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Before Sally Ride, Christa McAuliffe and Eileen Collins, courageous  
women were setting new records and conquering new horizons. Though  
largely unrecognized in history, the Mercury 13 women showed their  
determination, strength and bravery in the Space Race with accomplishments  
that paved the way for generations. 

Author Martha Ackmann launched these women into the national spotlight  
with her book The Mercury 13: The True Story of the Thirteen Women and the  

Dream of Space Flight, which was published in 2003 by Random House.  

The book was featured as part of the University of Wisconsin Oshkosh’s  
Odyssey Program. This freshman orientation program offers students a  
common intellectual experience, which is a chance to explore a theme —  
in this case, social justice — across different fields of study and in a variety of  
ways. This program is but one demonstration of how UW Oshkosh champions  
innovative curriculum and outreach opportunities, reflecting the University’s 
motto of “Engaging People and Ideas for Common Good.”  

In addition to featuring Ackmann’s book, UW Oshkosh brought Wally Funk  
and Ackmann to campus to speak to students. The stories of the Mercury 13 
made a lasting impression on the UW Oshkosh campus community, and inspired  
students and faculty alike.

Honoring these women has special meaning beyond the role that Ackmann’s 
book has in the university’s curriculum. The Mercury 13 women reflect the  
spirit and pioneering tradition of UW Oshkosh, a university that in 1871 began 
providing opportunities for women to become teachers, opening the door for 
future generations of women and men to earn degrees in a variety of liberal arts 
and professional study fields. The university also houses the nationally acclaimed 
UW System Women and Science Program. 

The City of Oshkosh also has strong ties to aviation. Each July, Oshkosh is  
the destination for the Experimental Aircraft Association’s internationally  
renowned fly-in celebration, at which 650,000 to 700,000 annual visitors  
celebrate aeronautics.

The University of Wisconsin Oshkosh is proud to recognize the pioneering spirit 
and the quest for equality set forth by the women of Mercury 13 by granting 
them honorary Doctor of Science — honoris causa — degrees. For the first time in 
this nation’s history, the entire crew will be honored as a group for their efforts. 
We invite you to participate in honoring the Mercury 13 women.

 
Richard H. Wells, Chancellor
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schedule of events

Friday, May 11
The Sky is Not the Limit, panel discussion

10:15 a.m. ✶ A panel discussion with the women of Mercury 13,  
Reeve Memorial Union Theatre, 748 Algoma Blvd. Martha Ackmann  
will moderate the discussion.

Immediately following the discussion, there will be a poster and book  
signing with the Mercury 13 women and Martha Ackmann, Reeve Memorial 
Union Theatre, 748 Algoma Blvd., Oshkosh. Some commemorative posters 
will be available at the signing or may be downloaded from the Web site at  
www.uwosh.edu/mercury13.

Saturday, May 12
Honorary Doctorates Awarded

9 a.m. ✶ College of Letters and Science Commencement Ceremony

2 p.m. ✶ Colleges of Education and Human Services, Business,  
               and Nursing Commencement Ceremony

Martha Ackmann, renowned author of The Mercury 13: The True Story  

of Thirteen Women and the Dream of Space Flight, will present the keynote  
address, The Sky is Not the Limit, at both ceremonies.  
The University of Wisconsin Oshkosh commencement ceremonies  
are held in the Kolf Sports Center, 785 High Ave.
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The Mercury 13
Among our national space heroes is a group of women, often called the 
Mercury 13, who shared a dream to be America’s first women pioneers 
in space.

Dr. William Randolph Lovelace helped develop the tests for NASA’s male  
astronauts and became curious to know how women would do taking the 
same tests. In 1960, Lovelace invited Geraldyn “Jerrie” Cobb to undergo the 
same rigorous challenges as the men. 

Cobb, already an accomplished pilot and on her way to being one of the 
world’s best, became the first American woman to pass all three phases of 
testing. The results were announced at a conference in Stockholm, Sweden. 
Lovelace and Cobb recruited more women to take the tests, financed by the 
world-renowned aviator Jacqueline Cochran. 

Women throughout the country responded after hearing about the opportu-
nity through newspaper articles and friends. Most of the candidates already 
were accomplished pilots and recruited through the Ninety-Nines, a women 
pilot’s organization. 

This courageous group of women accepted the challenge to be tested for a  
position as part of the U.S. space team. Since doctors didn’t know what 

stresses astronauts would experience in space, tests ranged from the typical 
X-ray and general body physicals to the atypical, in which the women had to 
swallow a rubber tube so their stomach acids could be tested. 

Doctors tested the reflexes in the ulnar nerve of the women’s forearms using 
electric shock. To induce vertigo, ice water was shot into their ears, freezing 
the inner ear so doctors could time how quickly they recovered. 

The women were pushed to exhaustion using specially weighted stationary 
bicycles to test their respiration. They subjected themselves to many more 
invasive and uncomfortable tests to gain the opportunity to be part of  
America’s space team. 

Although the project was discontinued, many went on to extraordinary 
achievements in other endeavors. 

These pioneers have encouraged women of all ages to go above and beyond 
their present circumstances and serve as role models to empower future  
leaders. They paved the way for female astronauts like Sally Ride, Eileen  
Collins and many others that now support the U.S. space program. 

This information was taken and adapted from the NASA Web site at www.nasa.gov.
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Geraldyn “Jerrie” Cobb
Born in Oklahoma in 1931, Jerrie Cobb took her first flight at the age of 12, 
in the backseat of an open-cockpit biplane flown by her father. Hooked on 
flying, she gained her private pilot’s license at age 17, her commercial pilot’s 
license when she was 18 and flight instructor’s rating soon thereafter.

She was determined to pursue a career in aviation as a pilot, a difficult feat in 
the 1950s. Working at the Miami airport, Cobb met Jack Ford, a veteran pilot 
of World War II who had a service ferrying aircraft worldwide. She talked 
him into a job, and her first stop was South America on the advanced trainer 
of that era, the AT-6 Texan. While ferrying aircraft for this firm, she flew all 
types of aircraft worldwide, including sleek military aircraft and four-engine 
bombers to France.

Her many flight hours earned Cobb a wonderful reputation in the aviation 
community, and she was perhaps the most experienced high-performance 
propeller aircraft pilot of her day. She’d flown crop dusters, gliders, blimps 
and B-17s. She’d earned world records for speed, altitude and distance. And 
by 1960, she had 10,000 flying hours, compared with John Glenn’s 5,000.

This led to her invitation to the Lovelace Clinic in Albuquerque, N.M. — the 
same clinic and doctors and the same program that selected the astronauts 
who later became the Mercury 7. Cobb’s early selection by the Mercury  
Astronaut Selection Team made her the first, and only, woman to undergo 
and successfully pass all three phases of Mercury astronaut tests. Denied a 
chance to go into space due to gender and the “accepted social order of their 
time” (as quoted by John Glenn), she became a consultant for NASA, but 
quit after finding she had no impact.

Cobb then embarked on a new career in the Amazon jungles as a missionary 
pilot, for which she was nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize in 1981.

Myrtle “K” Thompson Cagle
Bitten by the flying bug at an early age, “K” Cagle attempted to join an  
aeronautics class at her high school. Her mother was able to convince the 
principal to allow her into the class because Cagle, at age 12, had already  
received flight lessons from her brother. She did so well in the class that  
when the instructor was drafted, she stepped into the role of teacher for the 
remainder of the year.

Throughout her career, she completed a number of flight-related courses, 
earning a commercial pilot’s license, with airplane single and multi-engine 
land ratings and an instrument rating. She became certified as flight instruc-
tor, flight instrument instructor and ground instructor. Because she holds  
an airframe and power plant license, she is a certified aviation mechanic as 
well. Cagle also is a licensed nurse.

In 1961, she received an invitation to train as an astronaut at the Lovelace 
Clinic in Albuquerque, N.M. She was working as a flight instructor in  
Macon, Ga., and had accumulated an impressive 4,300 hours of flying time, 
which was more than some of the Mercury 7 men. Cagle, 36, was a newlywed 
at the time.

Since she was small in stature — 5-feet, 2-inches tall and 100 pounds — Cagle 
would have been an ideal candidate for space flight. Even when screening  
the Mercury 7 men, height and weight constraints needed to be considered 
due to the fuel and weight requirements of lifting a capsule.

When the Mercury 13 project was called off, she returned to Georgia to 
resume her role as aviation instructor and worked with the Civil Air Patrol, 
which aided the U.S. Air Force during times of natural disasters or other 
emergencies.
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Marion Dietrich
After graduating from the University of California-Berkley in 1949, Marion 
Dietrich parted ways with her twin sister, Jan, and chose a career path in jour-
nalism. She worked as a general writer and feature reporter for the Oakland 
(Calif.) Tribune. Her love of flying led her to cover as many aviation-related 
stories as possible, and she had the opportunity to ride in a supersonic jet.

Off the clock, Dietrich kept a “hand on the stick” by flying charters and  
ferrying aircraft. Having earned her pilot’s license as a teenager, she had built 
up more than 1,500 hours of flying time by the time she was invited to the 
Lovelace Clinic in Albuquerque, N.M., in 1961.

When Jan initially hesitated to accept, Marion wrote to her, “Jan, we are 
poised on the edge of the most exciting and important adventure man has 
ever known. Most must watch. A few are privileged to record … To be asked to 
participate, the greatest honor.” 

She died of cancer in 1974, preventing her from meeting all of the other 
women of Mercury 13. Her sister scattered her ashes from the air over the 
Pacific Ocean.

Jan Dietrich
Jan Dietrich and her twin sister, Marion, did most everything together. The 
sisters graduated from the University of California-Berkley in 1949. They were 
34 years old when Dr. Lovelace invited them both to begin astronaut training 
in Albuquerque, N.M.

Prior to joining the Mercury 13, Dietrich was a flight instructor and chief  
pilot for a flight school as well as a corporate pilot for a construction com-
pany in California. By 1961, she had amassed a remarkable 8,000 hours of 
flying time.

In January 1961, she became the second woman, after Jerrie Cobb, to success-
fully pass the Lovelace medical tests for astronaut viability. Because Dietrich 
knew her sister would be among the next candidates, she sent her letters  
containing practical tips, such as “come with a little extra weight; you will 
miss one or two meals every day” and “try not to have your color portrait 
taken the day they rub clay all over your face for the electroencephalogram.”

Dietrich was one of the first women in the U.S. to obtain the highest FAA 
license, the airline transport license. Today, she lives near San Francisco.

page 08 page 09



Mary Wallace “Wally” Funk
As a child, Wally Funk was interested in mechanics and built model airplanes 
and ships. At 14, she became an expert marksman, receiving the Distin-
guished Rifleman’s Award and also represented the southwestern United 
States as top female skier in Slalom and downhill races in U.S. competition. 

At age 16, she entered Stephen’s College in Columbia, Mo. She has been  
flying professionally since 1957, and she graduated in 1958 with an associate 
of arts degree, rating first in her class of 24 flyers. In 1964, her work in  
aviation was recognized when she became the youngest woman in the history 
of the college to receive the Alumna Achievement Award.

At the age of 21, Funk volunteered for the “Women in Space” Program with 
an independent clinic that had the support but not the official sponsorship 
of NASA. It was at that time that she became fully absorbed with the idea  
of becoming an astronaut and traveling into space. Though denied the  
opportunity to launch, Funk has since flown the C.S.T. Apollo Static Space 
Simulator at Edward’s Air Force Base Flight Test Center. 

She has accumulated more than 17,000 hours of flying time and was honored 
by the Smithsonian National Air and Space Museum to speak about her life in 
the IMAX Theater.

In February 1995, Funk joined seven of the Mercury 13 as guests of Lt. Col. 
Eileen Collins, as she became the first female to pilot a space shuttle. 

In 2005 and 2006, Funk visited UW Oshkosh to talk with students as part of 
the Odyssey Program.

Jane “Janey” Briggs Hart
Janey Hart’s love of aviation flew hand in hand with another of her passions: 
women’s rights. Her penchant for political activism awakened when she was 
still a student in high school. By the late 1940s, she was directly involved in 
politics, organizing grassroots Democratic campaigns and calling government 
officials to express her opinions.

She had 19 years of piloting experience under her belt before joining the Mer-
cury 13 project. She was a captain in the Civil Air Patrol, could fly a helicop-
ter and also captained her own sailboat. In the late 1950s, when her husband, 
Philip Hart, was elected to be a U.S. senator of Michigan, the family moved 
to Washington D.C. But she made it clear that she didn’t want being a 
senator’s wife to be her fulltime job.

Hart was recommended for astronaut training by B Steadman, an old friend 
from the Michigan Chapter of the Ninety-Nines, an international women’s 
flying group. She was 40 years old when she began testing at the Lovelace 
Clinic in Albuquerque, N.M., and was the oldest of those who made the cut 
for Mercury 13. Her eight children were between the ages of 4 and 14, when 
she left Washington D.C. for the weeklong testing. Prior to leaving, she 
loaded up the freezer with roasts and vegetables for her family.

She viewed the dismissal of the Mercury 13 women as part of a larger system 
of social bias that restricted women’s opportunities. She and Jerrie Cobb,  
the first candidate to qualify for astronaut training, went on to campaign in 
Washington for the program to continue. They contacted President Kennedy 
and Vice President Johnson, attended hearings and testified on behalf of the 
Mercury 13 women.

On June 18, 1983, when Sally Ride became the first American woman 
launched into space, Hart was the only member of Mercury 13 on hand to 
watch the shuttle lift off. In February 1995, she and seven other Mercury 13 
women were welcomed as guests of Lt. Col. Eileen Collins as she became the 
first female to pilot a space shuttle. 
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Jean Hixson
Born in Hoopeston, Ill., in 1922, Jean Hixson developed a love of flying 
from early on. She started flight lessons when she was 16 and earned a pilot’s 
license at 18.

Serving with the Women Airforce Service Pilots (WASP) in World War II, 
Hixson flew all manner of aircraft in the Army Air Force inventory.  
Her missions included towing targets for live gunnery practice, ferrying  
aircraft domestically and overseas and instructing — practically everything  
except engaging in combat.

She was a graduate of WASP Class 44-6 at Avenger Field in Sweetwater,  
Texas, and went on to fly the B-25, twin-engine bomber as an engineering  
test pilot. After World War II, she became a flight instructor in Akron,  
Ohio. After hours, she attended Akron University, where she received a  
degree in elementary and secondary education. In 1952, she began a new 
career as a teacher, but she continued to fly. In 1957, she became the  
second woman to break the sound barrier, earning her the nickname  
“Supersonic Schoolmarm.”

Hixson was 37 years old when she was invited to test at the Lovelace Clinic  
in Albuquerque, N.M. Many of the other Mercury 13 women considered  
her to be the most experienced of them and the best of the crew. After the 
program was terminated, she went to work at the Flight Simulator Techniques 
branch of the U.S. Air Force Reserve at Wright Patterson Air Force Base in 
Dayton, Ohio.

In 1982, she retired from the Air Force Reserves as a full colonel. In 1983,  
she completed 30 years of service with the Akron School System. In 1984, at 
the age of 62, she died of cancer  —  shortly after Sally Ride became the first 
American woman to fly in space.

Gene Nora Stumbough Jessen 
Gene Nora (pronounced “Janora”) Stumbough Jessen became interested in 
flight as a girl in Illinois, where she was a member of Civil Air Patrol. She 
learned as much as she could about airplanes and chose the University of 
Oklahoma so that she could take flight lessons while at college. She became  
a flight instructor and a commercial pilot and was hired by the flight school. 
As a university employee, she also could take classes for free, and she eventu-
ally earned her English degree.

Jessen heard about the research program going on at the Lovelace Clinic in 
Albuquerque, while serving on the University of Oklahoma faculty. She wrote 
a letter to Dr. Lovelace outlining her aviation and educational background, 
asking to be accepted. Jessen and Janey Hart, entering the program together, 
were the 24th and 25th women to undergo the physical exams and became 
inspirational partners. Though she was told she passed the tests, she never 
met Dr. Lovelace, nor was she told that she was in an astronaut training pro-
gram, and so she always considered the experience research. 

Since a new semester was starting at the same time as the continuing testing 
(fall 1961), Jessen quit her job to participate in Phase II. Only a few days later, 
the program was discontinued. She took a temporary job as a flight instruc-
tor until in 1962, she captured what at the time was (to her) the best possible 
job in aviation for a woman. She flew as a sales demonstration pilot for the 
Beechcraft factory in Wichita, Kansas. Initially, she flew as one of the Three 
Musketeers, an introductory formation flight through the contiguous 48 
states over a 90-day period. The job evolved into additional ratings and flying 
the entire Beechcraft line. She met her husband Bob at Beechcraft, and they  
eventually migrated west to set up a Beechcraft dealership in Boise, Idaho.

Through the years, Jessen has remained active in aviation, serving on the 
Boise Airport Commission, as president of the Ninety-Nines, an internation-
al women’s flying group, and on various community boards. She has partici-
pated in the founding of two aviation museums and raised two children.
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Irene Leverton
A strong-willed woman, Irene Leverton had her first aviation experience as a 
child in Chicago when she and her mother would go to a local park to enjoy 
parachute rides.

Wanting to pursue aviation and, furthermore, to fly fighters, she attempted  
to join the Women Airforce Service Pilots (WASP) when she was 17 by using  
a fake logbook and an older friend’s birth certificate. She greatly admired  
the WASP, and at the time that was the best flying a woman could do.  
Unfortunately, it didn’t work out. 

That didn’t stop her though. By 1961, Leverton held a commercial pilot’s 
license, with airplane single and multi-engine land ratings, instrument  
ratings, and airplane single engine sea ratings and had built up more than 
9,000 flight hours — far more than any Mercury 7 astronaut. She was 34 and 
single when she was contacted by Dr. Lovelace.

In 1965, Leverton attempted a Pacific Ocean crossing in a single-engine 
Comanche. Seven hours and 30 minutes out of San Francisco, she had an 
electrical fire. With all radio equipment out and no navigation gear available, 
she turned around. Seven hours and 15 minutes later, she landed back in  
San Francisco. 

Leverton continued to fly after the Mercury 13 testing, and up until recently,  
she still flew part time for a manufacturing company in Arizona. She cur-
rently works with a Civil Air Patrol squadron, Squadron 206, as a flight check 
pilot. She has in excess of 25,400 flight hours, owns a consulting business, 
Aviation Resource Management in Arizona, and is a designated aviation 
safety counselor through the FAA.

Sarah Lee Gorelick Ratley 
Born in Kansas City, Kan., Sarah Lee Gorelick Ratley was working for  
AT&T as an electrical engineer when she was solicited by Dr. Lovelace for 
testing. She received the phone call on Saturday, and she was at the clinic  
in Albuquerque, N.M., on Monday.

Educationally, she was as qualified as any Mercury 7 astronaut, with a bach-
elor of science degree in mathematics, with minors in physics and chemistry. 
At 28, she held a commercial pilot’s license, with airplane single and multi-
engine land ratings, single engine sea, instrument, rotor and glider ratings. 

A free-spirited person, Ratley participated in six All Women Transcontinental 
Air Races, also known as the Powder Puff Derby, and numerous other races, 
including the International Women’s Air Race. 

When the Mercury 13 testing was complete, she left AT&T and became an 
accountant. She now works for the IRS in Kansas and still enjoys flying her 
Cessna 172 for fun.

Bernice “B” Steadman
After earning her private pilot’s license at age 17, B Steadman took to the 
skies and never looked back. She started her own flight school, charter  
service and fixed-base operator at Bishop International Airport in Flint, 
Mich., where she flew chartered flights and sold aircraft. She also taught 
Reserve Air Force pilots after World War II.

In 1946, she earned her commercial pilot’s license and went on to earn  
the highest FAA license, the airline transport pilot license. In addition to  
winning the Transcontinental Air Race and the International Air Race, she 
was elected president of the International Ninety-Nines, a women’s flying 
group formed by Amelia Earhart and other women aviator pioneers.

Steadman was one of the first women to undergo astronaut testing at 
Lovelace Clinic in Albuquerque, N.M., following Jerrie Cobb, and became 
one of the Mercury 13.

Although she does not pilot planes today, Steadman remains active in many 
aviation organizations. She has served as president of the International 
Women’s Air and Space Museum and serves as a chair of the board for that 
organization.
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Geraldine “Jerri” Sloan Truhill 
Jerri Sloan Truhill’s first exposure to flying was at the age of 4, while sitting 
in the cockpit of an airplane chartered to take her father to a business meet-
ing in Texas. When she told her father how much she loved flying, his answer 
was reflective of the attitudes of the era: “Work hard, do well in school and 
you can grow up to be an air hostess and fly all the time.”

Determined to become a pilot, she began taking after-school flying lessons at 
age 15 — unbeknown to her parents. She got caught, however, and was sent to 
a Catholic school in San Antonio. But that was only a setback in her path to 
the sky: by 1960, she was one of the country’s most experienced pilots.

In a partnership (and, eventually, a marriage) with another great pilot, Joe 
Truhill, she flew twin-engine North American B-25s for Texas Instruments. 
She also helped to develop Terrain Following Radar and smart bombs, which 
entailed very dangerous, top-secret missions over the Gulf of Mexico. She has 
participated in numerous air races and has won more than a few trophies.

After she and the rest of the Mercury 13 were “scuppered by NASA” (as she 
puts it), she resolved to speak out on radio programs and in the press when-
ever she witnessed NASA favoring white men over others.

Truhill returned to Texas Instruments and also served as vice president for 
two companies: Air Freighters International and Air Services Inc., a test pilot 
and plane company.

Rhea Allison Hurrle Woltman 
Rhea Woltman was born to the life of a central Minnesota farm girl. She 
once flew a Piper Super Cub seaplane from Houston, Texas, to Lake Hood  
in Anchorage, Ala., completely on her own. She also instructed and towed  
gliders for Cadets at the Air Force Academy.

A secretary and executive pilot for a small aircraft sales and engineering  
firm, she kept her aspirations to herself. She never had even mentioned her 

exceptional flying skills to her family, much less that she’d been selected to 
be tested for the space program. They found out when Life magazine featured 
her with the other Mercury 13 women.

She has flown in the International Women’s Air Race and in the Powder  
Puff Race. She possesses a commercial pilot’s license, with airplane single- 
engine and multi-engine land ratings, a single-engine sea rating, an  
instrument rating, and is a certified flight instructor and certified ground 
instructor. She has flown all over the United States, Canada and Mexico.

Shortly after the Mercury 13 testing, Woltman stopped flying professionally. 
She lives in Colorado.

Members of the Mercury 13, female astronaut trainees who were denied the chance to fly into space because 

of prejudices at the time, gather at the 1995 launch of the Space Shuttle Discovery. They are, from left,  

Gene Nora Stumbough Jessen, Wally Funk, Geraldyn “Jerrie” Cobb, Geraldine “Jerri” Sloan Truhill, Sarah 

Lee Gorelick Ratley, Myrtle “K” Thompson Cagle and Bernice “B” Steadman. — photo courtesy NASA.
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