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Numerous women from Western
Pennsylvania distinguished
themselves in service to the U.S.
Army Air Corps Women'’s Air Force
Service Pilots (WASP) program
during World War II. A pilot log
on loan from the Smithsonian
Institution’s National Air and
Space Museum testifies to
the work of one of the most Helen Richey graduated from McKeesport High
prominent of these women. School in 1927 and hecame a famous aviator
years bhefore her service with the WASPs. She

McKeesport's Helen Richey was already flying solo by the 1930s, set world
was famous before she joined records for altitude and endurance, and was the

the WASPs. A world record holder ~ first woman to pilot a commercial plane.

and the first woman to pilot a

commercial airliner in 1935, Helen became the first American woman to serve overseas
with the British Air Transport Auxiliary, in 1942. The next year, she returned to the United
States to join the WASPs. The Smithsonian’s log starts around this point, documenting
every flight Helen made between July 7, 1943, and December 18, 1944. The log’s entries
illustrate the impressive versatility of the WASP pilots.

Helen’s record includes at least 14 different kinds of aircraft. For the first nine
months, she mainly flew small single-engine planes such as Vultee BT-15 and Cessna
Bobcat, trainer planes for both the WASPs and future combat pilots. But by the spring
and summer of 1944, Helen was shuttling more advanced trainers and even some
fighter planes, such as the Lockheed P-38 Lightning and the Douglas A-24 Banshee,
the U.S. Army’s version of the Navy’s legendary Douglas Dauntless. She shuttled
multiple Republic P-47 Thunderbolts from their home factory in Evansville, Indiana, to
the New Jersey airfields that trained thousands of fighter pilots before sending them to
England. In July 1944, Helen even flew a B-25 bomber from North American Aviation’s
Kansas City, Kansas, plant to Atlanta, Georgia.

The final entry in the Smithsonian’s log speaks to the end of the WASP program.
Helen shuttled a Fairchild PT-19 trainer from Newark, New Jersey, to nearby Readington on
December 18, 1944, two days before the WASP program officially disbanded, on December
20, 1944. The log was donated to the Smithsonian in 1999. It will be on view as part of
the exhibit We Can Do It! WWilthrough early January 2016.
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This pilot log documenting Helen Richey’s service with the Women’s Airforce Service Pilots
(WASPs) from July 1943 to December 1944 appears in the exhibit We Can Do It! WWII.

Smithsonian Institution, National Air and Space Museum.
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