
‘The Age of the Aviatrix’ Pioneering Women of Aviation

Baroness Raymonde de Laroche
The early days of flying were filled with intrepid 
and fearless figures. Many of them were women, 
daring to explore the skies when most women 
didn’t even work for a living outside of the home. 
‘Baroness’ Raymonde de Laroche was not really 
royalty at all. Born in Paris as the daughter 
of a plumber, she worked as an actress before 
taking up aviation. In 1908, she was amazed 
by a demonstration of flight by the Wright 
Brothers in Paris, and became enamoured with 
the new pursuit of flying; she asked her friend, 
the aviator and plane builder Charles Voisin, 
to help her learn to fly. She began her flying 

lessons in October 1909. Since the planes only 
had one seat then, de Laroche took to the plane 
alone while Voisin shouted instructions to her 
from the ground! She remained undaunted by 
the strange circumstances of her training and 
made history on March 8th, 1910 by becoming 
the first woman to receive a pilot’s licence. 

De Laroche may not have been born into the ranks 
of the aristocracy, but her high-flying stunts in both 
planes and balloons saw her being heralded with 
the title of ‘Baroness’ by Flight magazine. When 
she met Tsar Nicholas II of Russia after the Saint 
Petersburg airshow in 1910, she was introduced as 
‘the Baroness’ and the name stuck. She was known 
as ‘the Baroness’ for the rest of her short life. Flying 
in the early decades of the twentieth century was 
hazardous, and de Laroche had to settle for being a 
military driver during the First World War because 
military leaders felt flying was too dangerous for 
women. In July 1910, her aeroplane crashed at 
the Reims airshow and she was badly injured, 
but made a full recovery and returned to flying. 
Her luck ran out in July 1919, when de Laroche 
was killed while taking part in a test flight with 
another pilot. She was 36. The annual Women of 
Aviation Worldwide Week begins on the date that 
she earned her pilot’s wings, March 8th.

Women have been taking to the skies since the 
earliest days of aviation. In its first decades, 
flight was a daring and dangerous endeavour, 
and many ‘aviatrixes’ – the original term for 
a female pilot – led the way, breaking records 
and boundaries.

The word ‘aviatrix’ may have fallen out of 
use, along with its male equivalent, ‘aviator’, 
but the legacies of those brave and pioneering 
women of the skies live on.
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‘The Age of the Aviatrix’ Pioneering Women of Aviation

Amy Johnson
Hull-born Amy Johnson is, perhaps, Britain’s most 
famous female pilot. The eldest of four daughters 
in a well-to-do family of fish merchants, Amy 
Johnson enjoyed an early life of some privilege. 
She attended university and went to work for 
a solicitor in London. Whilst there, she was 
introduced to aviation as a hobby. That hobby 
soon turned into an obsession. She earned her 
mechanic and pilot licences in 1929, received 
money from her father for her first aeroplane, 
and never looked back. Johnson is most famous 

for being the first woman to fly solo from Britain 
to Australia. On May 5th, 1930, she took off from 
Croydon, South London, and 19 days later she 
crash-landed in Darwin, Australia after an epic 
journey of 11 000 miles (18 000 km). The plane 
she flew is now housed in the Science Museum 
in London.

In 1932 she married a Scottish pilot, Jim 
Mollison, who proposed after knowing her for 
only eight hours! The two seemed to be kindred 
spirits, taking on numerous flight records 
together. The marriage did not last, however, and 
the pair divorced in 1938. Johnson joined the 
Air Transport Authority during the Second World 
War and died when her plane went down in the 
Thames Estuary during a storm in 1941.

Jacqueline Cochran
Jacqueline Cochran was a bit of an enigma. She 
was born Bessie Lee Pitman in Pensacola, Florida 
in 1906, into a poor family, and was forced to 
grow up quickly: she married Robert Cochran in 
1920, when she was in her early teens, and gave 
birth to a child the same year. Her son died at 
the age of five and the marriage didn’t survive 
long after that. Bessie Pitman did keep one thing 
from the relationship, though: Cochran’s last 
name. For the rest of her life, Cochran tried to 
hide the details of her past; she insisted that her 
real family introduce themselves as her adopted 
family, and changed her name to Jacqueline. 
She trained as a hairdresser, working first in 
Pensacola and then moving to New York City. 

She found a job in the beauty salon at Saks 
Fifth Avenue, a prestigious department store, 
and quickly attracted the attention of one of 
the world’s richest men, Floyd Bostwick Odlum. 
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And just in case you thought there were no 
more records to break… here are some of the 
more recent pioneering women in aviation.

• Emily Howell Warner: In 1976, at the age 
of 36, Denver-based pilot Warner became 
the first female pilot to command a major 
American passenger flight. Even today, only 5% 
of the 53,000 members of the Airline Pilots’ 
Association are women and only about 450 
women worldwide serve as airline captains.

• Peggy Whitson: A NASA astronaut, Dr Whitson 
holds a number of records for women. At 57, 
she’s the world’s oldest female astronaut; she has 
spent 500 days in space, more than any other 
woman; and in 2008 she became the first female 
commander of the International Space Station.

Enamoured with Jackie, he agreed to finance her 
pioneering cosmetics line.

A strange leap, then, from hairdressing and 
cosmetics to flying! Cochran was introduced 
to flying after a friend offered her a ride in a 
plane, and took up flying lessons in the early 
1930s. She learned to fly in three weeks and 
received her commercial pilot’s licence within 
two years. In 1936, she married Floyd Odlum.  

Always looking for a way to promote the beauty 
line they’d started, Odlum encouraged Cochran 
to use flying as a way to advertise, and she 
toured the country in her plane, promoting her 
products. Cochran volunteered as a transport 
pilot in the US Army during the Second World 
War, and remained in service after the war as a 
test pilot in the US Air Force Reserve.

Alongside her beauty industry, which was 
endorsed by Marilyn Monroe, Cochran collected 
a bevy of ‘firsts’ as a pilot. She was the first 

woman to fly a bomber across the Atlantic, the 
first woman ever to break the sound barrier, the 
first woman to land and take off from an aircraft 
carrier, and the first pilot to fly above 20 000 
feet with the aid of an oxygen mask. She also 
ran for Congress. By the time she died, Cochran 
held more speed, distance and altitude records 
for flying than anyone else, male or female!

When it comes to success stories, not even the 
sky’s the limit!
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