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When I was hired by Northwest Airlines in 1981, gender was the last qualification I wanted 
on my resume. Unfortunately, being viewed as a woman instead of a pilot was something 

that I worked my entire career to overcome.
 I was somewhat prepared for the uphill battle. I had applied to the United States Forest 
Service while I was instructing out of Troutdale, Oregon. When I was hired, some of my fellow 
instructors were jealous and claimed I was a must-hire. I asked, “How many of you filled out the 
eleven-page application the Forest Service required?” I knew none of them had.
California was burning up in 1980, and after 
only one season with the USFS Infrared Team, 
I had the 500 hours of turboprop time NWA 
was looking for. When upper management in 
the Forest Service learned I was applying to 
airlines, they sent a lady from Washington D. C. 
to Boise, Idaho to talk me into staying. Instead, 
she convinced me to do just the opposite.
 

Kathy McCullough tells it like it was.Kathy McCullough tells it like it was.
Co-Editor’s note:

Most members are well aware of Kathy’s many articles that have appeared in Contrails over 
several years. This one is the result of my specific request.
      The first female pilot at Northwest was hired nine years after RNPA was formed, in 1979. That was 
six years after the first female pilot was hired at a major U. S. airline in 1963. 
      When Kathy offered to contribute to this last print “book” I asked her to consider the subject of 
females in what was then mostly an all male world.  
      In my request to her I said, “There may be something I missed about it’s arrival at Northwest, but 
I thought it was pretty incident-free and never heard anything to the contrary.” But as I suspected, it 
wasn’t true. At least in her case. We can extrapolate to safely assume she wasn’t unique.

Gary Ferguson 

“Prejudice is a product of ignorance that hides behind barriers of tradition.” 
                                                                        — Jasper Fforde

The Most Significant Culture Change in
Commercial Aviation in These 50 Years
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 For years as a 727 copilot, I would have one great month and then one really shitty month. 
I used to love taking and passing tests, but I have to admit, some of my checkrides were setups. I 
started getting checkitis. One captain was so angry at the instructor’s unfair treatment of me that 
he yelled, “Give her a f#*!ing chance. I couldn’t do that approach.” 
 I think it was easy for the guys to pretend I was a secretary sitting at the table behind 
them, fetching them their coffee. I was harder to ignore when I was sitting next to them. When I 

checked out as a copilot on the 747, there was a group of pilots did not believe women belonged 
on the whale. They ruled the training department. I had observed copilot checkouts for years 
as a 747 second officer, so I knew what “safety time” looked like. Mine was an inquisition. The 
instructor nitpicked everything I did, but went silent on approach and landing. I wasn’t worried 
because I thought the nitpicking meant he couldn’t find anything to bust me on. I was wrong. 
On our last leg into Los Angeles, the check airman moved the rudder trim way out of the center 
position. I thought I was going to catch a wing tip. He wouldn’t sign me off after “that landing.”
 The head of the training department called me at home to tell me that I was “weak.” I had 
“one more chance” since it was up or out. Yes, I told him about the rudder trim. 
 I was assigned to an instructor who had “flunked more than thirty guys off the 747.” (His 
words, not mine.) I was sweating bullets. We had intersection holding into Narita, and then I 
landed a little crooked, as usual. “That’s normal at first. This baby will land in a crab. Just don’t walk 
the rudders. You’ll get the picture,” he said. We flew to Hong Kong’s Kai Tak, then back to Narita, 
where I did “get the picture.” He signed me off!
 Usually, I could laugh things off and not let them get to me. After all, what had I expected 
going into a man’s world? The 747 copilot checkout left me reeling for quite a while. 
 One captain had me disconnect the autopilot at FL350 and hand fly for ten minutes. At 
last, he felt comfortable enough to go to the bathroom. The second officer and I cracked up after 
he left. Could he have held it in all the way to Narita?
 There is harassment, and then there is sexual harassment.
 I was in uniform, turning in my key at the Narita front 
desk, when someone grabbed me between my legs from 
behind. I turned around and punched him in the stomach. It 
was like hitting the Pillsbury Dough Boy. The man, a pilot I knew 
slightly, laughed. The room went silent, but no one said a word 
to defend me or congratulate me on a well-placed right hook. 
I can joke now, but then it was a different story. Dejected, I 
walked across the room and sat down by the captain I was flying 
with.

Newly hired as Kathy West

Checking out as 747 captain was the final hurdle in 
my career. Training was the easy part, but getting 

checked out to fly the line was a nightmare.“ ”

 “We can offer you the Denver captain position on the Merlin,” she said. 
 This was the job that the captain I had been flying with had been promised. “Do you have 
any idea how hard it would be for me to be respected and accepted if I leapfrogged over other 
pilots who had been there for years?” I asked. She claimed that would be no problem, she would 
see to that. I told her thanks, but no thanks.
 I was hired as the fourth female pilot at NWA on 2/23/1981. Lisa Daly, the fifth female, was 
also in my class. We introduced ourselves, stating our flight time and experience. Half the class 
had fewer hours and experience than I did, putting me in the middle of the pack. I breathed a 
sigh of relief.
 My 727 second officer checkride was five and a half hours long. Well, not all of it was 
checking. The first two hours, the instructor hadn’t 
been able to get the simulator to work, and by the 
second half of the period, the support crew was flying 
through buildings and goofing around. The instructor 
released the pilots, and we went back in the simulator 
because he was not satisfied that I was safe enough to 
fly his family. He had not seen a climb flow. I laughed 
and said there had not been a climb.
 Once I was flying the line, the 727 pilots 
treated me better than an equal. Those were the days 
they let second officers they liked fly every third leg. 
Usually, they would buy me dinner, too. 
 There was always that occasional captain 
who crossed a line—or two. I caught one captain 
unplugging cannon plugs when I returned from 
my walkaround. He said he would have told me if I didn’t notice the cabin wasn’t pressurizing! 
However, most of the pilots I had trouble with had reputations, so they weren’t just messing with 
me—none of my classmates liked them either.
 A few years later, upgrading to second officer on the DC10, there was no drama at all. Sure, 
some of the captains watched me like a hawk until they were sure I could do the job. I still got the 
“I’ve never flown with a woman before” comment, but that was okay with me. I didn’t mind being 
a pioneer, as long as it made it easier for those coming up behind me. The training department 
soon had me giving initial operating experience on the line.
 Then I upgraded to 727 copilot. The checkout was easy, but the line flying was not. I could 
fly, but it didn’t matter to guys who thought women shouldn’t be pilots. One captain grabbed the 
yoke and yanked it back to slow down because I was going ten knots too fast going into Detroit. 
“When ATC says 250 at Motor, they want f#*!ing 250. I hadn’t heard the clearance, but that’s not 
an excuse. Luckily no one was hurt.
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The First Female Commercial 
Airline Pilot?
Some remember that Emily Howell Warner was hired by 
Frontier Airlines in 1973 and may assume that she was the 
first. But that was 39 years after the actual first.

The San Diego Air & Space Museum Library & Archives houses the personal papers of the first 
female commercial pilot, Helen Richey, born on November 12, 1909 in McKeesport, PA. 

Richey began her flying career as a teenager out of high school. In 1929 she became the first 
licensed female pilot in Allegheny County. In August 1932, Richey and Frances Marsalis set a new 
women’s endurance record when the pair stayed aloft for almost ten days. They did so by using 
another airplane to refuel. In May 1934, Richey won the main race at the first National Air Meet for 
Women in Dayton, OH.

Richey was the first female pilot to be hired to fly by a commercial scheduled passenger 
carrier on December 13, 1934 with Central Airlines. Although she won the job after competing 
with eight men, the Airline Pilots Association and the Department of Commerce, in a case of gross 
sex discrimination, forced her out. She resigned in November 1935. Women were not to become 
airline pilots again until 1973.

In 1936, Richey, with Amelia Earhart, came in fifth 
place in the Bendix Trophy Race from New York City 
to Los Angeles, and, by doing so bested several male 
pilots. She was an air-marking pilot for the Bureau 
of Air Transport and set two world records for light 
planes. Later, she became the first woman to be 
licensed as a flight instructor by the CAA. Richey was 
a member of both the WASP and the Ninety Nines. 
She died at age 37 on January 7, 1947.

             

Helen Richey 1929

— The San Diego Air & Space       
Museum Library & Archives

Even Museums don’t always get it right! This photo 
was captioned “Helen Richey as a WASP.” Those of 
course, are not WASP wings. The U. S. Postmaster 
General was so impressed with the wings that Colonel 
Brittin had designed (or commissioned) that he was 
granted permission to use them for all air mail pilots. 

  “Do you know that man intimately?” the captain asked.
  “No. My own husband wouldn’t do that to me.”
  “Call Professional Standards,” he said. “Or I will talk to the chief 
pilot and get him fired.”
  The captain who was standing up for me characterized 
most of the men I flew with at NWA—professionals who taught me 

a lot while we flew around the world. The pilot who grabbed me was an inappropriate asshole. 
Regardless, I did not want him fired; I just wanted him educated on how to behave.
 I called Pro Stan. The man who answered the phone said he had seen this guy in action 
and that he was even worse with the flight attendants. He said I was doing him a favor because 
my captain was correct: the offender should be fired.
 I never heard another word about the incident. However, I did notice I had the bunkroom 
to myself more often. I didn’t know why until years later, when I learned that there was a rumor 
going around that I turned pilots in for sexual harassment. Guess who started it? I should have let 
the captain talk to the chief pilot.
 Checking out as 747 captain was the final hurdle in my career. Again, the training was the 
easy part, but getting checked out to fly the line was a nightmare. After the first horrible leg, the 
Fleet Director called me and asked how I thought it was going. I told him that I was pretty sure I 
could fly with this particular check airman for the next twenty years, and he would never sign me 
off. He agreed and took him off my schedule.
 The next morning I was in the boarding area with the check airman, deadheading back 
to Minneapolis. The check airman started telling me how bad all the women pilots were and that 
he had “gotten rid of” another one by belittling her until she didn’t know her own name. It turns 
out his wife was sick, dying actually, and he was just mad at the world. (I contacted the other lady 
pilot, told her my experience, and begged her to come back. She said no, she was done.)
 The next instructor was just as bad. His best friend told me he could pick fly shit out of 
pepper! After grueling, hours-long orals throughout the flight and verbal abuse en route, I was 
sure he wouldn’t sign me off. I was shocked when he did. No, it wasn’t always easy being a female 
pilot at NWA, or I’m sure anywhere else.
 You can’t force people to play nice. Continual harassment impacts confidence, and we 
all know confidence in an airplane is half the battle. This behavior has destroyed many women’s 
careers. I hope that persevering made it better for those behind me. As of 2019, there were over 
10,000 commercial women pilots worldwide, and 5000 of them in the United States.
 Today, the world has turned upside down, and people are being hired in many career 
fields without the experience needed to do their job. If a woman doesn’t have the strength to 
pass the test because she can’t carry the hose, she doesn’t deserve the job. If she can, she does. 
The one U.S. industry that has never been required to lower its standards for job performance is 
aviation. Because pilots have to perform, male or female. 
 Flying an airplane is a team effort. 


