The Aero-Sportswomen

by JOAN THOMAS

UST AS Jeanette Rankin will go
down in history as the first woman
to be elected to Congress, so will
Phoebe Fairgrave Omlie be known as
the first weman aviation executive in
any Government. She is, Special As-
sistant for Air Intelligence, National
Advisory Committee for Aerronautics.

It iz a notable homor, but one that
is richly deserved. No other woman
holds such & record for continued and
stendy advancement in the aviation in-
dustry. A record that has developed
with, and passed through, all the eolor-
ful Et.ugu of the industry from the
barnstorming dava of 1912.25, to the
present  highly-developed and compli-
eated transportation systems and man-
ufacturing interestsa,

It was in 191%, when President Wil-
gon visited St. Paul in the interests
of the League of Nations, that Phoebe
Fairgrave, then a highschool student,
was 50 thrilled by the serial demon-
gtration put on in honor of the Presi-
dent, that she determined then and
there to learn to fly.

“I hadn't given a thought to avia-
tion until that day,” she =aid, *but sud-
denly, as I watched those planes I
wanted to fly.”

And, acting on the sudden urge, this
glim wvoungster—barely five feet tall,
and welghing less than one hundred
pounds—arrived at the field and an-
nounced that she wanted to buy a ship.
W, A, Kidder, president of the com-
pany, took one of hia crack pilots aside
and told him to take her up and to do
every stont that he knew, to make her
go sick that she would never want to
sea & flying field again,

Obeying instructions, Major DMiller,
a former war-time flyer, looped and
rolled, went into tail spinz and power
dives, lot the ship fall off one wing and
then the other, and then threw in &
couple of tight spirals for good mea-
sure. Coming down he grinned back
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at his passenger and wanted to know
how she liked it

“Fine,” she said, “I'll be back to-
morrow with the money for the ship.”

Ehe bought the ship and learned to
fly when she was 18 yeara of age. Her
firat instruetor, Licutenant Vernon C.
Omlie {whorm she married two years
Iater) was seriously interested in the
development of commercial aviation,
“but in the meantime, we flyvers have
to eat,” he sald, in reply to & question
o5 to why he took part in the flying-
circus stunta. “1 know we will have
to pay for it later, because the more
diffficult and dangerous we make it look
the harder it will be to get the public
into the air. But at present it iz the
only thing to do.”

FPhoebe thought it over and decided
that she would go into the same game.
Thua began thia amazing career of
parachute jumping, wing-walking and
stunt flying. At 20, she owned and
was the star performer in the Phosbe
Fairgrave Flying Circus. She was the
first woman fo ever attempt a double
parachule jump and she established a
world’s altitude-recard jump from the
dizzy heights of 15200 fest,

But always with an eye to the future,
the Omlies gathered information and
studied posaible sites for fulure com-
mercial bases for aeronautical activi-
ties. Im 1921 they concentrated their
work throughout the South where they
thowght the elimatic conditions and
slower railway communientions offered
an ideal section for developing o mode
of transportation that would be of
benefit to the entire population.

In 1923, they organized the Mid-
South Airways Co., Memphis, Tennes-
see.  Mra. Omlie acted as instructor in
flying, aerodynamics, meterology and
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merial navigation. And in 1927 she
was awarded the first Transport li-
cense, and Alrplane and Engine me-
chanics license ever pgranted to a
woman in this coontry.

Whan the Omlies established their
commercial field they definitely gave
up the cireus and stunt-flving exhib-
itions. The devastating DMississippl
floeds in 1927 gave them an opportunity
to demonstrate the worth of aviation
to the South. The airplane was the
one sure way into that vast flooded

area.

The Mid-South planes flew from day-
light to dark, patrolling the river with
inspectors and photographers in search
of levee breaks. From Dorena, Mis-
pouri to Vieksburg, Missiseippi, a dis-
tance of 200 miles, it was the only
transportation. They maintained an
air mail service between Little Rock
and Memphis. It was dangerous work
flying land planes gver long reaches of
water and Phoebe did her turn with
the rest.

In the Fourth Nationsl Reliahility
Tour in 1928, competing for the Edsel
Ford Trophy, Mra. Omlie entered her
tiny. Monoctoupe against Eddie Stinson,
Frank Hawkes and many other farmous
flyers in hlgh powered ships. She was
the first woman to enter such a race
The men pilots tried to talk her out of
it and failing in this, they insisted that
she take a mechanie with her.

“A mechanic? she retorted. “If I
take a mechanic theyll say he flow the
ship over the bad epots. Mo, I'll be
my own mechanic and I'll iy the ship
mysalf!"

At Marfa, Texas, Mrs. Omlie had a
slight accident, landing in & high wind
and turning sharply near the hangar,
ehe upset. The damage was slight and

no one was injured; but it was the sort
of an accident to unnerve a flyer.

“Quitting, Phoebe?” asked the men.

“Not on your life,” came the answer.
“I'm going through.”

iThen for Pete's sake take a me-
chanie with wou," sald Stinson, ““we
don't want any fonerdles on our hands™

“Sorry Eddie,” Phoebe answered,
“but your wife is riding with me to-
morrow and there won't be any room.”

Therea was no more talk about quit-
ting after that and Mres, Omlie brought
her littls red and black plane back to
the starting point.” Not the winner, it
is troe, but she did finish the whole
gruelling distance—nearly T000 miles
that had taken them to 32 elties and
neross fiftean states; that had earrled
them over tha dessrts of the Southwest
and the Bocky Mountains.

When women were first permitted to
race under the rules of the Fedarated
Agronmutic Intérnationale srganization
in 1928, Mrs. Omlie entéred the Na-
tional Alr Races.

She won the CW class race of the
Derby from Santa Monica, California
to Cleveland, Ohio, that yeéar and the
FIRET WOMEN'S AEROL TROPHY
race. The next year, in & pewly de-
signed ship, she entered and won the
Women's MNational Air Derby from
Washington, D. C., to Chicago. And
all closed course cabin races of the
1930 races. Inm 1931 she won the
Women's Division and the “National
Sweepstakes"” for bath men and women
in the MNational Air Derby from Santa
Moniea to Cleveland.

“0Of course, I am proud to have been
chosen for this position in the govern-
ment,” she said, “and I hope that I
may alwiys deserve the confidence of
the people who made it possible for
me to enter this phase of asronautics.

“1 was appointed as Special Assist-
ant for Air Intelligence to help work
out plans whereas our industry might
come into its own as far as its financial
giructura is concerned. In the reor-
ganization, the plan is to have more
flying and less regulation.”

Anyone with a record like that might
be excused for being egotistical but
Phoebe Omlie iz not. She iz as modest
a5 she Is courageous,
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