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In July 1911, a rumor is circulating at The New York Times: A woman is taking flying lessons!  Any woman attempting to fly at that time even with a man in the plane, becomes instantly famous.  And, a woman flying alone? Early planes were quite unstable and difficult to manage.  

How do planes stay in the air?  

Why were planes more unstable in the past?
 
Flying schools, such as the Wright Brothers,  won’t take women.  And when one European woman tries to fly solo, male fliers pour water into her gas tank. 

What happens when water is poured into a gas tank?
The Detroit Free Press answers the question: Ought women to aviate? With a resounding No.  “Women are unfitted for flying because they are prone to panic.”

 
One early morning, a reporter for The New York Times sees a plane land in the fog at the landing field on Long Island.  As he moves closer, the hangar doors open.  Five shadowy figures emerge, pushing a plane.  Then a sixth.  His jaw drops when he sees a feminine figure, wearing a pilot’s ensemble.  

What constitutes a pilot’s ensemble?
 
He recognizes her as Harriet Quimby.  The next day’s headline screams: “Woman in Trousers.”  Quimby is now not only a journalist, but also the first aviatrix in America!  

In October 1910, Quimby goes to the Belmont International Aviation Tournament to see the second ever airshow in America.  There she meets John Moisant, a well-recognized pilot.  Harriet asks him to take her on as a student.  “Flying looks quite easy,” she says.  “I believe I could do it myself, and I will.”

 
The next year she attends Moisant’s flight school on Long Island, but Moisant is not there.  He has crashed and died at an air meet in New Orleans. 

What does this detail tell us?  Is flying dangerous? Will Quimby be intimidated?

 In August 1911, she goes for her flight test and does everything right, except overshoot the landing.  The flight instructors expect her to give up.  Instead, she comes back the next day and sets an accuracy record.

What do the terms “overshoot the landing” mean?

 
“After the flight,” she recalls, “I walked over to one of the officials, looked him in the eye and said, `Well, I guess I get my license.’”  She is the first American woman to get a pilot’s license, the first to fly a monoplane, and she sets an altitude record for a student.  Her goal is practical: to show, through her own achievements, that women can do almost anything men can do.  “Flying could be the perfect sport for a woman,” she says.  And only a month after getting her license, she makes the first night flight recorded by a woman.  She sees the future of aviation: multi-passenger planes, air mail and aerial photography.  

 
 In November 1911, only three months after getting her pilot’s license, she orders a new plane.  She wants to be the first woman to fly across the English Channel.  From the start, there’s a universal assumption that she’ll fail.  By the time she gets to England its winter storms keep her landlocked.  Her plane arrives late and she doesn’t even get to make a practice flight.  A pilot friend shows her how to use a compass for the first time, but he’s so worried that he offers to wear her famous purple flying suit, make the flight for her, and then rendezvous across the channel to switch clothes and let her take the credit.  Of course, she refuses.  “They probably thought that I’d find some excuse to back out of the flight, but it made me even more determined to succeed,” she says.

 
There are high winds for two weeks.  Then — in April — a break in the weather.  The sky seems clear, but there are masses of fog over the channel, and the French coast isn’t visible.  But she can’t risk waiting; someone else may do it first.  She puts on an extra raincoat, sealskin stole, woolen gloves, and — at 5:30 a.m. — she’s off.  She knows that just the day before a pilot who tried this flight vanished over the English Channel.  As little as five miles off course and she’ll be lost.  “The treacherous North Sea stood ready to receive me,” she wrote.  It should be easy.  Just fix your eyes on Dover Castle, fly over it, and speed straight across the English Channel to Calais.  But there’s no windshield.  Oil blows back in her face.  She is flying with an underpowered motor and no instruments, except for the untried compass, which she has never used in a bouncing plane.  


Then she hits the fog bank, and loses all sense of direction.  She flies higher and higher, to 6,000 feet, trying to escape it.  The air gets colder, but the fog remains.  She has to pull her goggles up to see.  At a mile a minute, the mist feels like tiny needles on her skin.  She keeps the compass between her knees and follows it faithfully.  Her head aches from keeping the craft level, and she listens carefully to the engine.  If it fails, she won’t survive a crash-landing in the channel.

 
She decides to go down again.  As she does, the engine begins to flood and backfire.  She considers what to do.  Just then the excess gasoline burns off, and the engine starts to run again.  She checks her watch and sees she should be close to the French coast. Then the plane breaks through the mist and she sees the shoreline of France.  She makes a quick landing on the sandy beach after a one hour and nine minute flight.  She is only two miles from her destination.

 
Harriet’s epic trip across the channel is unremembered.  And it’s not hard to understand why.  It takes place on April 16, 1912, two days after a tragedy in the North Atlantic that claims 1,573 lives.  The Titanic.

What happens next?  Does Harriet Quimby’s career end?

 
Fearless and determined, Quimby is off to another air meet.  A promoter named William Willard has offered the incredible sum of $100,000 for her to appear for seven days at the Boston-Harvard Air Meet.  But Harriet seems a little apprehensive.  Four men hold her new two-seater plane while she tests the controls.  Willard and his son toss a coin to see who will go up with the world’s most famous woman flier.  The elder Willard wins.  This is bad news.  He’s 200 pounds,  too heavy for the delicate plane, and he’s the nervous type.  But she takes off easily, and at 2,000 feet flies into the sun, while the huge audience below watches and squints.  Suddenly, incredibly, Willard stands up in the plane, apparently to speak to her, and he’s thrown out!  Neither of them is wearing seat belts because pilots frequently have to fight engine fires and make repairs in the air.  Willard falls out.  Because the passenger is behind the pilot, Quimby doesn’t even know she’s lost him.  But she does feel the tail rise sharply. 

 What is the tail of a plane? 

She struggles for control and pulls the nose up.  

Why would she pull the nose up?
Then the tail pitches forward again and Quimby catapults out of her seat. 


What would we call this move?

Five thousand people watch her fall into the shallow, muddy waters of the harbor.  They are silent, stunned, as they see the splash of the two bodies.  The plane comes down, lands upright, and then, tips over. The New York Sun uses the tragedy to reflect on women’s abilities.  “This sport is not one for which women are qualified.  They lack the strength and presence of mind and the courage to excel as aviators.”

 
Yet, ironically, just before she died, Quimby received a permit to carry airmail.  And, two women who are at the meet go on to become famous aviators.  Now, 90 years later, she is remembered on a U.S. postal stamp which, as she predicted, is for airmail.

The  questions included in this narrative assignment have the purpose of encouraging students to recall information that might help them better understand details from the story.  In other words, students should be using their previous knowledge to create new knowledge.  Students should create patterns and links with the information to solve the problems brought forward.  Yet, the main purpose is to trigger the curiosity of students and to interest them with the topic of flight.  

Many of these questions relate to Bloom’s taxonomy, here a few examples:  Comprehension is encouraged in the story when the students are asked to predict consequences: Does Harriet Quimby’s career end?  This story also creates an opportunity for students to analyze, by recognizing hidden meanings such as the effects of water in a gas tank.  There is also a recall of knowledge included: What is the nose of a plane?  Students can then relate their understanding of “noses” found on other substances to one found on an aircraft  (synthesizing). Students could also be asked to make choices on a reasoned argument such as: Should women fly airplanes?  Grade 6 students should be fully capable of recognizing subjectivity.  I have also included the list of possible questions that could be included in this activity.

How do planes stay in the air?  

Why were planes so unstable in the past?
 

What happens when water is poured into a gas tank?

What constitutes a pilot’s ensemble?

What do the terms overshoot the landing mean?

How does an engine flood?
What happens to the plane during the landing?
What is the tail of a plane?

What is the nose?

Why would she pull the nose up?

What do we call this move? (A pitch move is when the nose moves up or down.)

Ought women to aviate?

This activity targets the following outcomes taken from the Grades 5 to 8 Science Manitoba Curriculum:

6-2-01 Use appropriate vocabulary related to their investigations of flight.

(nose, tail, drag, gravity)

6-2-02 Describe properties of fluids using air and water as examples, and identify manifestations of these properties in daily life.

(How objects can flow through air.)

6-2-09
Provide examples of design features or adaptations that enhance or reduce drag, and explain how they work.  

6-2-14
Identify milestones in the history of air travel and describe their impacts on daily life.
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