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1: Growing Up at Fortland
Cornelia Fort was a wild child with a grand space to roam. Cornelia 

and her older brothers grew up on the 365-acre Fortland estate, a 

grand two-mile stretch of farmland along the Cumberland River in 

Nashville, Tennessee. Cornelia was a daring child, standing on the 

backs of horses, finding adventure wherever she could, and 

eventually going against her father’s wishes not only when she 

attended ---- but also when she made the decision as an adult to fly.  

Cornelia’s father, Dr. Rufus Elijah Fort, was a very respected 

doctor as well as an accomplished insurance company owner. Dr. 

Fort had no tolerance for flying because of the extreme peril that 

the pilots were put in. Because of this intolerance, he made all his 

children take an oath never to fly, except for his daughter, mostly 

because Dr. Fort never dreamed that a woman would.

Kathleen Lowe, Class of 2023



2:  The two sides of Cornelia Fort

There were two sides to Cornelia Fort, one of which we see 

here in this posed photograph of Cornelia with her family in 

Sewanee, Tennessee.  Proper and sophisticated, Cornelia is 

shown dressed in a long, flowered dress with her arm around 

her brother. Her hair is styled tamely under her hat, and every 

part of her says sophisticated and traditional.  

Olivia Majors, Class of 2023



3: Turbulent Teenage Years While Cornelia graduated from Ward-Belmont as a part of the 

Class of 1936, her time at the school was not always easy.  

Academically, Cornelia graduated in the middle of her class, but 

she had a passion for writing and was a member of the Penstaff 

club, one of two writing clubs on campus.  Cornelia was known for 

her quiet demeanor and love of a good laugh.

While Cornelia may not have distinguished herself in the 

classroom, she did in the sky.  In 1942, an article was published in 

the Ward-Belmont Hyphen, the official school newspaper, 

speaking of a graduate who saw the attacks on Pearl Harbor on 

December 7, 1941 from the air.  That girl was Cornelia. While she 

was an accomplished pilot and now even an instructor giving 

flying lessons to men, on this morning, three of Cornelia’s fellow 

flight instructors died in crashes.  This gave her a rare perspective 

on America entering WWII. 

Caroline Seehorn, Class of 2023



4: Cotillons and Cameras
The Fort Family was very wealthy, and they provided their children 

with nice clothing, good food, and much to Cornelia Fort’s dismay, 

parties. In 1939, Cornelia Fort made her debut as a member of the 

Cotillion Club. Every girl’s dream--nice dresses, flowers, and 

dancing--that is, every girl except Cornelia Fort. As a young woman 

Cornelia was less than happy with the idea of large parties in her 

honor. Details show that her parents had to bribe her even to attend 

the festivities. In this photo, it is not hard to notice that Cornelia is 

the only woman who is not smiling at the camera. Often 

characterized as a person who does not care much about her 

appearance or formal parties, Cornelia appears very tightly pinned, 

instead of the freer person she appears to be in other photos of the 

time. Cornelia Fort understood the wealth and position of her family, 

but she was not always comfortable with some of the expectations 

that accompanied them. 

Mary Meacham, Class of 2023



5: The Beginning of a Lifetime

The back of the license

Cornelia Fort’s career as a pilot started here with this license 

on August 5, 1941. World War 11 had been going on for two 

years and gender discrimination was alive and well, but this 

license qualified her to be a ground instructor. This license 

made it possible for a number of firsts:  the first woman 

instructor at Nashville’s first airport, one of the first five 

WAFS recruits, and sadly later, the first woman to lose her life 

in service to her country.  This seemingly unimportant 

document is a crucial stepping stone on the path to her career 

and sacrifice.

Sarah Joffrion, Class of 2023



6: A Door Opened for Women
Cornelia Fort made history on March 10th, when she achieved her 

Instructor’s rating and began teaching a fellow local flyer, Garland 

Pack. In this photo, Cornelia appears as a strong and confident 

woman and professional.  In an edition of the Nashville Aviation, 

Miss Fort explained why she wanted to teach people how to fly, 

saying, “Women are needed in aviation and can be an important 

factor in the national defense program.  “Women can do in this 

country what they have been doing in England… Every woman 

who flies releases a man to fight.” Cornelia’s view and 

accomplishments offer a different perspective from that of many 

people in this time period.  With her accomplishments, Cornelia 

Fort opened a door for women into aviation all over America.

Riley Kate Higgins  and Maddie Meyer, Class of 2023



7:  A Wonderful WAF
On September 12th 1942, Cornelia Fort was officially certified 

as a a member of the WAFS, the Women’s Auxiliary Flying 

Squadron.  The WAFS was a group of female pilots who flew 

missions throughout the United State for the military. Some 

information on Cornelia’s WAFS license include her date of 

birth, eye color, hair color, weight, and height. It also includes 

her signature and a photograph of her.  In her photograph, 

Cornelia looked happy, proud, and confident, which also 

describes her as a person. Overall, the purpose of Cornelia 

Fort’s WASF license was to show that she was a part of the 

WAFS, a very big accomplishment.  

Anne Louis Todd, Class of 

2023



8: What So Proudly She Hailed... 

Cornelia Fort was in the skies above Hawaii on December 7, 1941 when the Japanese 

attacked Pearl Harbor. The article you see to the left, “At the Twilight’s Last 

Gleaming”, was written by Ms. Fort for the Woman’s Home Companion magazine. In 

the well written article, Ms. Fort tells of her harrowing experience on that morning 

above Honolulu, not only letting the women of the public know what happened that 

morning but also also going into detail about her acceptance into the WAFS, the 

Women’s Auxiliary Ferrying Squadron, and how the hardships faced as a part of the 

WAFS only made her more proud of herself and her fellow female pilots. Cornelia 

Fort’s love for writing and her experiences and struggles as a female pilot come 

together in this piece that can give us some insight into why Cornelia decided to 

become a pilot. She speaks of how sometimes people are misled to think that flying is 

glamorous, saying, “We wear heavy cumbersome flying clothes and a thirty-pound 

parachute.”  Ms. Fort goes on to describe one of her proudest moments as a pilot in 

the WAFS, recalling that it was in this group that she felt for the first time like “she 

was apart of something larger.” For Cornelia, flying as an instructor and as a part of 

the WAFS were two of the important roles she was played for her country and how 

she knew she was contributing to a winning war effort.

Bella Guillamondegui, Class of 2023



9: Head in the Clouds 
Cornelia Fort was a woman who strived to succeed in what she wanted 

to do--flying. She made her dreams into reality and worked hard every 

day to make sure her reality stayed. An important detail about Cornelia’s 

personality is she did not focus on the hard aspects of situations, but 

instead focused on what she was fortunate to receive from these 

situations. In an article she wrote for the Sarah Lawrence College 

Alumnae Magazine called “Lady-Bird,” Cornelia reminds the audience 

that the small things that happen in life are the most important. The main 

message Cornelia projects in her article was that there no one single 

reason she wanted to fly. Flying was just an activity she loved dearly, 

and she knew that her it was her job to fly. In the last paragraph of the 

article she tells the reader, “Flying is a wanderlust. We either fly because 

we have it or acquire it because we fly” Although Cornelia did not know 

what her future in the air held, she flew no matter what, with her head in 

the clouds.

Priyanka Chiguluri, Class of 2023



10 : Welcome!

This picture represents the start of Cornelia Fort’s new life as 

a member of the WAFS, the Women’s Auxiliary Flying 

Squadron, where her role will be to serve her country. Since 

the year is 1942, the WAFS is the only program for female 

pilots to fly for the military. In this photograph, Nancy Love 

(far left) is welcoming Cornelia Fort and three other new 

WAF recruits. Nancy Love is in full uniform, with her wings 

pinned to the left side of her chest, indicating that she is both 

a certified pilot and a Lieutenant Colonel. This photograph 

was also staged and the luggage they are holding is empty, as 

the women had arrived a day earlier.       

Hannah Mosley, Class of 2023



11: Cornelia Fort Takes Flight

A group of World War II WAFS stroll past press cameras at 

New Castle Army Air Force Base, Delaware. It is September 

1942, eight months since the war came to America. The nine 

inspiring women in this photo include (from left to right): 

Teresa James, Cornelia Fort, Betty H. Gillies, Aline Rhonie, 

Helen Mary Clark, Catherine Slocum, Adela Scarr, and 

Nancy Love. Led by Nancy Love, the women, wearing their 

zoot suits, helmets, goggles, (and for Cornelia, her saddle 

oxfords), they all could not wait to fly. 

Gabrielle 

Conrad, Class of 2023



12: The Worry of Death

After experiencing the attack of Pearl Harbor from the skies on December 

7, 1941, Cornelia Clark Fort expresses anxiety by writing a will shortly 

after, on January 28, 1942. This letter was handwritten to her mother from 

Hawaii, and it stated what she wished of the future if something happened 

to her while flying.  Cornelia included in her letter making a fund in her 

name, The Cornelia Fort Scholarship, to Sarah Lawrence College, paying 

any debts and taxes, care for her dog, the selling of her possessions, and 

more. Not only does Cornelia write this will because she is worried about 

the Pearl Harbor Bombing, but also because she is on her way to San 

Francisco and it is rumored that the Japanese will attack. This will is 

significant because it communicates Cornelia’s uncertainty and the reality 

of what might happen after Pearl Harbor was bombed. 

Mary Virginia Sullivan and Zoe Pearson, Class of 2023



13:  It is my sad duty to inform you….

While Cornelia Fort was indeed recognized when she died, we understand the 

importance of her life to a deeper extent today. Although Cornelia graduated from 

Ward-Belmont in 1936, she died just seven short years later when the plane she 

was ferrying from her base in Long Beach, California crashed. The telegram sent to 

Cornelia’s mother after her crash  may appear cold at first to the reader, but  it does 

address the death of a daughter and expresses heartfelt praise and condolence for 

the family’s loss.  Upon her death, Cornelia Fort became the first woman to die in 

service to her country.Now we can understand how phenomenal her life truly was. 

Leala Nakagawa and Sophia Williams, Class of 2023


