Bessie Coleman should not be remembered merely as the first Black woman to receive a
pilot’s license. A “first” tells us that she crossed a boundary, but it does not explain the
size of the wall, the intelligence required to find another route, or the purpose she
attached to her achievement. Coleman entered aviation when airplanes were still new,
dangerous, and viewed by much of the public as spectacular machines rather than
ordinary transportation. She pursued flight while American institutions treated both her
race and her sex as reasons to exclude her. Instead of requesting acceptance forever
from people determined to reject her, she changed languages, crossed an ocean, earned
an internationally recognized credential, and returned with proof that the judgments
made against her were false. She then tried to convert her individual success into
opportunity for other Black people. Her unfinished dream was not simply to own an
airplane or become famous; it was to establish a flight school through which others
could enter the sky behind her.

Elizabeth “Bessie” Coleman was born on January 26, 1892, in Atlanta, Texas, one of
thirteen children born to Susan and George Coleman. Her family later lived near
Waxahachie, where they survived partly through sharecropping, an arrangement in which
a family farmed land belonging to someone else and surrendered part of the crop as
payment. Sharecropping often kept Black families trapped in debt because landowners
controlled the land, supplies, accounting, and sale of the harvest. Bessie helped work in
the cotton fields, and harvesting could interrupt the school year because the family
needed every available pair of hands. She attended a segregated one-room school and
reportedly walked several miles to reach it. One teacher had to instruct children across
numerous grade levels with limited resources. Coleman nevertheless became a capable
student who especially enjoyed reading and mathematics. The account preserved by
Langston University describes a girl whose education developed under Jim Crow
conditions rather than inside a well-funded school prepared to cultivate her gifts.

Her father left the family while Bessie was still young and moved to Indian Territory,
which later became part of Oklahoma. He had Native American ancestry and apparently
hoped life there might offer relief from the violence and discrimination surrounding Black
people in Texas. Susan Coleman remained with the children and supported them through
domestic and agricultural labor. This meant Bessie’s ambitions grew inside a household
where survival required contribution, not prolonged childhood dependence. She
eventually received further schooling and saved enough money to attend the institution
now known as Langston University, a historically Black university in Oklahoma. Her
money lasted for only one term, forcing her to return home. That interruption should not
be mistaken for an inability to complete college-level work. It shows how financial
limitation can stop education even when intelligence and motivation are present.

In 1915, Coleman moved to Chicago during the Great Migration, the movement of millions
of Black Southerners toward Northern, Midwestern, and Western cities. People migrated
to escape racial terror, political exclusion, low agricultural wages, and the suffocating
limits of segregation. Chicago offered industrial employment, Black-owned businesses,
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newspapers, churches, clubs, and a larger community through which someone could
form valuable connections. Yet the North was not free from racism. Housing
discrimination, employment barriers, segregation, and racial violence remained severe,
and the Chicago race riot of 1919 demonstrated how dangerous the city could become.
Coleman therefore did not leave oppression behind when she left Texas; she entered a
different version of it. What Chicago supplied was a denser network of Black institutions
capable of helping an ambitious person gather information, funding, publicity, and
support.

She trained as a manicurist and worked at the White Sox Barber Shop, where she
became known among Black Chicago’s growing professional community. The job may
appear unrelated to aviation, but it placed her in daily conversation with customers,
businesspeople, veterans, and readers of the Black press. Her brothers had served in
France during World War | and returned with stories about European women flying
airplanes. Aviation was expanding rapidly because the war had accelerated aircraft
production, engine development, pilot training, and public interest. Bessie became
convinced that flight offered a field large enough for her ambition. She applied to
American aviation schools, but they would not admit her. White women faced resistance
in early flight training, while a Black woman encountered both sexism and racism
operating at the same time.

Coleman’s response displayed strategic intelligence. If American schools would not
teach her, she needed to identify a country where training was available, determine the
language required, gather the money, and obtain a credential that could not easily be
dismissed. Robert S. Abbott, founder and publisher of The Chicago Defender, recognized
both her potential and the value of her story to Black readers. Banker Jesse Binga also
helped support the effort. Coleman studied French, saved her earnings, obtained
financial assistance, and traveled to France in November 1920. This was not a
spontaneous act of courage. It was a project involving language study, international
travel, sponsorship, public relations, and personal discipline.

France should not be romanticized as a nation without racism or sexism. Its institutions
simply gave Coleman access to an opening that American schools denied her. She
trained at the Caudron brothers’ aviation school at Le Crotoy, where flying bore little
resemblance to sitting inside a modern enclosed cockpit. Training aircraft were light
machines made largely from wood, wire, and fabric. The pilot sat exposed to wind, cold,
engine noise, and weather, with far fewer instruments and safety systems than pilots
possess today. Engines were less reliable, emergency landing sites had to remain
constantly in mind, and navigation depended heavily on visual references. Learning to fly
under those conditions required coordination, mechanical awareness, judgment, and the
ability to remain calm while operating a machine that offered little protection.

On June 15, 1921, Coleman earned a license from the Fédération Aéronautique
Internationale, commonly shortened to FAI. This was an international aviation
organization that issued credentials recognized across national boundaries during an era



before the modern American licensing system existed. She became the first African
American woman and the first woman of Native American ancestry to earn a pilot’s
license, as well as the first African American to obtain that international credential. The
distinction is important because she did not receive a ceremonial document created
merely to honor her. She completed genuine flight training and met the established
requirements. The date became so central to her legacy that the 2023 United States
quarter honoring Coleman carries “6.15.1921” beside her image.

Receiving the license solved only the first problem. Coleman wanted to earn a living
through exhibition flying, but ordinary pilot training did not automatically prepare
someone to perform aerial maneuvers before a crowd. Commercial passenger aviation
had not yet developed into the large industry we recognize today, and American military
flying remained largely closed to Black people and women. One of the few available
paths was barnstorming. Barnstormers traveled from town to town, performing at fairs
and improvised airfields, giving passenger rides, making parachute jumps, walking on
wings, racing, diving, and completing dramatic maneuvers. The word probably comes
from performers who flew over rural communities and landed near barns to attract local
audiences. It was entertainment, employment, advertising, and dangerous
experimentation combined.

Coleman returned to Europe for additional instruction because advanced American
schools still would not provide the training she needed. She studied performance flying
in France and gained further experience connected with aviation centers in Germany and
elsewhere in Europe. When she returned to the United States, she possessed more than
a license; she had built a public identity. Newspapers called her “Queen Bess” and
“Brave Bessie,” while photographs often showed her in a carefully designed
military-style flying uniform. That appearance communicated seriousness, competence,
and command. During an era when popular entertainment frequently reduced Black
women to servants, objects of ridicule, or sexual stereotypes, Coleman deliberately
presented herself as a trained professional mastering modern technology.

On September 3, 1922, Coleman made the first public flight by a Black woman in the
United States at an airshow on Long Island, New York. She later traveled widely,
performing loops, figure-eight patterns, steep dives, and other crowd-pleasing
maneuvers. A loop carries the airplane through a complete vertical circle, causing the
ground and sky to exchange positions from the pilot’s view. A figure eight connects
turning patterns so the machine traces a shape resembling the number eight. These
maneuvers required energy management, timing, control coordination, and awareness of
the airplane’s structural limits. Early pilots performed without the reliable engines,
advanced weather information, radio assistance, protective cockpits, and extensive
safety regulation available today. The National Air and Space Museum describes
barnstorming as one of the limited ways early pilots could make a living after completing
their training.
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The danger was not theoretical. In 1923, an engine problem during a flight in California
contributed to a crash that left Coleman with serious injuries, including broken bones.
She endured a lengthy recovery before returning to the air. Her determination is
admirable, but we should not turn dangerous conditions into a romantic story in which
courage cancels risk. Courage does not make a poorly maintained airplane safe, and
confidence cannot replace mechanical reliability. Early aviation advanced partly because
pilots, engineers, investigators, and regulators gradually learned from deadly failures.
Coleman operated during a period when aviation safety culture was still developing, and
many performers accepted hazards that would be considered intolerable in properly
managed flight operations today.

Her public performances had a political purpose. Coleman refused to appear at events
that completely barred Black spectators, and she challenged segregated arrangements
even when those decisions threatened her income. At an exhibition planned in
Waxahachie, organizers expected Black and white spectators to enter through separate
gates. Coleman insisted there would be one entrance or she would not fly. Organizers
eventually permitted everyone to use the same gate, though the audience remained
separated after entering. This was not complete integration, and Coleman knew it, but
forcing the single entrance weakened one visible humiliation. The episode demonstrates
how resistance sometimes produces a partial victory without delivering full justice.

Coleman also understood that representation could either free people’s imaginations or
imprison them. Her aviation fame brought an offer to appear in a film called Shadow and
Sunshine, which could have supplied money and greater publicity. She withdrew after
discovering that the opening presentation required her to embody a degrading image of
Black life. Walking away cost her financial backing, yet accepting the role might have
used her fame to strengthen the very stereotypes she was trying to defeat. She did not
believe that visibility was automatically progress. The question was how a Black woman
would be made visible, who controlled the image, and what audiences would be
encouraged to believe. Her decision showed that success without control over one’s
meaning can become another form of exploitation.

Although Coleman enjoyed applause, her larger plan was educational. She lectured at
schools, churches, theaters, and community gatherings, showed footage from her
flights, encouraged Black people to study aviation, and raised money toward purchasing
an aircraft. She wanted to open an academy where Black students could receive the
training denied to her in America. A school would have transformed her achievement
from an exceptional story into an institution capable of producing many pilots. This is the
difference between escaping a barrier and dismantling it. An individual escape proves
that one person found a way around the obstruction; an institution creates a route that
others can repeatedly use. Coleman was moving from performer toward builder, but
financing remained difficult and her aircraft arrangements were often unstable.

She spent time in Orlando, Florida, where Reverend Hezakiah Hill and his wife, Viola,
welcomed and supported her. Coleman opened a beauty shop there to earn additional



money for an airplane, demonstrating that her earlier trade remained part of her aviation
strategy. She continued lecturing and challenged an Orlando event that intended to
exclude Black residents. Rather than separating glamorous achievement from ordinary
labor, her life joined them. The woman celebrated for flying loops still had to perform
beauty work, negotiate bookings, seek sponsors, write letters, and manage public
appearances. This helps us understand that pioneers are not carried forward by
inspiration alone. Dreams require income, equipment, transportation, relationships,
administrative work, and repeated decisions about which compromises can be accepted.

In April 1926, Coleman prepared for an exhibition in Jacksonville, Florida, using a Curtiss
JN-4, commonly called a “Jenny.” The aircraft had originally been developed as a World
War l-era training plane and had become common among barnstormers after surplus
machines entered the civilian market. On April 30, mechanic and pilot William Wills took
the forward controls while Coleman sat behind him, studying the ground to select a
location for a planned parachute jump. She was not securely restrained because she
needed to lean over the side of the open cockpit to examine the terrain. At approximately
3,000 feet, the aircraft went out of control and overturned. Coleman was thrown from the
machine and killed, while Wills died when the airplane struck the ground. Later
examination indicated that a loose wrench had jammed part of the control system. She
was thirty-four years old, and the show planned for the following day never occurred.

Her death reveals a painful lesson about aviation: mechanical discipline and restraint
systems matter just as much as piloting skill. Coleman was not operating the controls
when the fatal sequence began. Her ability could not overcome a jammed system,
inadequate maintenance, and the decision to fly unrestrained. Modern preflight
inspections, maintenance records, tool-control procedures, seat restraints, aircraft
certification, and safety checklists grew from a long history in which preventable failures
killed people. Honoring Coleman does not require hiding those circumstances. The most
respectful response is to understand that bravery should be joined to safety systems
capable of protecting brave people.

Thousands mourned her, and civil rights leader Ida B. Wells-Barnett participated in the
Chicago funeral ceremonies. Coleman had not lived long enough to establish her
academy, but her idea continued traveling. In 1929, aviator William J. Powell helped form
the Bessie Coleman Aero Club, encouraging Black participation in flight. During the
following decade, people such as Cornelius Coffey, Willa Brown, and Janet Harmon
Bragg expanded Black aviation training and organization. Brown and Coffey helped
operate a school that trained Black pilots, some of whom later entered the program
associated with the Tuskegee Airmen. The National Park Service connects Coleman’s
pioneering work with the later generation of Black aviation educators and military pilots.
She did not personally construct every institution that followed, but she helped make
those institutions imaginable.

Her influence eventually reached beyond the atmosphere. When Mae Jemison became
the first Black woman to travel into space in 1992, she carried a photograph of Coleman
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with her. That gesture connected two moments separated by seventy-one years: a
woman who had to cross the Atlantic to obtain basic flight instruction and a woman
leaving Earth aboard a spacecraft. Coleman was honored on a United States postage
stamp in 1995, entered the National Aviation Hall of Fame in 2006, and appeared on a
circulating American quarter in 2023. Roads, schools, aviation organizations,
scholarships, and airport locations now carry her name. The National Women’s History
Museum traces these honors alongside the continued tradition of pilots remembering
her. Recognition arrived on a national scale long after the country’s flight schools had
told her that she did not belong in a cockpit.

The deepest insight in her story is not simply “never give up.” That phrase is too small
because persistence without strategy can leave a person repeatedly striking the same
locked door. Coleman studied the system surrounding the obstacle. She identified
France as an alternative, learned another language, saved money, built relationships with
Black business leaders, used the press, gained a recognized credential, improved her
skills, cultivated a professional image, generated income through performances, and
attempted to create an academy. She did not possess unlimited resources, but she
arranged the resources available to her around a clear destination. Her life teaches us
that determination becomes far more powerful when joined with research, planning,
education, communication, and community support.

Bessie Coleman also forces us to examine what freedom means. She believed the air
offered a space where prejudice could not physically restrain her airplane, yet every part
of getting into that air—training, financing, equipment, publicity, audiences, and
ownership—was shaped by the society on the ground. The sky itself was not segregated,
but access to it was. She therefore used flight as both an achievement and an argument.
Every successful takeoff contradicted claims about Black intellectual inferiority, female
incapacity, and the supposed limits of working-class birth. Her greatest purpose was not
to become the lone exception admired by the people who kept others excluded. She
wanted the runway widened so that a generation could follow.
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