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BESSIE “QUEEN BESS” COLEMAN

Bessie Coleman was born the daughter of a poor, southern
farming family in 1892 and grew up to become the first
pilot of Native American descent (her father was part
Cherokee) and the first female African American pilot in the
world. Despite working on the family farm from a young
age, Bessie was an avid reader, attended school as often

as she could, and graduated from high school. Though she
was only able to afford one semester of college, she was
determined to leave her mark on the world.

Bessie attended beauty school and worked as a manicurist
in Chicago to support herself when she decided to become
a pilot. Aviation was still very new technology at the time,
and both women and African Americans were hugely
disadvantaged in the field—flight schools in the United
States enrolled neither women nor African Americans—but
after her brother John's incessant teasing about the French
women he had met during World War | who had careers as

pilots, Bessie became even more determined. Bessie saved
as much money as she could, and on the advice of one of
her mentors, she sailed for France where she attended the
Caudron Brothers’ School of Aviation.

She completed the Federation Aeronautique
Internationale’s 10-month training program in only 7
months and returned as a celebrity to the United States in
1921; she was the first black woman in the world to earn
an aviator’s license. Upon her return, she started doing

air shows not only to establish herself as a professional
pilot but also to increase interest in flying among women
and African Americans. An activist for equal rights and
treatment, Bessie (“Queen Bess,” to her fans) refused to
perform for any arenas that had segregated gates or
seating, and she always included lectures, exhibitions, and
flying lessons to make aviation more accessible to everyday
people.
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