even famed African American aviator Bessie Coleman shaped a major, albeit tragic, chapter in Florida aviation history. All of these groundbreaking women pilots displayed tremendous courage, skill, and determination in the face of daunting social, legal, and economic barriers that aimed to exclude them from the profession or to undermine their impressive flying abilities.


In this anthology, the selected stories of female pilots will be grouped by time period to help show the evolving role of women pilots from flying rickety fabric-and-wire airplanes to controlling technologically sophisticated aircraft. Each chapter explores a little known or long-forgotten Florida tale of a pioneering female pilot in an engaging, informative way. Some stories will delight and inspire as spirited women buck the traditional conventions of their day to chart their own courses, triumphing as pilots in the face of incredible odds. Other tales will speak of brave women whose flying days ended in terrible misfortune, reminding us about both the exhilaration and inherent dangers of taking flight.


Hopefully, by the end of this book, you will add “trailblazing female pilots” to your list of what makes Florida special.


Bridges DelPonte
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“The surest way to make me do a thing is to tell me I can’t do it.”


—RUTH BANCROFT LAW
(MAY 21, 1887–DECEMBER 1, 1970)







CHAPTER 1RUTH LAW

Loops de Loops and Dips of Death on Daytona Beach

AT FIRST GLANCE, SHE APPEARED TO BE AN ENTICING NOVELTY. “WOMAN to Give Flights at Clarendon” declared the front-page headline of the Daytona Daily News on January 7, 1913. The newspaper announced that Miss Ruth Bancroft Law, a woman pilot, had arrived with her Wright plane to offer her services. The newspaper gloated that Miss Law had granted it the exclusive privilege of selecting her first passenger for her inaugural flight of the winter season.

Might a petite, young woman piloting a flying machine on her own be a danger to herself and her passengers on these flights? Law seemed an oddity with her knit cap pulled down over her hair, her bulky woolen coat and jodhpurs, and those knee-high leather boots. Even the great Orville Wright had refused to train her, believing that women didn’t possess the mechanical ability or mental stamina necessary to handle the stresses of flying his new invention. Besides, Law had recently witnessed the tragic accident of renowned aviator Harriet Quimby, the first American woman to earn a pilot’s license and the first woman to cross the English Channel, who plunged to her death from her monoplane at a Harvard–Boston air meet in July 1912.

Yet despite his initial concerns, Orville sold a Wright Model B biplane to Law for seventy-five hundred dollars under an installment plan. The Lynn, Massachusetts, native then promptly returned to her home state, taking lessons for several weeks with the Burgess Company and Curtiss Flying School in Marblehead. Ruth talked pilot Phil Page into teaching her and learned critical maintenance skills from a mechanic at the school. She advanced at a brisk pace, shocking flight instructor Arch Freeman by reaching the altitude of seventy-eight hundred feet, higher than he ever experienced.

By August 1912, she undertook her first solo flight at Atwood Park in Saugus. She accumulated further flight time debuting her flying skills at exhibitions and brief hops with passengers in exchange for newspaper coupons or for a small fee on Staten Island. Reporters trailed her and wrote stories about this only female flier on the East Coast. On November 18, 1912, at age twenty-five, she passed her flying tests at Baldwin’s Flying Field in Oakwood on Staten Island. Ruth became the sixth woman in the United States to earn her pilot’s license from the Aero Club of America, a private social club that promoted aviation in its early years.

Two months later, she made her way to Florida with her husband and manager, Charles Oliver. Oliver had entered into a contract with the Hotel Clarendon for Law to fly hotel guests during the January to April 1913 winter season. Over the previous two winters, first city officials, then the Hotel Clarendon, contracted with male pilots for short flights, hoping to drum up business with northern visitors curious about these newfangled flying machines. Pilots W. Starling Burgess in the 1911 season and her former instructor, Phil Page, in the 1912 season became popular locally in this new sport and attracted tourists from across the country. With takeoffs and landings on Daytona Beach in front of the hotel, area residents and tourists gathered with amazement to watch these magical machines glide above the flat shoreline.

Ultimately, Col. C. M. Bingham won the opportunity to join Law as her first passenger to great local fanfare. On January 13, 1913, more than five thousand people gathered on Daytona Beach to watch her inaugural flight with the colonel, becoming the first female pilot to fly in Florida’s skies. Col. Bingham told reporters that he “thoroughly enjoyed the sensation of being carried through the air far above the heads of the big crowd on the beach.” That same day, Law made a second flight showing off her solo piloting skills in her Wright biplane. In less than six months, Ruth had gone from aviation aficionado to licensed pilot paid by contract to carry passengers—likely the first licensed woman pilot to do so in the country.

Although having just arrived, Law delighted in generating enthusiasm for her services. At that time, rich tourists with automobiles often challenged each other to races on the hard-packed sands of Daytona Beach—well before the creation of a formal speedway. The Daytona Daily News reported that A. E. Donnelly in a Mercer speedster threw down the gauntlet to Charles Lockwood and his National auto for a car race on the beach. Ruth immediately jumped into the fray, declaring that she would race the winner of that competition in her biplane on the beach. The paper never reported whether the beach auto race took place, but Law became known as a fierce competitor who did not back down from a challenge. She and her manager-husband continued to make bold pronouncements about her flying prowess over her three winter seasons at Daytona Beach from 1913 to 1915.

Just ten years after the Wrights flew at Kitty Hawk, airplanes remained quite primitive and dangerous. Despite the public’s natural uneasiness about flying, Ruth rapidly became a major draw for seasonal tourists flocking to Daytona Beach hoping to catch a glimpse of her and her amazing flying machine. Her flights typically cost about fifteen dollars (more than four hundred fifty dollars in 2023), which meant most of her clients were wealthy vacationers escaping cold northern climes. The Daytona Daily News’ gossipy society column, News of the Hotels, reported regularly on which elite guests from Hotel Clarendon, the Prince George, or other upscale lodgings bravely accepted the challenge of flying as a passenger with Law.

From millionaire entrepreneurs to military men to high-society ladies, the paper covered Law’s flights, nipping pithy quotes from her clientele about the fun and safety of flying with her. W. H. Peters, a visiting lawyer and Wisconsin assemblyman, told reporters that he completely enjoyed his trip in the air and felt “as safe in the machine with Miss Law as he would feel sitting in an office chair.” Dietrick Lamade, the wealthy head of Grit Publishing Company, declared that soaring in the air with Miss Law felt like being “whisked to the top of the Woolworth Building in an express elevator and looking out upon the island of Manhattan.”


[image: fig_61.jpg]
Law offers rides in a Wright Model B biplane on Daytona Beach in 1914. (Courtesy of the State Archives of Florida, Florida Memory)



Articles promoting her flights often highlighted her perfect safety record to placate concerns about the risks of flight and simmering doubts about a woman pilot’s ability to fly. During her career, Law chafed against questions about her piloting skills based on her gender. Despite his brother Orville’s uncertainties, Wilbur Wright later conceded that Law proved herself as “one of the safest as well as one of the nerviest air pilots, either male or female, that he had ever met.”

Yet Law wasn’t satisfied with short tourist hops. By December 1914, Ruth began offering flight instruction for pilots seeking full licensure for three hundred dollars (about nine thousand dollars in 2023). Her newspaper advertisements boasted that licensed pilots could earn twenty-five thousand dollars per season in exhibition flying—approximately seven hundred and fifty thousand dollars in 2023. She became the first female pilot to offer formal flying instruction at her Wright School of Aviation from a hangar next to the Nautilus Casino in Seabreeze (a community later merged into Daytona and Daytona Beach). She also began to consult with Glen Curtiss, the founder of Curtiss Aeroplane Company, to discuss plane designs for a nonstop flight from San Francisco to New York.

Law also started experimenting with more dangerous exhibition flights at Daytona Beach and other East Coast events at county fairs and flying exhibitions during the summer months. In 1913, she became the first American female pilot to fly at night, doing so for twenty minutes at Staten Island, repeating that spine-tingling moonlight flight at a summer 1914 air show in Newport, Rhode Island. That same year, the Daytona Beach community watched in astonishment as Law practiced the “Dip of Death” for a planned Christmas Day show. Few aviators had survived the “Dip of Death,” in which a pilot reaches a high altitude and then speeds the plane toward the ground, pulling up at the last moment to land the plane safely. Bad weather prevented that effort. But on January 2, 1915, she undertook another rare evening flight with only the moonlight to guide her over Daytona Beach, thrilling a large crowd on the beach—the first female pilot to fly at night in Florida.

Law further augmented her income with promotional flights, dropping golf balls out of her plane to market local golf courses and providing flights for baseball players on the Brooklyn Superbas (later Brooklyn Dodgers), including famed player Casey Stengel. The team manager, William Robinson, even excused players during a game to allow them an opportunity to fly with Law. Ruth invited Charles H. Ebbets, the president of the Superbas, to join her on a flight and drop the first baseball from her plane for the 1915 opening-day game of spring training. For that publicity stunt, Law reportedly planned to drop a baseball from her plane into Robinson’s waiting glove since he was considered an ace at catching high flies.

In a disputed bit of baseball lore, some reports indicated that Law never received a baseball for the stunt, so she launched a red ruby grapefruit. Others claimed that Robinson missed two baseball tosses and Law threw out a grapefruit from her lunch as a final attempt. Others assert that prankster Casey Stengel intentionally arranged to substitute a grapefruit for a baseball with Law or the team’s trainer, a passenger on the flight. Allegedly, the grapefruit exploded on impact, knocking over Robinson and soaking his uniform in red juice. Players claimed he screamed out about being wounded upon seeing red stains on his uniform or blinded due to the spray of citrus juice into his eyes. Others contend that this mishap served as the origin of the name “The Grapefruit League” for baseball teams participating in spring training in Florida. Regardless of the truth of these competing stories, Law flew into baseball legend with this tale.


[image: fig_81.jpg]
Law pilots her Curtiss “Model D” Pusher plane in 1915. (Photo by Lt. H. M. Benner, US Air Force)



Despite these silly stunts, Law continued to hone her piloting skills and push the limits of her airplane while at Daytona Beach and Seabreeze. In 1915, she sold her Wright plane and purchased a Curtiss Model D Pusher with its custom Wright-style controls to enhance her exhibition flying. In December 1915, she spontaneously executed her first “loop de loop” at Daytona Beach. To her husband’s horror, she then immediately repeated that difficult maneuver a second time before landing. Law became only the second American woman to perform this aerobatic trick after her friendly Arkansas rival Katherine Stinson did so earlier that same year. After her first loop de loop at Daytona Beach, Law began setting records for continuous loop de loops, breaking her own record of sixteen in a row by completing seventeen loop de loops in a row at a subsequent New Orleans air show.

With her Curtiss pusher, she wowed Daytona Beach audiences at a January 1916 exhibition and continued to be an in-demand performer at air shows across the country. She also pursued altitude records for female pilots, reaching eleven thousand two hundred feet, and twice came in second to male pilots in altitude and bomb-dropping contests. As her stunts became riskier, including performing the infamous “Dip of Death,” Law’s husband became more worried about her safety. She claimed that he lost a pound of weight each time she flew.

A strong competitive streak and love of danger seemed to course through her veins and her family tree. Despite growing up in a conservative New England family, Ruth and her brother, Rodman, spent their childhood egging each other on to numerous hazardous pranks, much to their parents’ chagrin. As an adult, Rodman became a fearless stuntman, first making a name for himself climbing tall structures with his bare hands, earning him the moniker “The Human Fly.” He gained further notoriety with other madcap exploits, such as scaling and parachuting off the Statue of Liberty and the Brooklyn Bridge. His Lady Liberty jump became the first time he ever used a parachute. His assistant broke down into a fit of tears as he stepped over the railing and plummeted 345 feet, pulling open his small chute and landing safely—perhaps making him the first base jumper in history. He narrowly survived his Brooklyn Bridge jump when his chute barely released in time to avoid a deadly fall into the East River.

The public could not get enough of his fearless escapades and he quickly became a media favorite, featured in newspapers and newsreels. Hollywood soon sought him out for stunt work in the burgeoning movie industry. At one of Ruth’s exhibition shows, Ryno Films captured Rodman jumping out of her plane in a parachute and promptly injuring his neck. His overall success with risk-taking feats secured him the Hollywood nickname “The Unkillable Actor.”

Their father, Frederick Law, worried about his children’s daredevil ways. He initially expressed doubts about Rodman risking his life for Hollywood. Yet he voiced pride in Ruth’s mission, demonstrating that “a woman can do things and I believe she has benefited aviation by shaming some of the men who lacked the nerve to help develop the airplane.” Over time, Mr. Law even recognized that his son’s fearlessness proved that one could parachute safely from an airplane.

Yearning for new challenges, Law began to plan a cross-country solo trip. She lobbied aviation expert Glen Curtiss for a customized plane with a larger fuel tank for her planned flight. But echoing Orville Wright’s previous concerns, Curtiss doubted that she could handle a heavyweight plane. Undeterred, Ruth made several modifications to her older Curtiss pusher and slept in a tent on the roof of the Hotel Morrison in Chicago to prepare for the flight’s frigid air temperatures. With her own funds, she plotted out her nonstop flight.

On November 19, 1916, Law’s greatest aerial triumph came when she smashed the American nonstop flight record from Chicago to Hor-nell, New York, flying 590 miles nonstop in five hours, forty-five minutes, beating Victor Calstrom’s nonstop record of 452 miles nonstop. She also set the female pilot’s world record for continuous flight. Her feat of skill and nerve in freezing November winds and temperatures in her outdated Curtiss pusher only added to the acclaim for her achievement.

She eventually sputtered into New York City with her gas tank almost empty. Law became the toast of American aviation and an instant celebrity. Peppering her with questions, a reporter asked, “You have made the longest flight a woman ever made, haven’t you?” Ruth retorted, “I have made the longest flight an American ever made.” A reminder that she had bested both US male and female pilot records for her nonstop flight.

Newspapers across the nation declared her the “Queen of the Air.” Numerous awards and tributes were heaped upon her, including being the guest of honor at a reception with President and Mrs. Woodrow Wilson in attendance. Schoolchildren flooded her with letters, many both shocked and pleased that a woman had beaten a man’s record. One little girl wrote, “[y]ou have made me feel that I may be proud to be a girl.” Suffragettes rallied around her groundbreaking flight as proof of women’s equality in their fight for the right to vote.

Promoters from face creams and perfumes to raincoats and petticoats courted Law in hopes of benefiting from the endorsement of this newly minted superstar. Yet Ruth showed no interest in becoming a product pitch woman. She asserted that “[n]ine-tenths of the people who make these offers do not want any real service I could give them. They are merely after the use of my name. I don’t want any such business. I don’t mind taking money for flying or aiding flying, but that is the only business in which I intend to engage.”

Law remained laser-focused on her next aviation accomplishment, either a solo cross-country trip from San Francisco to New York or a solo transatlantic flight—more than a decade before Charles Lindbergh’s record-breaking flight. The media keenly followed her efforts to strategize and seek out a plane that could handle these groundbreaking trips. Articles reported on her review of different aircraft and her efforts to collaborate with Curtiss on a specially tailored plane. Yet busy with building planes for the war effort, Curtiss never developed the custom plane for her. She also inspected military aircraft and other designs in France, even offering her piloting services to the French government to help battle the Kaiser in World War I.

When the United States entered the war in 1917, Law wrote bellicose editorials and advocated for women aviators to be permitted to join the fight. She lobbied Congress and President Wilson in the White House, wearing an Army officer’s uniform by special permission of the War Department, the first woman to receive such a privilege. At home and abroad, her efforts to serve as a military pilot were soundly rejected. In the end, Ruth wore her Army uniform on civilian flights across the country to promote Liberty Bonds and to encourage enlistment. As World War I raged on, Law’s opportunity to undertake a solo cross-country or transatlantic flight slipped away.

Greatly disappointed, Law returned to exhibition flying, earning as much as nine thousand dollars per week (more than two hundred and thirty thousand dollars in 2023 dollars). She also continued to break altitude records for female pilots, setting a record of fourteen thousand seven hundred feet in 1917. She later formed her own flying troupe, Ruth Law’s Flying Circus, chasing cars on racetracks, wing-walking as a pilot performed loop de loops, and performing car-to-plane transfers on rope ladders. Her troupe made stops across the country, continuing to capture news coverage with aerial stunts. Ruth also toured Japan, China, and the Philippines, drawing massive crowds and providing the first airmail delivery to the Philippine Islands.

After ten years of a nearly perfect safety record, Madeline Davis, a young wing-walker from Fort Pierce, Florida, died when she slipped from a ladder while rehearsing a transfer from a speeding car, driven by Law, to a plane flying above. After this incident, her anxiety-ridden husband, worried that Ruth’s luck might run out, put an end to her career by publishing news of her retirement from flying without consulting her. To keep the peace at home and in the face of calls for more regulation of air shows to prevent such accidents, she acceded and quit flying.

After a decade of a quiet life of gardening in California, Ruth suffered a nervous breakdown. She believed the loss of the intense thrill of flying led to her illness. Despite her challenges, she would later attend a 1948 ceremony on the donation of the Wrights’ Kitty Hawk plane to the Smithsonian Institution, showing support for their achievement despite Orville’s initial doubts about her flying abilities. In her lifetime, she flew a Wright biplane and watched astronauts landing on the moon, dying at the age of eighty-three in San Francisco in 1970.


After her initial three seasons, Ruth never again flew above the sands of Daytona Beach, where she honed her early flying skills and astounded crowds with her acrobatic flying. The Daytona Beach Daily News published a fitting farewell to her, writing that “[t]he people of this vicinity have missed the gentle purring of Ruth Law’s engines among the clouds. The winter hardly seems complete without her.”








“I will never forget the first time I ever went up. I was afraid to come down!”


—DESSIE SMITH PRESCOTT
(AUGUST 4, 1906–APRIL 19, 2002)







CHAPTER 2DESSIE SMITH PRESCOTT

A Florida-Born Pioneer in the Sky and the Great Outdoors

ISLAND GROVE, ALACHUA COUNTY, 1906. POPULATION SEVENTY-FIVE or one hundred, depending upon whom you ask. Dessie Smith faced many hardships early on in life. At only two and a half years old, Dessie’s father died after being beaten with a fence post, mistaken for a sheriff. Her mother moved her family into a log cabin with Dessie’s grandmother, who struggled to support them on her husband’s veteran’s pension from the Spanish-American War. Too poor to care for her, Dessie’s mother sent her to live with her uncle and aunt in Sparr, a nearby rural community, where locals survived by hunting, fishing, picking oranges, and living off the sandy scrublands of central Florida.

In one of her earliest memories, four-year-old Dessie retrieved quails her uncle shot for dinner from palmetto thickets. As a child, she spent many hours wandering the woods and wading through the riverways of central Florida. Her strict aunt wanted her to wear dresses and shoes, but Dessie preferred overalls and bare feet. She stubbornly walked barefoot for more than two miles to a one-room schoolhouse. Not much for studying, she often got into fistfights with older boys at recess and reached only the eighth grade at county schools. Her mother died in the 1918 flu epidemic, leaving Dessie orphaned at age twelve. With such hard-scrabble beginnings, it may have been hard to predict that this little girl would make history in Florida, not once, but twice, and eventually land in the Florida Women’s Hall of Fame.


From her teens into her early twenties, Smith bounced around different careers and locations, first waitressing and bussing tables in Baltimore, where her older brother and his family lived. At age sixteen, she met and married the first of six husbands, divorcing him a year later. Dessie contended that “Kissin’ wears out. Fishin’ don’t.” Saving up her money, she visited Florida for a month in the winter to hunt, fish, and explore the outdoors. With a .22 rifle slung over her shoulder and a Bowie knife tucked into her belt, she killed and skinned her prey or fileted bass and other fish she caught for dinner.

After her first divorce, she moved on to Atlantic City to wait tables again and then became a beautician. But Smith dreamed of returning to Florida, squirreling away money to buy acreage bordering her uncle’s land and starting to build a log cabin at age nineteen. She later scouted prospective buyers for real estate brokers in Orlando during the Florida land boom in 1926. Dessie married again, but it didn’t last. As the boom turned to bust, Smith luckily withdrew five thousand dollars in savings just before a local bank collapsed. She bought a Chevrolet and slapped a sticker on it that read, “Don’t laugh, big boy. This is paid for,” driving to Philadelphia where her oldest brother moved for work. Dessie sold cars, an unusual job for a woman at that time.

Planes buzzing out of nearby Rydell Field in Camden, New Jersey, sparked her first interest in flight. Smith spent part of her remaining savings to take pilot lessons, the only woman in a class with twelve male students. Dessie learned fast and soon soloed in a Curtiss JN-4 biplane, called a “Jenny.” After the end of World War I, retired Jennys became publicly available for purchase, and many barnstorming troupes bought them for their air exhibitions. No fan of frilly dresses, Dessie liked wearing pants and boots to climb in and out of those planes, which had no doors and routinely splashed castor oil fuel on pilots.

Known for being a fearless outdoorswoman, Dessie admitted that “it took a lot of nerve” to fly. On her first solo, she grew anxious about landing the plane and was forced to do so when it nearly ran out of fuel. At that time, the Aeronautics Branch of the Department of Commerce, an early predecessor of the Federal Aviation Administration, commenced issuing pilot’s licenses in an effort to standardize and professionalize the industry under the Air Commerce Act of 1926. Dessie claimed to be the third woman in the country to receive a pilot’s license from the federal government, declaring that Amelia Earhart was “not even heard of” yet. With her government-issued license, Dessie became the first female pilot from the state of Florida.


[image: fig_171.jpg]
After World War I, barnstormers, like Smith, flew retired “Jennys” in air shows. (Photo by Air Service, US Army)




In the late 1920s, Dessie barnstormed in the Northeast and then returned to her Florida roots to fly. Dessie recalled receiving letters admonishing her for taking up flying. Some upbraided her as blasphemous for daring to fly like God and the angels or warned that she must be in league with the devil to fly a plane. Undeterred, she shared two planes with various groups of pilots who traveled to fairs in small towns with plenty of open fields or flat beaches where planes could take off and land. Dessie remembered one troupe she joined was named “Wild Hogs.” Dessie tried out some stunt work, but she mostly flew customers excited about the opportunity to swoop in the air. In her band, one pilot would sell tickets to the passengers, originally charging two dollars per passenger to generate buzz, and then hiking up prices to five dollars per person. Another pilot would crank the airplane motor while a third piloted the plane in an open-air cockpit with the passenger seated in the rear.

Dessie piloted some customers at Daytona Beach but mostly accommodated patrons from Davis Island near Tampa. The island stood largely undeveloped, except for a makeshift maintenance shed and hangar. A sandy strip served as a runway for flights, later developing into the Peter O. Knight Airport. With the cost of fuel, flights lasted no more than fifteen minutes, often traveling over Tampa Bay to Gadsden Point before crossing above Tampa, and up along the Hillsborough River. With little regulation of flights, pilots took passengers up to altitudes above three thousand feet. Many people were petrified during their first, and sometimes last, flight.

As the Depression loomed, Smith enjoyed flying, but it did not fully pay the bills. She continued to scrape up money from other work and leased out a small apartment building in Tampa’s Hyde Park neighborhood. Over time, her concerns about flying intensified as the planes became more battered and proper maintenance depended largely on the limited technical knowledge and sobriety of local mechanics. After about eighteen months, Dessie stopped flying due to safety issues. She sought out steady work in Tampa’s Tax Department as the Depression gripped the country.

During the Depression, she regularly visited her log cabin and married a local doctor who enjoyed her preferred activities of hunting in the backwoods and fishing riverways from a small motorboat. They often spent time at her cabin in Sparr on weekends. At one point, Smith was bitten by a bobcat and a friend urged her to seek medical treatment in case of rabies. With her tongue-in-cheek humor, she replied, “Not yet. There are a few people I need to bite first.”

Dessie and her husband later became acquainted with a New York couple, Charles and Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings. In 1928, these writers sought a refuge from big-city life in rural Cross Creek, not far from Dessie’s Island Grove hometown. They hoped to explore the rich tapestry of life in a rural community, but the inexperienced couple struggled to maintain a rundown grove. Friends of the Rawlings asked Smith to help them make their way in this unfamiliar territory.

Dessie’s frank talk and backwoods acumen impressed Marjorie, who became quick friends with her. Smith showed Marjorie how to shoot, fish, and trap animals as well as develop the grove into a more productive farm. Although ten years younger than Marjorie, Dessie referred to her as “young un” due to Rawlings’s inexperience in the ways of backwoods living.


Prone to depression and unhappy in her marriage, Rawlings looked forward to outings with Dessie to overcome her difficulties, including evening fox hunts on horseback. The women talked about their lives, and Smith liked to share backcountry traditions with Marjorie over a bottle of moonshine. Throughout the years, the women would also enjoy hunting and fishing adventures in the Everglades, Alaska, and Cuba.

Rawlings’s first book, Under the South Moon, a novel about life in Florida’s backcountry, became a successful debut novel for her in 1933, creating further tension in her strained marriage. In March of that year, Dessie convinced Rawlings that she needed time on the river to settle her nerves and decide how to move forward in her life. Lacking accurate charts, Dessie helmed a motorboat along a treacherous route on the St. John’s River. Camping under the stars, hunting and fishing for food, and observing the rhythms of nature for ten days served as a healthy tonic for Rawlings. She wrote about Dessie and their experiences on the river in a 1933 article, “Hyacinth Drift,” for Scribner’s Magazine, and then later revised the story for inclusion in her noted memoir on the Florida backwoods, Cross Creek, published in 1942. Her time in Cross Creek proved pivotal in the evolution of her writings about rural Florida, including her Pulitzer Prize–winning novel, The Yearling, in 1938. Without Smith’s help, Rawlings’s experiment in the backwoods grove could have been a failure both financially and creatively for her.

In 1942, Smith enlisted in the Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps, later termed Women’s Army Corps (WACs), training first in Daytona and then heading off to officer training school in Iowa. She became a first lieutenant and hoped to become a member of a women’s antiaircraft battalion with her crack shooting skills. Similar to Ruth Law before her, military officials abandoned that idea over concerns about women being in combat positions. In later years, Marjorie wrote about a Cross Creek visit from Dessie during World War II with “a tough bunch of pistol-packing Mamas” serving in the WACs.

Dessie’s past piloting experience played a useful role in her assignment to the Central Flying Training Command in Texas. She recruited and gave military intelligence tests to both men and women for the Army’s Air Corps.. At bombardier training bases, male cadets were trained to fly in formation in remote parts of Texas and Oklahoma. As a pilot, Smith recognized that this “desert” duty was necessary to avoid injuries to local communities when planes on training flights bumped each other and hurtled to the ground. Being a Floridian, she remembered concerns raised about the dangers of B-26 bomber training at MacDill Army Air Force Base in Tampa. Risky training flights alarmed local residents and the sardonic phrase “one a day in Tampa Bay” referred to constant bomber crashes into the harbor. In these more desolate bases, she organized vocational skills courses in carpentry, electricity, and plumbing to keep the men busy, instead of standing idle and drinking beer in their time off.

After serving for three years, Dessie was discharged from the Army at the end of the war. In 1945, she bought land in Inglis, Florida, on the Withlacoochee River and built small cottages, and then a lodge on the property. With her knowledge of Florida’s backcountry, Smith offered fishing and hunting excursions on the river. After years of informal guiding, Dessie became the first female licensed fishing and hunting guide in Florida. She led trips to hunt quail, antelope, deer, turkey, and wild hogs, claiming to have thirty-six dogs for various kind of prey. She ran a lodge for fifteen years and entertained a wide range of guests, including baseball great Babe Ruth.

On her return from military duty, Dessie’s relationship with Marjorie suffered its ups and downs, in part, due to Marjorie’s bouts with depression and heavy drinking, according to Smith. They last met for dinner in Gainesville in 1951, and Dessie noticed that her friend appeared to be in ill health, having lost weight. After Rawlings’s death in 1953 at age fifty-seven in St. Augustine, Smith continued to speak fondly of their times together. Having played a major role in Rawlings’s personal and literary life, Dessie became an esteemed member of the Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings Society in Florida. She loved to chat up journalists and researchers in interviews, offered lively talks for historical and literary groups, and participated in the making of a documentary film about her memorable St. John’s River trip with Rawlings. In 1986, Rawlings was inducted into the Florida Women’s Hall of Fame for her literary contributions. Little did Dessie suspect at that time that she would be joining her friend on that honor roll.
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Dessie Smith Prescott was inducted into the Florida Women’s Hall of Fame in 1999. (Courtesy of the Florida Commission on the Status of Women)



Dessie married her sixth and final husband, William “Howard” Prescott Jr., in 1960. She remarked, “[i]f you consider all of my husbands, my full name would be Dessie Smith Shuhart Campbell Vinson Burgess James Prescott. I’m not bragging, only stating a fact.” Yet Prescott would be the only husband Smith did not divorce. Like many of her other husbands, Howard shared her love of the outdoors as they resided in both Florida and his home state of Ohio. They traveled extensively in Canada and Africa for fishing and hunting trips and also operated a hunting lodge in the Adirondacks.

In 1977, they bought and ran the Wahoo Ranch on Lake Rousseau in Crystal River, Florida. The Citrus County ranch offered many opportunities to fish and hunt. It would be Dessie’s last home. At age ninety-three, Dessie attended her 1999 induction into the Florida Woman’s Hall of Fame for her flying, hunting, and fishing achievements. The state further memorialized her love of Florida’s natural world by dedicating the Dessie Smith Prescott Memorial Inglis Dam Recreation Area on Lake Rousseau to her.

Throughout her life, Dessie charted her own path as an authentic pioneer of a bygone era in Florida. Smith lived at Wahoo Ranch until her death at age ninety-five. Her dedicated caregiver of eighteen years, Candace Booth, said that “Dessie always wondered what was around the next bend in the river. On April 19, 2002, she took her final trip and now she knows.”








“You’ve never lived until you have flown. The air is the only place free from prejudice.”


—ELIZABETH “BESSIE” COLEMAN
(JANUARY 26, 1892–APRIL 30, 1926)







CHAPTER 3ELIZABETH “BESSIE” COLEMAN

Brave Bessie’s Inspiring Career Ends Tragically in Florida

THOSE LAST FEW MONTHS IN ORLANDO WERE SOME OF THE HAPPIEST times in her life. Bessie enjoyed a close personal relationship with Reverend H. K. Hill, pastor of the Mount Zion Missionary Baptist Institutional Church, and his wife, Viola Tillinghast Hill, a noted social justice activist.

The couple invited Bessie to stay with them at their airy parsonage on a quiet leafy street in Orlando’s Callahan neighborhood while she gave talks and performed at air shows in central Florida. During this peaceful period with the Hills, Bessie reconnected with her religious faith and proclaimed herself to be a born-again Christian. Weary from touring, Coleman looked forward to retiring soon from stunt flying and fulfilling her dream of starting a flight school for African American pilots. At age thirty-four, Coleman had journeyed a long way from her challenging childhood in rural Texas.

The tenth of thirteen children, Elizabeth “Bessie” Coleman was born in a dirt-floor cabin without electricity or running water in Atlanta, Texas. Her father, George, a day laborer of African American and Cherokee or Choctaw heritage, tried to persuade Bessie’s mother, Susan, an African American, to leave Texas and move to Native American lands in Oklahoma. He hoped to avoid Texas’s oppressive Jim Crow segregation laws and protect his family from ever-present threats of lynchings and other racial violence. But Susan wanted to stay put in their cramped home that George built in Waxahachie, Texas. As a single parent, Susan struggled financially as a housekeeper and cook for a local White family while Bessie shouldered most of the household chores after her parents split up. Her younger sisters did not remember Bessie having much time to play.

Despite family hardships, Susan wanted her children to be educated, renting books from a traveling book dealer. In a one-room schoolhouse four miles from their home, Bessie showed a superior talent at math, completing all eight grades. She grew active in the Baptist Church, where her mother expected weekly attendance at Sunday services. Coleman chafed at being dragooned into working the annual cotton harvest. Yet she used her math skills to stand watch at the cotton weigh scales to make certain that pickers were paid properly for their loads.

Bessie didn’t want to follow in her mother’s footsteps as a maid or cook. She “wanted to find a bigger life … to amount to something.” When she turned age eighteen, her chances of living a bigger life seemed possible when she enrolled in college at the Langston Colored Agricultural and Normal School in Oklahoma (now Langston University). Yet her hopes of obtaining a degree were dashed after one semester when she lacked the resources for tuition. Coleman returned to Waxahachie to a life she wanted to escape through education.

In 1915, she accepted her older brother Walter’s invitation to join his family in Chicago, where he worked as a Pullman Porter and her brother John, a World War I veteran, also resided. At age twenty-three, Bessie became part of the First Great Migration of African Americans from southern to northern states. After completing beauty school, Bessie became known as the best and fastest manicurist at local barbershops. At the White Sox Barbershop, she sat in a window so passersby could admire the pretty, petite manicurist with her effervescent smile tending to elite members of the Black community. Bessie enjoyed wandering through the streets of the vibrant neighborhood, called “The Stroll,” housing prominent Black-owned businesses, restaurants, theaters, bars, and nightclubs open to all races.


Coleman soon became acquainted with the city’s major movers and shakers, including Robert Abbott, the successful publisher of the Chicago Defender, a leading newspaper serving largely the fast-growing Black community, and Jessie Binga, a real estate mogul and founder of the Binga State Bank, one of the few Black-owned financial institutions in Chicago. One day at the shop, her brother John regaled customers with tales of his World War I service in France. He teased Bessie that French women were so much more advanced than any woman in Chicago, even piloting planes, something his sister would never be able to do. “That’s it. You just called it for me. I’m gonna be a pilot,” replied Bessie. They all laughed at her, but Coleman was serious and determined to live that bigger life. For four years, she continued to save money as a manicurist and chili parlor manager to pursue pilot training.

Bessie applied to flight schools in the United States and was rejected as both a woman and an African American. “I refuse to take ‘no’ for an answer,” she famously said, adding that “every ‘no’ takes me closer to a ‘yes.’” France became her best option for pilot training. With Abbott’s encouragement and sponsorship, she took French lessons at night for a year to complete her applications.

In 1920, the well-regarded Caudron Brothers Aviation School accepted her and she left Chicago for Le Crotoy, France, with financial help from Abbott and Binga. Flying a French Nieuport Type 82, she excelled in their program, completing her instruction in seven months for a typically ten-month training. At the school, she witnessed a fellow student die in a training accident. Bessie stated, “[i]t was a terrible shock to my nerves, but I never lost them; I kept going.”

On June 15, 1921, Coleman became the first African American and the first Native American of any gender to earn an international pilot’s license from the Fédération Aéronautique Internationale, the only organization in the world to offer a global license at that time. She was the only woman of any nationality to earn that license during that six-month cohort of sixty-two candidates. Bessie stayed in Paris for two more months to receive further flight instruction.

Upon her return to the United States in September 1921, both Black and White reporters in New York mobbed Coleman, trumpeting her groundbreaking achievement, including the New York Times. A special guest of honor at the popular all-Black Broadway musical Shuffle Along, Bessie received a ceremonial silver cup from famed actress and singer, Ethel Waters, and a standing ovation from a diverse audience. Despite the media attention and accolades, she quickly realized that to make a living as a pilot required her to become a barnstormer performing death-defying aerial stunts.

In February 1922, she went back to Europe, where she took additional training in France, the Netherlands, and Germany. Bessie reached out to famed Dutch airplane designer, Anthony H. G. Fokker, who invited her to visit his aircraft plant and to try out some of his planes. Coleman became acquainted with other European aviators and went to Germany for ten weeks of additional flight instruction. She secured a Pathé News newsreel of her buzzing the Kaiser’s palace, which she later showed at her aviation talks at local churches, theaters, and schools.

Upon her return, Bessie began to fashion her public image, wearing tailored Canadian-style military uniforms with a captain’s hat, shiny leather boots, and a white silk shirt. She shaved six years off her age, claiming to be twenty-four rather than thirty. She spoke boldly about ordering Fokker planes for her aviation school and produced letters from European flying aces that attested to her successful fifty flights in a German Benz plane with two 220-horsepower engines and her skill in handling a heavy Dornier seaplane. Like Ruth Law before her, not all of her bold claims panned out, but they generated great publicity. Coleman made savvy use of a press hungry for exciting news about her aviation adventures. In interviews and lectures, she enthusiastically promoted aviation careers and the creation of a flying school for African American pilots. Coleman said, “[i]f I can create the minimum of my plans and desires, there shall be no regrets.”

Her mentor Abbott’s newspaper, the Chicago Defender, arranged her first air show in New York, proclaiming Coleman “the world’s greatest woman flyer” and the newspaper, “the world’s greatest weekly.” On September 3, 1922, Coleman became the first Black woman to fly a plane in the country as a band struck up the national anthem at Glenn Curtiss Field in Long Island. Although no stunt flying was permitted at that airfield, Bessie’s flight proved that a Black woman could fly a plane solo without incident.
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