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Though they hold few jobs
a century after first woman
earned her pilot license in
U.S., opportunities abound
By BOB COX
McClatchy Newspapers

FORT WORTH, Texas — Early in
their lives, Cathy Ferrie and Karlene
Petitt were each inspired to follow very
different career paths than most other
girls and young women – then or even
now.

In high school in Connecticut, Ferrie
saw the movie “Top Gun.” She was
inspired, and not by Tom Cruise. “As
soon as I saw those aircraft tumbling in
combat, I said ‘I want to be a part of
something like that.’ ”

At age 9, Petitt’s friends wanted to be
stewardesses. She decided to become an
airline pilot and wasn’t the least dissuad-
ed when girlfriends told her that only
men were pilots.

Both have gone on to accomplish
their dreams in aviation, a field where
there are still relatively few women but
many opportunities.

A strong math and science student
who thought she wanted to be a heart
surgeon, Ferrie made a career course
adjustment and earned a bachelor’s
degree in aerospace engineering at
Syracuse University. She added mas-
ter’s and doctoral degrees from Geor-
gia Tech before joining Bell Heli-
copter.

In less than 15 years at Bell, Ferrie,
40, has risen through the engineering
ranks to become director of the compa-
ny’s Xworx research and development
facility in Arlington, Texas.

Already, Ferrie says, her time at Bell
has been everything she hoped for.

“It’s been even more, actually. It’s
been really interesting (with) great peo-
ple, interesting challenges, working to
find solutions.”

Ferrie oversees a staff that works with
Bell’s engineering teams to turn con-
cepts and engineering drawings into new
technology that can improve aircraft per-
formance and safety and can reduce
costs.

Xworx, Bell’s answer to the famed
Lockheed Skunk Works, will play a key
role in developing the technology and
manufacturing techniques to make the
company’s aircraft designs, including
the recently revealed 525 Relentless
helicopter.

“What’s great about (the job) is build-
ing teams and working towards an end
goal and bringing everybody’s input
together to make sure you have the right
solution,” Ferrie said.

Petitt, 49, didn’t deviate from her
dream. She saved money from baby-sit-
ting, waiting tables at Denny’s and other
odd jobs, and at 16 paid for her first fly-
ing lesson at an airport near her home in

the Seattle area. Thirty-three years later,
she has worked for several airlines,
trained pilots and now flies Airbus A330
jets on prime U.S. and international
routes for Delta Air Lines.

She also raised three daughters and
has written a novel based on life in the
tumultuous airline industry.

Petitt, too, says hers has been a fan-
tastic, if at times bumpy, journey in a
business where the cockpit seats are
usually filled by strong-willed, Type A
men.

“It wasn’t easy. I always felt I had to
be better and work harder than the
guys,” Petitt said. The reward has been
learning to fly new airplanes, training
others to fly and traveling international-
ly.

“I value experiences in life and edu-
cation,” she said. “I like learning and

doing new things. In hindsight, I got
exactly what I value in life through my
career.

Anna Dietrich is trying to revolution-
ize how people travel. Dietrich, who
holds bachelor’s and master’s degrees in
aeronautical engineering from the Mass-
achusetts Institute of Technology, is a
co-founder of Terrafugia, a startup that
aims to build an aircraft that can be dri-
ven on the road.

Dietrich said she wants to spread the
message to young women about oppor-
tunities in aviation ranging from flying
planes to starting companies. “It’s so
important to get the role models of
women in this industry out there.”

A century after the first woman
earned her pilot license in the U.S.,
women say they still fill very few of the
hundreds of thousands of jobs in avia-

tion, but there are opportunities.
“Companies are very much figuring

out diversity is a very good thing,” said
Lynette Ashland, a director of the Asso-
ciation for Women in Aviation Mainte-
nance.

With 20 years of working on aircraft,
“turning wrenches,” Ashland is now a
manager for Avtrak, which keeps main-
tenance records for regional airlines and
other companies.

Anna Romer, 26, said she always
knew she wanted to be a mechanic like
her father. She chose airplanes to work
on, got a community college degree in
aircraft maintenance and went to work.
Now she inspects jet engines for Pratt &
Whitney.

“My goal is to be an inspector for the
Federal Aviation Administration,”
Romer said.

The careers are rewarding, if chal-
lenging.

In the turbulent airline industry,
employees must meet productivity
demands and may face pay and benefit
cuts.

Still, “it’s a great job,” said Christine
Daniel, a 13-year American Airlines
pilot and 10-year Air Force veteran. “It’s
challenging. But I still love to fly.”
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Karlene Petitt is a pilot for Delta Air Lines. As a child, she decided to become an
airline pilot and wasn’t dissuaded when girlfriends told her that only men were
pilots. Pettit has worked for several airlines, trained pilots and now flies Airbus
A330 jets on prime U.S. and international routes for Delta.

Women in aviation say sky’s the limit

PRECIPITATION (inches)
As of 10 p.m.: trace
Total for month: 0.00
Avg. for month: 3.99
Total for year: 10.52
Avg. for year to date: 13.41 

SUNRISE/SUNSET
Sunset today: 7:08 p.m.
Sunrise tomorrow: 6:30 a.m.
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TEMPERATURES
Yesterday’s high: 79  
Yesterday’s low: 57
High/low for year: 85/16
Record high: 87 in 1940
Record low: 19 in 1923 

WEATHER CONDITIONS
Kentucky travel: 511
Tennessee travel: 800-342-3258
Weather radio: 162.400 FM
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ON THE MONEY
THE DOW LAST WEEK

Today will start off with mostly sunny skies and quickly make it
to a high of 83. There is a slight chance of a shower this evening.
Monday will bring more sunshine, but with a chance of isolated
thundershowers and a high of 86. Highs Tuesday will flirt with
the 90-degree mark, and there will be a chance of scattered
thunderstorms. Mostly cloudy skies are expected Wednesday as
the unsettled weather hangs on. The high will be 76.

Get the latest weather at 4:56, 5:56 and 10 p.m. on your local link, WNKY.

MORNING UPDATE

Want weather updates on your mobile phone? Visit bgdailynews.com/mobile.html

TODAY MONDAY TUESDAY WEDNESDAY THURSDAY

83 | 60
Chance of showers late.

86 | 64
Isolated storms.

88 | 59
Scattered storms.

76 | 53
Scattered storms.

70 | 50
Partly sunny.

RIVER & LAKE STAGES
Level  /  Pool

Barren River BG
5.09 ft.   28 ft.

Green River Woodbury
9.60 ft.   33 ft.

Barren River Reservoir
539.16 ft.  525 ft.

Nolin Lake Reservoir
502.24 ft.  490 ft.

STATE HIGHS & LOWS
Fort Campbell: 79/59
Fort Knox: 68/56
Frankfort: 59/53
Lexington: 61/52
London: 75/52
Louisville: 67/57
Owensboro: 73/58
Paducah: 80/57
Highs and lows from 
past 18 hours, as of 7 p.m.

Today is the 92nd day of 2012.
There are 274 days left in the year.
This is April Fool’s Day.

In 1789, the U.S. House of
Representatives held its first full
meeting in New York; Frederick
Muhlenberg of Pennsylvania was
elected the first House speaker.

In 1853, Cincinnati, Ohio,
established a fire department
made up of paid city employees.

In 1933, Nazi Germany began
persecuting Jews with a boycott of
Jewish-owned businesses.

In 1945, American forces
launched the amphibious invasion
of Okinawa during World War II.

In 1972, the first Major League
Baseball players’ strike began; it
lasted 12 days.

In 1976, Apple Computer was
founded by Steve Jobs, Steve
Wozniak and Ronald Wayne.

In 1984, recording star Marvin
Gaye was shot to death by his
father, Marvin Gay Sr., in Los
Angeles, the day before his 45th
birthday. (The elder Gay pleaded
guilty to voluntary manslaughter,
and received probation.)

In 1992, the National Hockey
League Players’ Association went
on its first-ever strike, which last-
ed 10 days.

Today’s birthdays: Actress Jane
Powell is 84. Actress Debbie
Reynolds is 80. Country singer
Jim Ed Brown is 78. Actress Ali
MacGraw is 74. Reggae singer
Jimmy Cliff is 64. Supreme Court
Justice Samuel Alito is 62. Actress
Annette O’Toole is 60. Movie
director Barry Sonnenfeld is 59.
Singer Susan Boyle (TV:
“Britain’s Got Talent”) is 51.
Country singer Woody Lee is 44.
Actress Jessica Collins is 41. Polit-
ical commentator Rachel Maddow
is 39. Tennis player Magdalena
Maleeva is 37. Singer Bijou
Phillips is 32. Actor Sam Hunting-
ton is 30. Actor Matt Lanter is 29.
Actor Josh Zuckerman is 27.

— The Associated Press

TODAY IN HISTORY
Willis Knight/Fort Worth Star-Telegram

Cathy Ferrie is director of the Bell Heli-
copter Xworx research, development
and prototyping facility in Arlington,
Texas.

“What’s great about
(the job) is building
teams and working
towards an end goal
and bringing everybody’s
input together to make
sure you have the right
solution.”

Cathy Ferrie
Engineer


