
Born and raised in McKeesport, Helen Richey, a remarkable pioneer aviator earned her 
pilot’s license at Bettis Field on June 28, 1930, at a time when few females had a 
driver’s license. She went on to make headlines across the nation as a stunt pilot and 
air-racing champion. She also set endurance, speed and altitude records in the early 
1930s.

In 1934, Richey was hired by Central Airlines and became the first female commercial 
airline pilot, flying a regular route between Washington and Detroit. But she was 
refused entry into the all-male pilots’ union. Central Airlines cut back on her flying 
assignments, preferring to use her for public appearances. In frustration, she resigned.

Richey was soon hired as an air marking pilot, a job involving finding appropriate 
rooftops of houses and other buildings near cities and towns and to have them painted 
with the name of the town and an arrow pointing to the local airport, if any; at a time 
when radar and other navigational devices were unknown or at best primitive, these 
rooftop paintings were directional signs that could be seen from the sky by pilots, who 
often had no idea where they were.

In 1940, after war broke out in Europe, the U.S. began to increase its military readiness; 
Richey was hired to train army air corps cadets, the first woman granted a license to do 
so. She was recruited by Jackie Cochran in 1940 to become a member of the American 
wing of the British Air Transport Auxiliary (ATA) and the following year returned home 
to join the Women’s Airforce Service Pilots (WASP). The WASPs were disbanded in 
1944; the members (all females) were considered civilian employees, not military 
personnel, and were not entitled to any veteran benefits. (In the late 1970s – long after 
Helen’s death -- President Carter signed a law granting former WASPs veteran status.)

After the war, there were hundreds of experienced fighter pilots – some of whom 
Richey herself had trained -- who were looking for jobs in aviation. She knew first hand 
that males would be given preference over any female who might apply. With little 
hope that she would ever be able to find a job flying an airplane and with dwindling 
financial resources, Helen Richey died of an apparent suicide – an overdose of 
barbiturates, according to the coroner – in January 1947. She was buried in her 
family’s plot in the McKeesport-Versailles Cemetery.
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