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This project analyzes the sexual and gender politics of flight attendants, especially

the men who did this work, since the 1930s.  It traces how and why the flight attendant

corps became the nearly exclusive domain of white women by the 1950s, then considers

the various legal battles under the 1964 Civil Rights Act to re-integrate men into the

workforce, open up greater opportunities for African-Americans, and liberate women

from onerous age and marriage restrictions that cut short their careers.

While other scholars have emphasized flight attendants’ contributions in battling

sexism in the courts, this project is unique in expanding such consideration to

homosexuality.  Male flight attendants’ status as gender pariahs in the workforce (as men

performing “women’s work”)—combined with the fact that many of them were

gay—made them objects of “homosexual panic” in the 1950s, both in legal proceedings
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and in various forms of extra-legal intimidation.  A decade later, aspirant flight attendants

were participants in some of the first cases brought by men under Title VII of the Civil

Rights Act.  Their victories in the courts greatly benefited the gay community, among

others, which thereby enjoyed greater freedom to enter a highly visible, public-relations-

oriented corporate career.  As such, my project helps to recast the legal legacy of the civil

rights movement as a three-pronged reform, confronting homophobia as well as racism

and sexism.

Beyond legal considerations, Manhood Up in the Air also examines how both

labor unions and the airlines negotiated a legal environment and public sentiment that

largely condoned firing homosexuals, while nonetheless accommodating gay employees.

This form of accommodation existed in the 1950s, though much more precariously than

in the post-Stonewall decade of the 1970s.  Thus, the project records the pre-history to

the current reality, in which both corporations (with airlines at the forefront) and labor

unions have become core supporters of the contemporary gay rights movement.
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Introduction

“Coffee, tea, or me?”  Thanks to the “uninhibited memoirs” of flight attendants

Trudy Baker and Rachel Jones marketed under that name, many Americans by the late

1960s were in on the joke.1  Air stewardesses by that time had the reputation of providing

more than just food and beverage service; they had also become highly eroticized—and

allegedly available—sex objects.  Even the airlines themselves referred to them by the

1960s as their “young and pretty girls.”2  Stewardesses’ youth, thinness, unmarried status,

and feminine charm, not to mention their jet-setting lifestyle, all accentuated their sex

appeal.  Further encouraged by racy ad campaigns showcasing female bodies and slogans

such as “Fly Me,” many male customers boarding planes naturally expected to be greeted

with a rousing display of feminine bravado.3  What customers got was often quite a bit

different: a gentlemanly greeting from a man, professionally dressed in a suit, yet just as

willing as his female colleagues to pour coffee and pass out pillows.

Men actually were hired as stewards from the start of commercial airline service

in the late 1920s.  In fact, Pan Am and Eastern Airlines both opted to hire only men all

the way up to World War II, making them unique in the industry, since almost all of their

competitors switched to a female-only flight attendant corps in the early 1930s.  Even as

                                                  
1 Trudy Baker and Rachel Jones, Coffee, Tea or Me? The Uninhibited Memoirs of Two Airline
Stewardesses (New York: Bartholomew House, 1967).
2 "Sex as a Bona Fide Occupational Qualification for Stewardesses: Statement of United Air Lines," April
22, 1966, p.1.  Box 13, accession 8/18/72, Air Line Pilots Association—Stewards and Stewardesses
Division archives, Wayne State University, Detroit, MI.
3 The “Fly Me” slogan was used by National Airlines starting in September of 1971.  It is quite similar in
form and content to various ad campaigns from numerous airlines starting in the late 1960s, which
marketed female flight attendants as available sex objects. Kathleen Barry, “Femininity in Flight: Flight
Attendants, Glamour, and Pink-Collar Activism in the Twentieth-Century United States,” (Dissertation,
New York University, 2002), 508.
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a few airlines once again hired large numbers of men during demobilization, their return

did not last long.  The main providers of jobs for men—Pan Am and Eastern—revised

their policies in the late 1950s and thereafter refused their applications outright.  By the

mid 1960s, then, the male flight attendant had all but disappeared, his numbers reduced to

just four percent of the workforce.

Thus, 1972 was a memorable—albeit deflating—year for many enthusiasts of the

flight attendant profession, as the sexually fetishized stewardess gained new male

companions.  These men had just won the right to enter (or, indeed, re-enter) this heavily

female workforce by virtue of the court case Diaz v. Pan Am, filed under Title VII of the

1964 Civil Rights Act that banned sex discrimination in the workplace.  Miami resident

Celio Diaz’s desire to become a flight attendant led him to pursue his case through a

tumultuous five-year course of hearings, rulings, and appeals.  Finally, the Supreme

Court in November 1971 cast the decisive judgment in the case and sided with Diaz,

effectively requiring all US airlines to hire men, even those that had never previously

done so.  Some straight men’s sexual frustration was evident not only from numerous

passengers’ reactions of dismay, but also from the media’s reporting on the Supreme

Court’s decision.  Even the otherwise strictly-business Wall Street Journal churlishly

mused, “To the extent male stewards replace glamorous stewardesses, the case…may

prove to be one of the more controversial interpretations of the 1964 law among members

of the male-dominated Congress.”4

                                                  
4 “Court Lets Stand Order That Airlines End Anti-Male Bias in Hiring Cabin Attendants,” Wall Street
Journal, Nov 10, 1971, 2.
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Given the sexual expectations in male society surrounding one’s encounters with

flight attendants, it is hardly surprising that suspicions of queerness immediately erupted

around this new group of men in the air.  This bait-and-switch at the hands of the courts,

replacing the proper object of the straight male’s passion with an equally young,

attractive male, was surely enough to elicit in some men a strong sense of “homosexual

panic.”5  Gazing on another man who has taken on the feminized role of sex object (i.e.,

flight attendant) disrupted the otherwise non-threatening social interaction between men,

converting the safely “homosocial” encounter into a potentially alarming “homoerotic”

one.  In other words, when read psychosexually, the interaction between male customers

and flight attendants had the strong potential to be erotically unsettling, now that the

implied overture “Coffee, tea, or me?” was coming from another man.

As a history of male flight attendants, this dissertation demonstrates that these

men elicited homosexual panic well before the 1970s.  Indeed, throughout the twentieth

century, men who held this job were commonly suspected of being queer, as they

assumed positions in the workplace—and, increasingly, in America’s erotic

imagination—that belonged to women.  Indeed, as the term “queer” presumes, these men

simultaneously straddled two interrelated fault lines in American society.  The first of

these was gender-based, as these men disrupted what were considered to be quite natural

                                                  
5 The term “homosexual panic” has a variety of meanings in this dissertation, but I generally employ it as a
legal term, which I introduce later in this introduction.  Here, I use the term to denote something far more
general.  I follow queer theorist Eve Sedgwick in using the term to describe the fear felt by men in US
society—especially those who are straight—of being labeled as gay.  With homophobia rife in a culture,
men are never beyond the risk of, and must constantly fear, being labeled homosexual.  After all, “For a
man to be a man’s man is separated only by an invisible, carefully blurred, always-already-crossed line
from being ‘interested in men.’” Eve Sedgwick, Between Men (New York: Columbia Univ. Press, 1992
(originally 1985)), 89.
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and clean—but were in fact increasingly arbitrary and contested—boundaries between

men and women, especially the divisions between men’s work and women’s work.  The

imagery of Rosie the Riveter attests to the fact that almost all jobs as far back as World

War II—even heavy manual labor—could be performed as easily by women as by men.

And yet, US society clung to gender-based workplace divisions well beyond the war

years, reasserting this gender essentialism in the 1950s and only gradually abandoning it

over the ensuing decades.  Flight attendants, as practitioners of a service-oriented job,

encountered especially arbitrary norms, which were nonetheless upheld with vigor.

Being a barber was a man’s job, while the same work as a hairdresser was a woman’s

job; being a chef or a waiter could be a man’s job, while cooking at home or setting the

table was a woman’s job; if you took the train to New York in the 1950s, a man would

serve you, but if you flew there, a woman most likely would.6  The male steward,

therefore, was the Doppelgänger of Rosie the Riveter, as each lost their jobs in the 1950s

in an attempt to instill a status quo ante in which men’s work and women’s work were

allegedly once again easily distinguishable.  And any man or woman who transgressed

these boundaries evoked a visceral revulsion in onlookers, who could not help but read

such brazen androgyny as queer.

A second basis for stewards’ vilification as queers involved homosexuality.  The

male flight attendant corps, taken as a whole, straddled yet another supposedly natural

division—this time between the heterosexual and homosexual—that was just as arbitrary

                                                  
6 Of course, the train porter had to be black, while the stewardess had to be white.  Not only was the gender
line being rewritten with the advent of the flight attendant corps, but the color line was as well.  My chapter
on the 1930s details this race-based workplace development in greater detail.
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and contested as the gender-based divisions in the workplace.  The famous sexologist

Alfred Kinsey opened the postwar era by proclaiming that Americans’ sexuality was in

fact far more multifaceted and ambiguous than a strict binary division could

accommodate.  Finding that 37 percent of adult men had at least one homosexual

experience, Kinsey admonished, “[m]ales do not represent two discrete populations,

heterosexual and homosexual.  The world is not to be divided into sheep and goats.”7

Rather than heeding his words, however, US culture in the Cold War era largely treated

homosexuals as a discreet population capable of being identified and isolated from the

workplace and all other realms of positive social contribution.8  Such hysteria made

stewards particularly vulnerable to maltreatment, especially since the flight attendant

corps contained a large percentage of homosexuals.  My interviewees suggest that

anywhere from 20 to 50 percent of male flight attendants in the immediate postwar period

were gay, increasing to upwards of 80 percent during the 1970s.9  As such, stewards

clearly were queer in two ways: as both “sissified men” playing a woman’s role in

society, as well as being sexually interested in men.  Their manhood was, if you will,

very much “up in the air.”

                                                  
7 Alfred Kinsey et al., Sexual Behavior in the Human Male (Philadelphia: W.B. Saudners, 1948), 639.
8 The US military, following the counsel of leading psychologists, initiated these attempts by employers to
segregate out homosexuals.  As of October 1940, the military screened every candidate for homosexuality
and refused admission to perceived homosexuals.  However, the actual criteria used to isolate homosexuals
were far from accurate and actually involved screening for effeminate characteristics, rather than factors
more directly tied to sexual object choice.  See Allan Berube, Coming Out Under Fire: The History of Gay
Men and Women in World War Two (New York: Free Press, 1990).
9 No survey of flight attendants’ sexuality exists, leaving oral history as the lone medium to estimate a gay
presence in the flight attendant corps.  My interviews comprised twelve different subjects—ten men and
two women—whose careers cover a time range from 1948 until the 1990s.  The subjects flew for a variety
of US airlines, including Pan Am, Eastern, and American.
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This dissertation examines the middle decades of the 20th century—the 1930s

through the 1970s—through the lens of a phobic figure, a type of man otherwise

neglected in histories of American gender and sexuality.  Despite his neglect, however,

the male flight attendant actually sheds light on several crucial developments in US

culture.  My project concentrates on three such realms: the changing norms of

masculinity—coupled with the evolving nature of homophobia—in the 20th century, the

vital importance of the workplace as a locus of gender and sexuality formation, and the

equal significance of the law (actions by legislators, lawyers, judges, and juries) in

affecting how US society understands gender and sexuality.  Inasmuch as I have chosen a

queer specimen for study, my work shares the aspirations of other projects in the growing

field of queer studies: disrupting and defamiliarizing customary understandings of gender

and sexuality, while also detailing how larger social structures—in this case, corporate

culture and the law—have depended on these short-sighted, discriminatory articulations

of gender and sexuality in their everyday practices.10

A History of Masculinity and Homophobia

Because stewards have been treated differently over time—sometimes perceived

more acutely as gender and sexuality “deviates” than at other times—their history details

the changing norms of masculinity in 20th century America.  Likewise, they also reveal

                                                  
10 Queer studies comprises a wide variety of methodologies—community histories, literary and artistic
analysis, anthropology, sociology, philosophy, and political activism.  These disparate fields come together
in queer studies by sharing the philosophical goal of rupturing previously dominant mindsets and creating
an openness for new, more just articulations of gender, sexuality, and politics.  A fine primer on the
underpinnings of queer studies is Annamarie Jagose, Queer Theory: An Introduction (New York: NYU
Press, 1996).
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how homophobia has operated differently over time, becoming particularly acute in

decades like the 1950s, when normative masculinity was experiencing a sense of crisis.11

My focus on stewards allows a closer analysis of how this normative masculinity has

been reinforced by a vilification of its supposed antitheses: the sissy and the homosexual.

Studying the queer and his reception in larger society thereby sheds considerable light on

the “normal” man as well.

My research on flight attendants in the 1930s corroborates aspects of George

Chauncey’s work, Gay New York.12  Chauncey finds that gender deviance and, by

implication, homosexuality were tolerated in New York City during the 1920s, even to

the point of becoming fixtures of fashionable nightlife.  From the popular “pansy shows”

in New York’s finest nightclubs to furtive attempts at portraying homosexuality on

Broadway, the gay life was surprisingly public and prominent in high-society New York

City, at least as an entertainment spectacle.  While Chauncey documents various ways in

which this gay visibility was effectively zoned and harassed out of reputable New York

society in the 1930s, I suggest that more subtle forms of gender transgression continued

to thrive in 1930s cosmopolitan society.

In fact, New York-based Eastern Airlines unveiled an all-male flight attendant

corps in 1937 to replace its previously all-female corps.  From their beginnings, these

men embodied a surprising degree of gender androgyny.  Eastern chose their stewards to

                                                  
11 Here, I use the term “homophobia” to mean the social opprobrium generated against both gender deviates
and homosexuals.  In other words, it is a revulsion against “queerness” in both senses of the term that I
have described above.  I do so, even though the term itself is ahistorical, arising only in the 1970s.
12 George Chauncey, Gay New York : Gender, Urban Culture, and the Makings of the Gay Male World,
1890-1940 (New York: Basic Books, 1994).
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be young, attractive, and dapperly dressed, replete with a form-fitting streamlined

uniform designed to turn heads.  The airline intended for its steward uniforms to be

fashionable rather than useful (a trait more reminiscent of feminine fashion), with an all-

white, double-breasted coat—and red gingerbread piping—that was nearly impossible to

keep clean while working in the bumpy, nauseating airplanes of the 1930s. The steward’s

feminized presentation contrasted quite starkly with the manly pilot corps, clad in

military-inspired navy blue uniforms.  Thus, the “streamlined steward” of the 1930s,

especially when standing alongside the pilot, reflected a degree of fluidity in masculinity

norms—a legibility as virile when coded either as militarized or as fashionably

feminized—that largely disappeared after World War II.  And yet, this surrender of male

power was very controversial, even in its time.  My analysis of the 1930s therefore also

considers moments of profound unease with both Eastern’s and Pan Am’s steward corps,

even while treating the decade as more open regarding masculinity norms than the

postwar era.

My discussion of the 1950s details the far more rigid masculinity and femininity

norms of the Cold War.  World War II veterans—the men now known as the Greatest

Generation—found more dignity and social esteem in their role as solders than previous

generations, especially compared to World War I veterans.  Clearly, in the wake of World

War II, manliness had grown far more tied to soldierhood, and manhood itself–especially

when coupled with veteran status—translated into greater workplace privileges.  These

years immediately following the war witnessed two rival attempts at the airlines to

consolidate in the flight attendant corps this newly predominant militarized manliness
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and the corresponding male privilege that accompanied it.  One alternative was to create

even more space for men in the flight attendant corps.  Thus, a wide assortment of

airlines, not just Eastern and Pan Am, drastically increased their hiring of stewards, even

prioritizing them over female applicants.  Additionally, almost all of these airlines

“masculinized” the flight attendant job, making it higher-paying for men and more

distinguished than the positions available to women, generally by awarding men the

supervisory position of “purser.”  Eastern even replaced the dapper uniforms of the 1930s

with one identical to the pilots’ ensemble, providing a symbolic upgrade of the steward’s

status.

This masculinizing vision of the job was, however, short-lived at airlines other

than Northwest and TWA, which started hiring men as pursers immediately after World

War II.  It also never attained the prominence of its alternative: allowing the career to

become a female-only realm that was decidedly inferior to jobs open to men.  Part of my

discussion of the 1950s explains the economic reasons why the attempts to masculinize

the career lost out to its feminization.  Foremost among these financial concerns was a

desire to keep flight attendant salaries as low as possible.  By having an all-female

workforce, the airlines could assert that flight attendants were akin to domestic servants

or waitresses and should be paid accordingly.  At the same time, the airlines’ increasing

attempts to market air travel to women and children—which was essential to profitability

after World War II, thanks to the chronic overproduction of aircraft during the war and

under the “military-industrial complex” of the Cold War—demanded increasing amounts

of “emotional labor” from flight attendants.  The job required even more attention to such
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notionally feminine tasks as soothing disgruntled passengers, caring for small children,

and maintaining a smile in the most demanding of customer service situations.13

Further consideration of the 1950s examines how stewards—as well as

stewardesses—suffered from the libidinization of the flight attendant corps that

intensified at that time.  As the public increasingly viewed flight attendants with an erotic

gaze, these men aroused deep suspicions of sexual deviance.  The Cold War’s rigid

conformity in gender roles spilled into the realm of sexuality, as any effeminate man

increasingly was labeled a homosexual as well.  What was already an open secret at

airlines such as Pan Am and Eastern—that large numbers of stewards were gay—became

a full-fledged public scandal in Miami in 1954 with the Lovers Lane murder of Eastern

steward William Simpson at the hands of two young male prostitutes.  Simpson’s murder

set off a months-long campaign against homosexuals in the city, with police, politicians,

and the press working hand-in-hand to harass known gay hangouts and force the gay

community further underground.  The Simpson murder was enough for Eastern to

drastically curtail its hiring of men, ending the practice altogether by 1958 and setting an

example for Pan Am to follow suit soon thereafter.

With the close of the 1950s, then, the first major twist in the history of 20th

century masculinity and homophobia is readily apparent: while the steward’s gender

deviance in the 1930s was contentious but largely accepted, his presence in the 1950s had

become paralyzing for the airlines.  With the militarized manliness of the Greatest
                                                  
13 Work as a flight attendant even became the iconic “feminine” career, according to sociologist Arlie
Hochschild, because it demanded such significant “emotional labor” from its workers.  Hochschild chose to
shadow Delta Airlines flight attendants in her attempt to detail the forms of unpaid labor demanded of
female service-sector employees in the economy.  Arlie Hochschild, The Managed Heart:
Commercialization of Human Feelings (Berkeley: Univ. of California Press, 1983).
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Generation serving as the sole acceptable paradigm for men, those betraying effeminacy

or engaging in homosexual behavior were derided as degenerates.  The suspicion against

homosexuals was, of course, particularly acute, with the likes of Senator Joseph

McCarthy and President Eisenhower sanctioning a witch hunt against homosexuals in

public service and thereby setting an example for private sector employers as well.14

This public opprobrium against gender transgressors and homosexuals persisted

through the years, but encountered increasingly vocal challenges from the gay

community by the 1970s.  Thus, the second major shift in the history of homophobia is

roughly traceable to the late 1960s and early 1970s, when masculinity norms again eased.

The latter chapters of my work consider these decades, when women’s liberation had

finally taken hold in US society and gay liberation first began to penetrate the popular

consciousness.  Both these movements had a significant impact on masculinity in general

and the flight attendant corps more specifically.  In the aftermath of Diaz, male and

female flight attendants successfully worked together to forge a new vision of gender and

sexuality in the workplace, one in which women and men were treated equally, while

gays and lesbians also attained a modicum of equality.  The presence of men in the flight

attendant corps forced the airlines to retire their skimpy stewardess uniforms and their

invasive girdle checks.  Meanwhile, the fact that so many of these men were gay allowed

stewards and stewardesses to develop an entirely new dynamic on crew layovers.

Increasingly, the heavily straight (and married) pilot corps was left out of crew dinners

                                                  
14 For accounts of the political witch hunts of the early 1950s against homosexuals in public service, see
David K. Johnson, The Lavender Scare: The Cold War Persecution of Gays and Lesbians in the Federal
Government (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003) and Robert Dean, Imperial Brotherhood:
Gender and the Making of Cold War Foreign Policy (Amherst: Univ. of Massachusetts Press, 2001).
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and social events.  Stewards and stewardesses began to bond in ways largely

unencumbered by the prospect of unwanted advances from men seeking to exploit their

privileged status for sex.

Overall, then, three distinct moments of masculinity and homophobia are evident

in this project.  The 1930s and 1970s share a common trait: greater laxity in the norms

governing male behavior than the intervening years of World War II and the Cold War.

However, the two eras are also quite distinct.  The 1930s predate the Cold War’s

stigmatization of effeminacy and homosexuality, so that stewards at the time escaped

some of the vitriol against queers that later stewards would encounter.  In the 1970s,

however, on the heels of a virulently homophobic era, stewards could not escape such

associations with queerness.  Advocates of traditional values were quick to reinforce this

link, pointing to the “he-stewardess” as just one of many aberrations brought about by

feminism and gay rights.15  It made no difference whether the individual steward was

effeminate in his mannerisms, nor whether he was in fact gay.  In the eyes of public, he

embodied transgression.  The fact that he found a niche in the workplace and a modicum

of acceptance with the traveling public was, therefore, a significant marker that society as

a whole had grown more tolerant of queerness.  Thus, the male flight attendant of the

1970s demonstrated not only America’s greater laxity regarding masculinity norms, he

also represented a victory, however modest, over homophobia.

                                                  
15 See, for example, James Kilpatrick, “Down With Equal Opportunity: Day of the He-Stewardess Is Upon
Us,” Miami Herald (March 4, 1968), 7A.
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The gay community’s corporate “genesis”

In addition to detailing the more general cultural history of masculinity and

homophobia, my project also considers the actions of corporations and labor unions in the

face of queerness.  Indeed, these actors played a crucial role in either fostering tolerance

for gender transgressors and homosexuals or enabling their repression.  By examining

such roles, my project entertains previously unexplored territory in queer studies and

LGBT history: that certain corporate careers—like that of flight attendant—were a place

a “genesis” for the queer community, in particular for gay men.16  Because it attracted

such large numbers of gay men and became so widely associated with homosexuality

among the public, the flight attendant corps became an especially important locus of gay

community-building as far back as the 1950s.  And in the immediate post-Stonewall

moment of the 1970s, the career served this role in an even more pronounced way.

 This imbrication of the gay community with the corporate sphere is largely

overlooked in the key works of LGBT historians, who detail the origins of the gay world

in quite different realms.  Many historians follow the path most associated with Michel

Foucault, linking the rise of a homosexual identity to the work of sexologists,

psychologists, and other medical professionals in the late 19th century.17  The genesis of

homosexuality, according to these historians, occurs in asylums, doctor’s offices, and

scientific tomes.  Other historians, following the work of Alan Bray, locate the genesis of

                                                  
16 “LGBT” stands for “lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender.”
17 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality: Volume I: An Introduction (New York, Vintage Books, 1990
(originally 1976)).  The most exemplary work of LGBT history following this line is Henry Minton,
Departing from Deviance: A History of Homosexual Rights and Emancipatory Science in America
(Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 2002).
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a gay identity in the underworld of taverns, whorehouses, and cruising venues.18  Bray’s

concentration on London’s “molly houses” in the 17th century gets echoed by George

Chauncey’s emphasis in Gay New York on New York City pubs, YMCAs, cruising

locales, drag balls, and racy cabaret performances as key places where a modern gay

identity began to take shape.  Finally, rather than emphasizing gay nightlife as the key

place of gay genesis, other historians concentrate on the creation of gay and lesbian

activist groups as the critical catalyst for the consolidation of gay identity.  Foremost in

this line of scholarship stands John D’Emilio, whose work Sexual Politics, Sexual

Communities stresses the key role that activist groups dating back to the early 1950s

played in creating a gay consciousness.  D’Emilio even credits these groups, as his

book’s subtitle states, with The Making of a Homosexual Minority in the United States.19

As such, these existing narratives overlook corporations and other employers

within the capitalist system as having a major role in gay identity formation.  Of course,

the historical narratives that emphasize the importance of nightlife on gay identity clearly

account for a certain degree of imbrication of gay identity into a capitalist system, as gays

were both key consumers of this nightlife and (at times) key owners and employees of its

venues.  On the whole, however, leisure-related industries—whether bars, prostitution

                                                  
18 Alan Bray, Homosexuality in Renaissance England (London: Gay Men’s Press, 1982).  Works that
follow Bray’s example include George Chauncey’s Gay New York; Elizabeth Kennedy and Madeline
Davis, Boots of Leather, Slippers of Gold (New York: Routledge, 1993); and Nan Boyd, Wide Open Town:
A History of Queer San Francisco to 1965 (Berkeley: Univ. of California Press, 2003).
19 John D’Emilio, Sexual Politics, Sexual Communities: The Making of a Homosexual Minority in the
United States, 1940-1970 (Chicago: U. Chicago Press, 1983).  A wide variety of more recently written
LGBT histories also examine homophile groups or individual activists as essential community builders.
These include Martin Meeker, Contacts Desired: Gay and Lesbian Communications and Community,
1940s-1970s (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 2006); Daniel Hurewitz, Bohemian Los Angeles and the
Making of Modern Politics (Berkeley: Univ. of California Press, 2007); and David K. Johnson, Lavender
Scare.
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rings, or theater productions—could not begin to account for the full number of gays and

lesbians who make up the homosexual minority in the United States.  Indeed, just like

their straight counterparts, gays and lesbians have always relied on having access to a

panoply of careers, whether blue-collar, white-collar, or pink-collar, in order to sustain

their livelihoods.

In the case of flight attendants, however, the workplace became much more than a

“day job” that funded the creation of a gay world in the “nightlife.”  This career allowed

certain men (and women) opportunities to meet other gays, even to embrace their same-

sex desires for the first time.  Male flight attendants were also important nodes in a larger

gay network that allowed men to build friendships and connect with sexual partners

around the US and even overseas.  Moreover, once gay employees gained a voice in their

unions, they were able to fight for gay-friendly benefits, such as “buddy pass” privileges

attained by Pan Am flight attendants in the early 1980s.20  Like gay identity as a whole,

the social networks built by gay flight attendants—even while on the job—also had the

potential to become politically potent.  I therefore devote large segments of this work to

exploring the gay community that developed amongst flight attendants, both in the 1950s

and again in the 1970s.

I also attempt to detail the role of flight attendant labor unions from the 1950s

onwards in advocating for (or forsaking) male stewards, despite a distinct lack of

documentary sources.  While there is slight anecdotal evidence from the 1950s

                                                  
20 “Buddy passes” enabled each employee to designate anyone, even same-sex lovers, as a beneficiary of
discounted travel.  Before Pan Am flight attendants won this privilege, only married spouses or blood
relatives qualified for such discounts.
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suggesting that the unions occasionally got involved to protect stewards discriminated

against because of homophobia, the unions as a whole showed themselves to be largely

ambivalent towards gay issues as the years went by.  Even during the Diaz proceedings,

the unions’ openness to the prospect of future male flight attendants was lukewarm at

best.  Yet, once the size of their male membership increased in the 1970s, the unions

finally began to find their voice on issues of “reverse discrimination” and even gay rights.

The Pan Am “buddy pass” victory provided the first documented example of a union

taking gay demands—along with demands from straight singles—seriously, though this

victory was far ahead of its time compared to other flight attendant unions’

accomplishments.  These unions first found their support of gay men tested during the

AIDS crisis of the 1980s, which, unfortunately, falls outside of the time frame covered in

this dissertation.

Overall, the novelty of this project—studying the workplace as a locus of gay

community genesis—tells the as yet neglected history of how corporations and labor

unions dealt with issues of homosexuality and gender deviance.  In some ways, such an

investigation is the next logical progression of very recent work by other LGBT

historians, especially David Johnson and Robert Dean, who have shed light on how the

federal government, in its role as an employer, fostered homophobia during the 1950s.

Such work has succeeded in forcing discussions of homophobia into the history of the

Cold War, where it often gets overlooked in favor of other excesses of the time: anti-

communism, anti-feminism, racism, and anti-Semitism.
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Additionally, my focus on the role of companies and labor unions helps to explain

the current reality—true since the late 1990s—in which both corporate America (with the

airlines in the forefront) and organized labor are pillars of the gay rights movement.  The

LGBT community is painfully aware of today’s peculiar reality: that they often enjoy

greater equality in the workplace—thanks especially to corporate non-discrimination

policies and recognition of domestic partner benefits—than they do in the political realm.

Less clear is how this current reality came about.  My account of the history of flight

attendants helps to address this question, exposing the tumultuous path towards gay rights

advocacy that the airlines and flight attendant labor unions followed from the late 1920s

up through the 1970s.

The Steward and “homosexual panic”

The history of flight attendants also affords an opportunity to examine how

homophobia has embedded itself into US law, especially since the 1950s.  Indeed, two

court cases involving flight attendants occupy a central position in this work, both of

which illustrate the difficulty of homosexuals to find equality under the law.  The first

such case is the trial of William Simpson’s murderers in 1954, which stands as a

forerunner to the “homosexual panic” defense—or, more accurately in this case, the

“homosexual advance” defense.21  Both of these defenses are new legal articulations of

                                                  
21 “Homosexual panic” refers to a clinical pathology identified in the 1920s, in which a man who fails to
admit his own homosexual tendencies displays abnormal behavior, including the potential for aggression,
when faced with homosexuality.  Meanwhile, “homosexual advance” does not technically require a
perpetrator to harbor repressed homosexual tendencies; instead, it suggests that a reasonable man, if
propositioned by another man, would potentially be so distraught as to react violently.
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the Cold War era (scholars suggest that they were not officially employed as a defense

tactic until the 1960s) that persist—though they are somewhat discredited—in the present

day.22   They seek to mitigate the culpability of those who use violence against

homosexuals.  According to their legal reasoning, certain men are unable to control

themselves and their violent tendencies when confronted by homosexuality.  The end

result of either defense is to make violence against homosexuals justifiable, at least to a

certain degree, with homosexual advance even suggesting that any overtures by a gay

man are legitimately construed as provocations to violence.  Simpson’s murderers

escaped the electric chair, thanks to a verdict of manslaughter that depended on Simpson

being an aggressive homosexual who propositioned one of the young men.  The public

opprobrium cast upon deviates such as the male male flight attendant was thereby

becoming more entrenched in American jurisprudence—and more pernicious as well in

its capacity to disenfranchise men like William Simpson.

While considering the 1960s, I continue my discussion of homophobia and the

law, especially concerning the landmark Diaz v. Pan Am case that forced airlines to hire

men as flight attendants.  While clearly not an application of “homosexual panic” as used

in murder or assault trials, I nonetheless employ the term to capture the phobic reaction to

male flight attendants registered during the Diaz proceedings.  I begin by considering the

case’s legal pre-history, going all the way back to the passage of the 1964 Civil Rights

Act and the unintentional way that sex discrimination was added to Title VII, without the

                                                  
22 Both “homosexual panic” and “homosexual advance” became explicit in US jurisprudence during and
after the late 1960s, according to Scott McCoy, “The Homosexual-Advance Defense and Hate Crimes
Statutes: Their Interaction and Conflict,” Cardozo Law Review 22 (2000-2001), 639.
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support of a grassroots political base, nor even wholehearted approval from the

Congressmen who passed the bill.  While historians have chronicled this aspect of Title

VII’s legislative history, they have thus far overlooked another crucial moment: the

assurance by New York Congressman Charles Goodell on the floor of the House of

Representatives that Title VII would not result in the queering of America’s gender

norms. His invocation of the male nurse as a phobic figure undeserving of equal

protection under Title VII established a rhetorical and legal strategy that would persist

throughout the 1970s.  Indeed, Goodell assured that any aspirations by feminists to apply

Title VII in expansive ways would meet resistance in the form of queer baiting.

Feminists—not to mention grievants such as Celio Diaz who desired to enter gender-

segregated careers—would be demonized as defenders of queers (of male nurses, male

flight attendants, and the like).  As a result, conservatives could effectively shift debates

on sex discrimination onto more phobic and alarmist terrain, in which the nation

allegedly faced excessive perversions of its traditional gender norms.

I continue this analysis of legal developments in the 1960s by examining the Diaz

v. Pan Am court case more specifically.  The case was a landmark ruling on sex

discrimination, not only for flight attendants but for all women and men seeking to break

into gender-segregated careers.  Not surprisingly, the court record includes significant

attempts by Pan Am’s lawyers to arouse homosexual panic, via witnesses suggesting that

male passengers would feel threatened by, and act out aggressively against, a male flight

attendant.  Pan Am’s use of a version of homosexual panic to defend its discriminatory

hiring practices forced the courts to entertain questions of homosexuality more directly
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than they otherwise might have.  It also forced the judges involved to determine whether

concerns over homosexual panic outweighed the pressing priority of ending the multiple

forms of sex discrimination that made the flight attendant’s job low-paying, short-term,

sexually objectified, and female-only.  To the extent that the appellate judges—and even

the Supreme Court—refused to let homosexual panic thwart the larger movement

towards a gender-neutral workforce, the Diaz victory was also a moment of hope for

America’s queer citizens.  After all, the highest courts in the land were willing to

countenance some degree of gender transgression at work for the sake of civil rights.

As the final component of my discussion of homophobia and the law, I consider

the changing legal landscape for gay rights in the 1970s.  The Diaz decision in 1971

represented what I term a “stealth victory” for gay rights.  After all, a heterosexual

claimant—a gender-conforming family man—secured a judgment from the courts that

was ultimately designed to protect gender-conforming stewardesses from sex

discrimination, rather than the men like Diaz who desired to take this job.  And yet, gay

men were among the biggest beneficiaries of the decision, as they entered the flight

attendant corps in exceptionally large numbers and helped to create a relatively gay-

friendly workplace in the decision’s aftermath.  By the early 1970s, however, both the

courts and newly-mobilized family values activists resisted further “stealth victories” for

the gay and lesbian community.  In fact, conservative activists such as Phyllis Schlafly

and her “STOP ERA” organization actually deployed queer characters—such as the male

flight attendant, the female soldier, and same-sex partners desiring to marry—in a

successful scare campaign against the Equal Rights Amendment.  Schlafly very
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effectively suggested that equality of the sexes would benefit homosexuals and

transgendered persons as much as the gender-conforming women it intended to help.

Eventually, gay rights groups adopted a more conventional legal strategy less tied

to such “stealth victories.”  They instead sought passage of new laws that explicitly

protected against discrimination based on sexual orientation.  While the political

momentum was too weak in the 1970s to pass such laws on the federal or even the state

level, several local municipalities did indeed opt to protect gays and lesbians from

discrimination in employment and housing.  Gays were now fighting for rights in their

own name, scoring some successes, but also attracting larger and more vocal enemies,

especially in the form of Anita Bryant and her evangelical-based “Save Our Children”

campaign.  In the post-Diaz era, then, gay rights became a much more explicit agenda

with far more political and legal resources at its disposal.  However, the movement also

became a more explicit target, thanks to the ascendancy the New Right in the 1970s.  And

flight attendants, whether they were political or not, became enmeshed in the rapidly

intensifying culture war, standing as objects of alarm and derision for the growing

conservative backlash against women’s liberation and gay rights.

Flight attendants, the culture war, and civil rights

In the historical period that this dissertation examines, the male flight attendant

embodied a fundamental crisis at the heart of American identity.  And, to some extent, he

continues to embody this identity crisis even today, especially in forcing Americans to

accept or oppose the collapse of gender-based distinctions.  In many ways, the androgyny
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that he represents is not a product of degeneracy (as some scientific and moral authorities

have asserted), but rather a consequence of a highly developed industrial—or, indeed,

post-industrial—economy.  Technology in the workplace has rendered gender

distinctions in heavy industry increasingly arbitrary, and the gender segregation in service

industries—which comprised an ever larger segment of the US economy as the 20th

century progressed—has always been rather indiscriminate.

Moreover, even the homosexual identity that many male flight attendants have

embodied through the decades is arguably also a byproduct of industrial development.

As historian John D’Emilio writes, innovations such as wage labor and urbanization have

allowed people with intense same-sex desires to create a whole lifestyle, and a personal

identity, known as “homosexuality” that was previously unimaginable.23  Thus, if

anything, the male flight attendant represents the logical consequence of America’s

embrace of a capitalist system, replete with its immense openings for new constellations

of gender and sexuality.  His identity—androgynous and non-heterosexual—is therefore

in some ways the most “advanced,” rather than the most degenerate, of American

identities.

And yet, just as America as a whole embraces the innovations of capitalism,

staking its aspirations for prosperity on the dictates of the free market, many citizens are

profoundly uneasy with some of the social innovations that capitalism renders.  In

particular, the history of male flight attendants during the 20th century illustrates

America’s misgivings with the loss of strongly defined gender roles in the workplace, as
                                                  
23 John D’Emilio “Capitalism and Gay Identity” in The Lesbian and Gay Studies Reader, eds. Abelove,
Barale, and Halperin (New York: Routledge, 1993), p. 467-478.
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well as the rise of a homosexual lifestyle.  As a dissertation arising out of the discipline of

American Studies, “Manhood Up in the Air” seeks to emphasize these contested aspects

of American identity that get played out in the history of male flight attendants.  This

project is ultimately about America’s conflicted values system—which has erupted into a

full-fledged culture war since the 1970s—rather than just a specific sub-segment of a

modestly-paid service profession.

The dissertation also, like other works of American Studies, employs an

interdisciplinary methodology and seeks to investigate the relationships between race,

gender, and sexuality.  It is first and foremost a blending of the fields of gender history,

LGBT history, business history, and legal history, as it seeks to chronicle the various

configurations that arose in the complex interplay between queerness, corporate America,

and the law.  Unlike other histories of sex discrimination in the workplace, my work

entertains a wide range of previously unconsidered questions, especially because male

flight attendants have so often embodied a two-fold basis for discrimination: gender

transgression and homosexuality.  Histories of sex discrimination—including previous

works on flight attendants—have been told almost exclusively from a heterosexual

female perspective.24  As I shall discuss more extensively in Chapter One, this female-

centric perspective has even led historians studying the career to overlook the

contributions made by male flight attendants.  Focusing exclusively on stewardesses is
                                                  
24 Key works on the history of gender and the workplace have already been cited.  The most authoritative
works on flight attendants include: Kathleen Barry, Femininity in Flight: A History of Flight Attendants
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2007); Georgia Panter Nielsen, From Sky Girl to Flight Attendant:
Women and the Making of a Union (Cornell: ILR Press, 1982); Paula Kane, Sex Objects in the Sky: A
Personal Account of the Stewardess Rebellion (Chicago: Follett, 1974); and Cathleen Dooley, “Battle in the
Sky: A Cultural and Legal History of Sex Discrimination in the United States Airline Industry, 1930-1980”
(Dissertation, University of Arizona, 2001).
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quite understandable, since it succeeds in highlighting one of the most egregious regimes

of discrimination employed against middle-class female workers in the 20th century.  And

yet, doing so also conceals a great deal.  Most significantly, by ignoring male flight

attendants, these histories fail to take notice of the “reverse discrimination” deployed

against men because of their sex, and they also neglect the extensive homophobia

directed against stewards throughout their history.

The women’s movement has fought incessantly—even from the mid-19th

century—to have their battles against inequality considered alongside race as “civil

rights” struggles.  Certainly, previous flight attendant histories have succeeded in

cementing this connection, as they clearly establish that women have commonly

encountered a wholesale violation of their dignity when they entered the workplace.

Likewise, these histories have established female flight attendants and their unions as

important, though imperfect, instruments of progressive social change on issues of

sexism.  “Manhood Up in the Air” offers a history of flight attendants that illustrates how

the civil rights struggle, especially in the workplace and before the law, has always in fact

been a three-fold campaign: combating not only racism and sexism, but homophobia as

well.  Indeed, even as politicians took their most radical step to address racism and

sexism in America—passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Act—homophobia was being

invoked on the floor of the House as a vehicle to undermine the reforms directed against

gender-based inequality.  Flight attendants and the men like Celio Diaz who aspired to

this career have consequently played a crucial role in forcing America to contemplate this

neglected third prong of oppression—in court battles against “homosexual panic,” union
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struggles against heterosexism, and the grassroots creation of a gay-tolerant workplace.

It is time for their significant contributions to the civil rights movement to be recognized

as such.
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Chapter 1 The Streamlined Steward of the 1930s:
Aborted Takeoff of an Alternative Masculinity

Given the common correlation of flight attendants with women’s work, it is

hardly surprising that the men who performed this job in the earliest years have been

virtually forgotten.  Commercial airlines started flying in the US around 1926, and the

first flight attendant—a now nameless man working for the long-since defunct Stout

Aviation in Detroit—was hired at that time.25  Yet, the recorded history of flight

attendants typically skips these early years.  Even the otherwise well-documented story of

Pan American Airways’ humble beginnings ferrying passengers from Florida to Havana

in 1928 neglects the male stewards serving these first passengers of the storied airline.

Instead, histories of the flight attendant typically begin with 1930 as a starting

date, when a woman named Ellen Church became the first-ever stewardess.  Since then,

Church’s memory has been well circulated.  At anniversaries of flight attendant service,

both the airlines and the flight attendant labor unions celebrate Church and the “original

eight” stewardesses of Boeing Air Transport (the predecessor of United Airlines).26

Television interviews with Church were subsequently made in the 1950s to memorialize

this pioneer of an entirely new profession, and her portrait has hung in the flight attendant
                                                  
25 Stout Air Services, financed in part by Henry Ford, hired these men as “aerial couriers” in 1926, making
them the first flight attendants in the US.  Kathleen Barry, "Femininity in Flight: Flight Attendants,
Glamour, and Pink-Collar Activism in the Twentienth-Century United States" (Dissertation: New York
University, 2002), 43.
26 Georgia Panter Nielsen, From Sky Girl to Flight Attendant: Women and the Making of a Union (Ithaca,
NY: ILR Press, 1982), 10.
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training centers of United and other US airlines for decades.  How inconvenient, then,

that when Church flew for the first time as a stewardess, there were already dozens of

male flight attendants at work in the country—and that such men would continue

working as flight attendants through the 1950s.  In fact, during the pre-World War II era,

certain airlines such as Pan American and Eastern actually hired only men.

My chapter on the 1930s, then, attempts to recover various strands of race,

gender, and sexuality history that have been concealed by history’s dominant trajectory

associating flight attendants’ work with white women.  Indeed, before Church and the

white stewardess dominated the public’s consciousness, there were both black Pullman

porters on trains and white stewards in the air performing this subservient, allegedly

“feminized” type of work.  The fact that the flight attendant career, in the words of

historian Kathleen Barry, “embod[ied] white, middle-class ideals of femininity,”27 is,

thus, not at all a consequence of racial and gender essentialism (as though white women

somehow were perfectly suited for the job).  Instead, the project of installing the white

woman as the normative paradigm for the flight attendant was far more contrived and

intentional.  It was a process involving grand re-drawings of both the color line and the

gender line.

As the chapter details this major reworking of race and gender, it focuses

primarily on the white men who served as stewards from the late 1920s until World War

II, examining the notions of masculinity that they embodied during this time of cultural

flux.  These men represented a much softer, de-militarized masculinity than would

                                                  
27 Barry, 30.
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prevail after World War II.  The servile white male, before being effectively removed

from the flight attendant corps in the 1950s, was promoted by the airlines as cutting-edge

fashionable and doting to the customer’s needs.  Particularly telling was the way in which

Eastern Airlines chose an ultra-chic, streamlined uniform for its stewards, thereby

ensconcing these men in the modernistic, image-driven ethos of the age.  In key ways,

then, the white steward of the 1930s was a harbinger of the “metrosexual” man of the

1990s, very much entangled in the otherwise feminized realms of fashion and the

consumer-driven service industry.28  His manhood no longer rested on an aggressive

virility linked to soldierhood, but he was erotically enticing nonetheless.

In part, the alternative masculinity of the “streamlined steward” perfectly

belonged to the 1930s.  In the Depression years, any job, servile or otherwise, bestowed

manliness.  The 1930s also were America’s most pacifist-inclined decade during the early

20th century, as the war weariness from World War I lingered and offered men alternative

formulations of manliness beyond traditional military-inspired versions.  The steward’s

foray into fashion, by virtue of his uniform, also aligned these men with the glamorous

world of America’s wealthy (and those who aspired to wealth), who defiantly embraced

                                                  
28 In his 2002 description of the term “metrosexual,” author and columnist Mark Simpson wrote:

For some time now, old-fashioned (re)productive, repressed, unmoisturized
heterosexuality has been given the pink slip by consumer capitalism.  The stoic, self-
denying, modest straight male didn’t shop enough (his role was to earn money for his
wife to spend), and so he had to be replaced by a new kind of man, one less certain of his
identity and much more interested in his image—that’s to say, one who was much more
interested in being looked at…

Simpson portrays the contemporary metrosexual as one driven to gender and sexual ambiguity by virtue of
his subservience to the dictates of the fashion world.  I have no interest in falsely historicizing this recent
term, and I recognize that “metrosexuality” is a consumption-based practice, while the fashionable stewards
of the 1930s were service-oriented laborers.  Nonetheless, inasmuch as Simpson and other social thinkers
label the softening of American men as a recent innovation, paying attention to the 1930s steward suggests
this novelty was actually a long-present, but long-suppressed, expression of manhood under consumer
capitalism.  Mark Simpson, “Meet the Metrosexual,” Salon (July 22, 2002), www.salon.com.
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streamline design’s futuristic optimism in the face of the Depression’s hardships.  In

other ways, however, the dapper steward evoked suspicion as a gender pariah, even in

this exceptional moment of softening masculinity.  The decade saw the first

manifestations of homosexual panic leveled against the steward, a trend which drastically

increased after the re-militarization of American men in World War II.  All told, then, the

alternative masculinity embodied by the 1930s steward prospered for a while but never

successfully took hold in the culture before American manhood again hardened as a

consequence of the war.

Before turning directly to the 1930s male flight attendant and his unique

embodiment of masculinity, I first address a series of background issues.  The first

section tells of the ways historians to date have effectively erased the male flight

attendant from the annals of commercial aviation history.  I then turn to the

considerations of race and gender that led the airlines to create an entirely new form of

customer service, replacing the black male porters familiar to train travelers with an all-

white, heavily female flight attendant corps.  The final section introducing 1930s culture

discusses industrial design at the time, particularly the streamline style that was

emblematic of the age.  This design fad had a profound impact on the aviation industry as

a whole, and the flight attendant corps more specifically, during the decade.  Each of

these sections serves to better highlight the significance of the 1930s steward and his

embodiment of a softer, more dapper masculinity.
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The work of misremembering history

A crucial aspect of the 1930s steward is his invisibility, or, more accurately, his

deletion from historical memory.  Indeed, the history of the flight attendant corps—and

the history of homophobia in US culture—would look quite different if men who

occupied this job were considered to legitimately belong in this notionally feminine

sphere.  Indeed, Cold War era claims of a supposedly natural segregation of the airplane

(like other workplaces) into male and female realms would ring hollow, as would the

homophobic antagonism of those who transgress their designated gender roles at work.

Instead, however, historians have adopted an exclusively female-oriented focus in telling

the history of flight attendants.

Certainly, some historians focus on female flight attendants for very compelling

reasons.  The story of Ellen Church, after all, represents an important penetration of an

all-male space, providing women access to a career quite different from their previous

work roles.  The most public careers available to women—whether as teachers, nurses or

secretaries—certainly drew them out of the domestic sphere, but never with the mobility

that flight attendants would enjoy.  Even in 1947, a writer for the Saturday Evening Post

could legitimately comment, “The facts of such an airborne life…add up to one of the

most unusual job stories in the whole field of women at work.”29  Other commentators

and historians have likened these stewardesses to pioneers, forging a place for women in

the last great American frontier, the sky.  Historian David Courtwright, in his recent

aviation history Sky as Frontier, goes furthest in developing the pioneer analogy of the

                                                  
29 Richard Thruelsen, “Women at Work: Airline Stewardess” Saturday Evening Post, May 24, 1947, 33.
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first stewardesses, likening them to the first governesses and school teachers of the US

land frontier from the 1700s and 1800s.  Through both the work they performed and their

symbolic value as women, these stewardesses had a “domesticating” effect on an

otherwise harsh, male-only environment.30  Indeed, in an industry only a dozen years

removed from the flying aces of World War I and even closer to Charles Lindbergh’s

flight across the Atlantic in 1927, the era of rugged survivalism and daring pioneering

had barely passed in 1930.  Aviation was entering the passenger traffic era, but the

prospect of comfort on an aircraft—embodied especially by a female crew member—was

still quite new.

Other more overtly feminist histories of the flight attendant corps are legitimately

more ambivalent about Church’s hiring.  Indeed, for Church herself and for other women

involved in early aviation, accepting a job in the airplane’s galley was a significant

retreat.  Church was part of a cadre of women licensed as pilots in the 1920s, the most

famous being Amelia Earhart.  Yet, because of their gender, neither Church, Earhart, nor

any other woman, was allowed to pilot a commercial airliner.  When approaching Boeing

executive Steve Stimpson about the concept of female flight attendants, then, Church

downplayed her piloting credentials and focused instead on her certification as a nurse,

arguing that the presence of a health professional aboard a plane could significantly

enhance in-flight service.  Thus, only by “feminizing” their pedigrees could these women

gain access to the aircraft itself.  In the moment that stewardesses were first hired, then,

one can see both the promise of a new career for women and the capitulation of more
                                                  
30 David Courtwright, Sky as Frontier: Adventure, Aviation, and Empire (College Station: Texas A&M,
2005), 106.
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ambitious and equitable aspirations.  This significant downside of the flight attendant

career persisted over time, as flight attendants at certain moments endured some of the

gravest degradations of women in the workplace, while at other times they pressed for

significant reforms and a new standard of feminist work rules.

Clearly, then, for very legitimate reasons, the history of female flight attendants

warrants very close consideration as exemplary of the struggles faced by women in the

workplace.  Yet, this accentuation of women’s experiences most commonly takes the

form of supercessionism, completely supplanting the full history of the flight attendant

corps—male and female—with a monolithic, female-only history.  Another writer for the

Saturday Evening Post by 1954 could write these words without hardly raising an

eyebrow from those who might know the facts better:

There have been, in all, about 40,000 girls on the lines since 1930, when
Ellen Church, a nurse from Cresco, Iowa, first suggested the idea of
having a capable woman aboard planes to provide service for passengers.
Ellen…was hired by United to work their flight between two Western
cities, and to recruit other girls for similar duty.  She did so and a
profession was started.31

The author completely neglected the male pioneers of the career and the fact that Pan Am

could boast of uninterrupted cabin service dating back to 1928.  Yet, their first flight

attendant, Amaury Sanchez, wouldn’t receive press coverage until 1980, when he was

finally recognized by the Miami Herald as the “first of his kind.”32

Historians are no less guilty of such supercessionism, even when cognizant of the

facts that speak to a reality beyond Ellen Church and a female-only flight attendant corps.

                                                  
31 Henry LaCossitt, “Adventures of the Air-Line Stewardesses” Saturday Evening Post, June 26 1954, 96.
32 Amy Linn, “He Earned his Wings as First of his Kind” Miami Herald, June 10 1980, 4B.
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To make these inconvenient facts mesh with an otherwise seamless, positivistic account

of a discreet gender division in the air—men in the cockpit, women in the

cabin—historians liberally employ footnotes and parentheses.  Carl Solberg, in his

history of commercial aviation, spends several pages documenting the collaboration of

Ellen Church and Steve Stimpson in 1930; yet, he confesses elsewhere, quite in passing,

that stewards actually pre-dated Ms. Church by almost two years: “Western Air and Pan

Am had hired their first stewards [in 1928] (the first of all stewards, one Albert Hofe, had

joined German Lufthansa in early 1928)…”33  David Courtwright similarly employs

parentheses to smooth over the gender trouble of early male flight attendants:

[In 1930] Boeing Air Transport introduced the first stewardesses.
Originally trained nurses, they quickly became morale builders and found
work throughout the industry by the mid-1930s.  Personable young
women (on Pan American and Eastern, young men) greeted passengers,
calmed the anxious, and assisted the sick, lending a domestic touch
popular with regulars as well as first-timers.34

The parentheses in this passage leave some intriguing questions open for consideration:

Were perhaps the young men at Pan Am and Eastern just as good at providing a

“domestic touch” as the women on other carriers?  Were they even there to provide a

domestic touch, or did they embody some other paradigm of service?

Other historians employ supercessionism in a different manner, by suggesting that

male stewards were simply on the wrong side of history.  Robert Serling, who has written
                                                  
33 Carl Solberg, Conquest of the Skies: A History of Commercial Aviation in America, 1st ed. (Boston:
Little Brown, 1979), 110.  The parentheses are found in Solberg’s original.  At the same time, though,
others will disagree with dating the first steward to Lufthansa.  Robert Serling, in another equally brief
aside, suggests that European airlines were using male stewards as early as 1919, while others find
evidence of stewards in the US beginning in 1926, as I have echoed at the beginning of this chapter.  See
Robert J. Serling, The Only Way to Fly: The Story of Western Airlines, America's Senior Air Carrier, 1st
ed. (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1976), 72.
34 Courtwirght, 106.
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extensively on airline history, bemoans the choice by Western Airlines to employ men in

1928: “With a bit more foresight in those male chauvinist days, [Western] also could

have become the first airline in the world to employ stewardesses, but not even [the

airline’s enterprising head of promotions James] Wooley thought of this

gimmick—which wasn’t surprising, inasmuch as some of the pilots even objected to

women passengers.”35  Of course, Serling’s notion of chauvinism seems strikingly

limited, given the exclusion of women from piloting roles and the future mistreatment of

stewardesses in regards to marriage and age restrictions, as well as all sorts of sexual

harassment.  Nonetheless, his overall dismissal of male flight attendants as embodiments

of obsolete gender thinking comes across quite clearly. A similar tendency to erase

stewards in the pre-World War II moment is found even in Kathleen Barry’s nuanced

work on flight attendants, especially her finding that, “the flight attendant occupation

took permanent shape in the 1930s as ‘women’s work,’ that is, work not only

predominately performed by women, but defined as embodying white, middle-class

ideals of femininity.”36

More than any of the previous writings on early flight attendants, it is Barry’s

excellent account that I desire to nuance further.  I contest her findings not in terms of its

content—the job did ultimately become women’s work—but in terms of its timing.  In

reality, male flight attendants before World War II were far more than tangential in the

field, as no less than one-quarter, and usually more, of all flight attendants in the 1930s

                                                  
35 Serling, 72.
36 Barry, 30.
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were men.37  Moreover, both Eastern and Pan Am, which together held a commanding

presence in the nation’s largest aviation market (New York City), hired only men for this

work.  The stewardesses were certainly darlings of the media and a veritable public

relations coup for the airlines that hired them.  But, at key moments, Eastern and Pan Am

also chose to employ their stewards as public relations envoys, promoting them as both

service professionals and virile sex objects.

Rather than the 1930s, then, it was World War II and the 1950s that

incontrovertibly made this profession women’s work.  As I shall illustrate in the

following chapters, the demise of the steward is tied more to the postwar crisis of

masculinity that accompanied demobilization.  The ultimate expulsion of men from the

ranks of stewards, then, was not due exclusively to their obsolescence already evident in

the 1930s, as historians have unanimously proclaimed, but rather was a consequence of

1950s homophobia.  For the time being, the stewards of the 1930s conformed reasonably

well to the culture’s more lax norms of masculinity.

George, Rodney, and Ellen: Renegotiating the Color Line and the Gender Line

Rather than Ellen Church founding a radically new profession, it is historically

more accurate to see the flight attendant career as arising out of its immediate

antecedents: ship stewards and Pullman porters.  From the nautical world came the term

                                                  
37 “Contact” New York Times, 11 July 1937, XI, 6.  This article places the number of male flight attendants
in 1937 at 105, and the number of females at 286.  In all likelihood, 1937 was the nadir of the percentage of
stewards, since their percentages were much higher at the beginning of the decade (when men far
outnumbered women in hires) and even at the end of the decade.  After all, Eastern Airlines, one of the
US’s largest domestic carriers with the most lucrative air routes (New York to Florida), only started their
men-only hiring practice in 1937.
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“steward,” as well as various other accidentals of the job.  Pan Am, led by former Navy

officer Juan Trippe, introduced many of these innovations, which were quite appropriate

for an airline whose major traffic in the 1930s was on “flying boats” that took off and

landed on water.  Just as the “captains” and “first officers” (Pan Am’s ship-inspired terms

for pilots and co-pilots) wore gold-braided navy blue uniforms typical of midshipmen, so

too did the first flight attendants.38

Far more familiar to early air passengers, however, were Pullman porters, whose

history parallels that of flight attendants in key ways.  Indeed, both stewards and porters

provided a touch of comfort to a new, often unpleasant form of transport.  The sleeping

carriages of trains before the Civil War are remembered as wretched, cramped places,

where noxious fumes from the steam engines and rudimentary bedding made overnight

rail trips exceedingly uncomfortable.  When George Pullman introduced his luxurious

sleeper car in 1867, however, his primary concern was to imitate the comfort and service

of the finest hotels while traveling on the rails.  Beyond the creation of taller, more

spacious cabins and more lavishly detailed furnishings, the key way that Pullman was

able to introduce a “domesticating” touch to the train was to employ male porters, whose

sole responsibility was to look after customers’ needs.  As Larry Tye notes in his history

of porters, these employees were to be resourceful and imaginative in their commitment

                                                  
38 See Solberg, 227.
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to service, “a single worker willing and able to act as hotelier and waiter, chambermaid,

butler, electrician, [and] entertainer.”39

When aircraft technology had finally advanced enough to sustain passenger

transport, the airlines (when their finances allowed) also created a porter-like role

designed to provide comfort.40  Comfort, however, was hard to come by on the airplanes

of the late 1920s.  One early passenger on a 12-passenger Ford trimotor plane confessed:

“When the day was over, my bones ached, and my whole nervous system was wearied

from the noise, the constant droning of the propellers and exhaust in my face.”41

Vomiting was also so prevalent on the non-pressurized planes unable to fly above

weather systems that each passenger was furnished with so-called “burp cups” akin to

spittoons.  Not until the 1950s, with the introduction of pressurized cabins in the

Lockheed Constellation and the DC-6, did frequent, contagious vomiting in the cabins

become rare.  Flight attendants serving in these early passenger planes combated the

grimness of such scenes with humor, christening the planes with nicknames such as

“Vomit Comet.”42

When faced with such unpleasantness while paying a premium over the cost of

rail transport, early air passengers surely welcomed the added touch of a steward to cater

to their needs.  Indeed, the first stewards had a rudimentary job description: handle

                                                  
39 Larry Tye, Rising from the Rails: Pullman Porters and the Making of the Black Middle Class, 1st ed.
(New York: Henry Holt, 2004), 18.  Tye’s work is also the basis for my account of train travel before the
Civil War.
40 And when finances didn’t permit this expenditure, the duties of serving coffee or cold chicken fell upon
the copilot.  See Solberg, 217.
41 Quoted in Solberg, 111.
42 Interview with a former flight attendant, May 20, 2006.  The “Vomit Comet” was the New York-San
Juan run in the 1950s, on which Pan Am still used non-pressurized DC-4s, a plane which was quite similar
to the most advanced pre-World War II passenger aircraft.
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passengers’ baggage, assign seats, pass out comfort packages of cotton (for the ears) and

chewing gum (for the altitude shifts), and serve a box lunch of cold chicken.  Beyond

that, as Pan Am’s first steward recalled about his flights from Miami to Havana in 1928,

“my only instructions were to keep people happy and not too scared.”43  By the late

1930s, the job of flight attendant resembled that of porter even more, as both the DC-3

and the Pan American Clipper (a seaplane manufactured by Sikorsky, later by Boeing)

included overnight sleeping berths and galleys for preparation of warm meals.  And their

stylish interiors, as on the most glitzy train routes of the time, were designed by first-rate

streamline designers such as Norman Bel Geddes and Raymond Loewy.44

Given that all ship stewards and Pullman porters were male, it is hardly surprising

that the first flight attendants in the US were men as well.  Other long-surviving airlines,

in addition to Pan Am, began with stewards back in the late 1920s.  These included

Western Airlines and Transcontinental Air Transport (a forerunner of TWA); yet, both of

these airlines switched to an all-female workforce after the successful introduction of

stewardesses at Boeing.  Eastern Air Lines, headed by the World War I fighter pilot hero

Captain Eddie Rickenbacker, was exceptional in its hiring history.  The airline originally

started hiring women in 1930, but let all of them go in a financial crisis in 1934.  When

the airline was again ready to hire flight attendants two years later, Captain Eddie insisted

on employing only men.  Because Pan Am had the finest reputation for service at the

                                                  
43 Amy Linn, “He Earned his Wings as First of his Kind” Miami Herald, June 10 1980, 4B.
44 Jeffrey Meikle, Twentieth Century Limited: Industrial Design in America, 1925-1939 (Philadelphia:
Temple University Press, 1979), 110.
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time, Rickenbacker’s choice to do away with stewardesses—while complex and

deserving of further discussion—likely was an attempt to emulate the industry leader.45

What stands out most strikingly in this corps of first flight stewards is not their

gender, but rather their skin color.  All Pullman porters, after all, were black (they were

actually chosen for their especially dark skin tone), while all air stewards were white.

This move across the color line was quite intentional, and it radically shifted the entire

dynamic of service aboard planes.  Porters embodied a racialized servility that hearkened

back to the plantation, from whence, not coincidentally, George Pullman first recruited

his employees at the end of the Civil War.  Indeed, the porter was so tied to the notion of

master-slave that he became known in popular culture as simply “George,”

condescendingly called by the name of his new white “owner” (Mr. Pullman).46

Underpinning this plantation-like paternalism was the firm expectation that porters would

be more pliant to the customer’s wishes, while accepting much lower wages than would-

be white workers.   This sort of cut-rate labor structure also led to a tip-based service

aboard trains.  Since the employer failed to pay his workers adequately, the porters in

turn found a variety of subtle techniques to make tipping a requisite expectation for any

services rendered.  “George” thereby became a symbol in white upper- and middle-class

minds of the begrudging service offered by the slave-turned-freedman.

Still, these men were the obvious inheritors of flight attendant jobs, by virtue of

their extensive experience in similar roles and their embeddedness in public

                                                  
45 This analysis comes from W. David Lewis, author of Eddie Rickenbacker: An American Hero in the
Twentieth Century (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2005), in a personal conversation at
Auburn University, AL, July 19, 2005.
46 The history of how the name “George” circulated in popular culture is told by Tye.
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consciousness as assistants to the traveling public.  And yet, save for one brief

experiment on a local Northeastern airline in 1930, African-Americans (whether male or

female) were excluded from these jobs.47  Indeed, the only airline work available to them

before the civil rights era was as luggage porters, cleaning staff, or other grounds

crew—positions that expressly precluded access to flying.  This injustice would only

begin to be rectified in the late 1950s, when the airlines first hired a handful of black

women as flight attendants, then later black men as pilots.

Kathleen Barry efficiently describes the move from Pullman porter to air

steward/stewardess as a shift to a “white fellowship” paradigm of service.48  In sharing

the privilege of skin color with their customers, the first flight attendants embodied

greater professionalism—and greater entitlement—even in their servitude.  Airlines paid

their employees a far higher wage than did the Pullman Company, but flight attendants in

turn were forbidden from demanding tips from their passengers.  Service was to be

granted equally and without expectation of monetary reward, as professionals whose

livelihood depended on a job done properly, not a paternalistic handout.  While George

Pullman looked backwards—towards the now-ruined plantation system of master-slave

servility—for his paradigm of service, aviation adopted a forward-looking service

paradigm based on professionalism.

Thus, in place of smiling “George” came smiling “Rodney,” one of Pan Am’s

first and most famous public relations promotions in the 1930s.  Pan Am in 1932

produced one million life-size cardboard cutouts of “Rodney the Smiling Steward,”
                                                  
47 Barry, 44.
48 Barry, 45.
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which they then placed in train stations and travel agencies in key cities.49  The

promotion, at least according to Pan Am’s public relations, was extremely successful, and

it was still remembered in Pan Am lore years later, during the early 1970s.50  While

surely designed to create a household name for Pan Am and its service, à la “George” for

the Pullmans, “Rodney” appealed to customers via his confidence, professionalism, and

good looks.  This emphasis on competence and physical beauty would remain central to

the airlines’ various efforts to publicize their stewards throughout the 1930s.

Surely, the transition from “George” to Ellen Church was the more novel for the

airlines.  Choosing women over men could have fostered anxiety during air turbulence

and potential crashes, which were still somewhat common in the 1930s.  Both Church

and Boeing’s Stimpson were very aware of this risk, even as they first pondered the idea

of stewardesses.  To compensate for a woman’s perceived “natural” deficiency in

bestowing confidence, Church offered the additional asset of her training as a nurse.

More than any other professional undertaking, nursing had proved women’s mettle even

in the most traumatic and life-threatening situations.  Instead of embodying “fragility”

and “technological ineptitude,” as the post-Victorian essentialisms suggested, the female

nurse-cum-stewardess could project calmness and professionalism in times of crisis.  As

Stimpson noted in his memo advocating the hiring of stewardesses, “imagine the value

that they would be to us not only in the neater and nicer method of serving food and

                                                  
49 “Rodney” and “1,000,000 Silent Salesmen,” The Pan American (March 1933), 2-3, 14.
50 “Male Stewards Then and Now” Clipper [publication of Pan American Airways] (v. 23, no. 8) April 10,
1972, 1.
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looking out for the passengers’ welfare, but also in an emergency.”51  This additional

criterion beyond femininity for stewardesses was deemed so essential that the major

airlines hiring women (United, TWA, Delta, Western, Braniff, and American) required

them to be nurses, until the labor shortage of World War II forced an end to this practice.

The nursing training also enhanced the stewardesses’ value enough so that she could

demand the same salary as her male counterparts on rival airlines.52  Her status, unlike in

the 1950s, was as an equal partner with the white man (the steward, not the pilot) in this

“white fellowship” regime of service.53

This move towards “white fellowship”—whether embodied by stewards or

stewardesses—significantly complicated the sexual dynamics aboard the plane.  After all,

the color line between white customers and black porters was also a supposedly

impenetrable sexual barrier, strongly enforced (when need be) by anti-miscegenation

laws and lynch mobs.  Yet, the minute that the airlines replaced “George” the porter, with

“Rodney” or Ellen the flight attendant, the master-servant relationship aboard the aircraft

was even more intensely eroticized.  Larry Tye’s analysis of the porter stresses how

Pullman’s choice of dark-pigmented men for the job actually permitted them intimate

access to the sleeping quarters and changing rooms of white men and women:

Women, after all, were disrobing on the other side of a thin curtain.
Riders were stumbling into bed drunk, slinking into compartments of
someone other than their spouse…Such compromised postures called for a
porter whom passengers could regard as part of the furnishings rather than

                                                  
51 Quoted in Barry, 53.
52 Barry. 58.
53 The regimes of inequality between male and female flight attendants established in the 1950s are
discussed in Chapter 2.
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a mortal with likes, dislikes, and a memory…Ideally it would be a man
you could look at but not notice, as if he did not exist.  An invisible man.54

Because sexual contact between this “invisible man” and his passengers was so

unthinkable (or at least inexpressible), black porters became the ideal chambermaids.

The porter’s black skin was explicitly designed to serve as a prophylactic, permitting him

access to white passengers’ bodies while allegedly promising the absence of sexual

arousal or misconduct. With the airlines’ adoption of “white fellowship” as their service

paradigm, however, the primary object of 1930s sexual desire—white skin—was placed

in arm’s length of the passenger.  Touch would be required in providing dozing

passengers a pillow or blanket, and flight attendants’ gazes might be palpable to

passengers disrobing on the sleeper coaches common in the later 1930s.  Thus, even in

the 1930s, the white flight attendant became an object of erotic desire, establishing an

additional aspect of the work that would continue to develop over the decades into a full-

blown sexual fetishization.

Streamlining and Whiteness

Still perplexing is why the airlines would eschew the tried-and-tested

qualifications of Pullman porters in favor of the financially more expensive —and

sexually more risqué—practice of hiring white employees.  The main reason, I argue, is

tied to the airlines’ embrace of an ultra-modern aura for their product.  Indeed, the

airlines at the time tied themselves to consumer culture’s escapist fantasies embodied in

the style of streamlined design.  Rather than succumbing to the pessimism of the
                                                  
54 Tye, 25.
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Depression, streamlining boldly promised a “brave new world” of prosperity and social

uplift which—implicitly, at least—also valued such supposedly evolutionary advanced

markers as white skin.55

Men such as Norman Bel Geddes and Donald Deskey established the field of

“industrial design” in the late 1920s, committed to the notion that businesses would be

able to sell more goods if they were designed in a way that customers found optimistic

and appealing.  The style of streamlining was future-looking and ultra-modern, imposing

the discipline of aerodynamics upon all sorts of machinery, buildings, and clothing

(refrigerators, trains, gas stations, pencil sharpeners, etc., all became streamlined in the

1930s).  The sleekness of streamlining thus became more than a sales gimmick, as these

products embodied an ideology that future prosperity—and even perfection—could be

delivered via the machine in the service of consumer capitalism.  For the founders of

streamlining, one product above all stood out as exemplary of their optimism: the

airplane, which was for them a perfect fusion of nature’s inspiration (an aerodynamic

design recalling the dolphin or greyhound) and modern man’s scientific ingenuity.

Whether government-funded projects such as Tennessee Valley Authority power

stations or privately produced high-tech consumer goods, the streamlined creations of the

1930s all offered a potential antidote to the Depression: that a world of future prosperity

would arise from the embrace and expansion of technology. Streamlined design’s

                                                  
55 I am intentionally invoking the legacy of Aldous Huxley’s dystopic science fiction novel Brave New
World.  Huxley’s vision of mono-racial humanity tyrannized by its embrace of technology was released in
1932, when streamline design also was introduced.  Indeed, the novel also makes more evident the
connections between futuristic, technological thought and racialized thinking about evolution and progress.
I consider Huxley’s work in relation to flight attendants more directly in the chapter’s conclusion.
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sweeping lines, rounded curves, smooth surfaces and ever whiter or shinier exteriors

embodied an optimism that went beyond questions of style.  As Jeffrey Meikle notes,

Industrial design itself, according to publicists, would streamline the
industrial system and bring the nation out of the Depression.  Products
redesigned in the new style would stimulate the economy by attracting
customers.  Underconsumption, considered by most businessmen the
nation’s major economic problem, would be ended.  With economic
friction overcome, material progress (as well as corporate profits) would
again soar like the airplane whose image inspired the movement.56

As Meikle’s words suggest, airplanes embodied the aspirations of America’s rich

and poor alike that some better future world would arise out of the Depression.  This

fixation on the airplane was noted even by sociologist Robert Lynd, whose 1937 study of

Muncie, Indiana, influenced social science for decades to come.  Lynd referred to a

practice that had by the late 1930s become an increasingly common form of recreation

for those living near cities, as “spectators [would] throng the airport on a pleasant

Sunday” to observe the planes taking off and landing.  Throughout the 1930s airlines

such as Eastern opened the doors of their idle airplanes to publicity tours and school field

trips, obliging their flight attendants to greet the visitors and answer their various

questions.  Granting ordinary people access to this futuristic wondrous realm had a

profound effect, according to Lynd: “With each new thrilling invention of this sort, the

imperatives in the psychological standard of living of a portion of the population

increase.”57
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Harcourt Brace and Company, 1937), 247.  As quoted by Meikle, 4.
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Eastern and Pan Am in particular boldly expressed their optimism in the face of

economic decline in yet another way, by locating their headquarters in futuristic art deco

New York office buildings.58  Juan Trippe established Pan Am’s headquarters in the

tower of the Chrysler Building, finished in 1930 as a monument to the power of the

machine.  While automobiles composed the building’s primary decorative motifs

(including gargoyles protruding off the 61st floor that mimicked Chrysler’s 1929 eagle

hood ornaments), the designers also made ample use of aviation motifs.  The skyscraper

itself evoked the image of a rocket ready for takeoff, and the mural in the lobby included

airplanes and blimps flying over a map of the world, replete with the slogan, “Energy and

Man’s Application of It.”

Eastern’s choice of headquarters was equally tied to embracing technology-driven

optimism in the heart of the Depression.  Having outgrown the company’s space in New

York’s General Motors Building, Eddie Rickenbacker used his financial ties to Laurence

Rockefeller (Laurence, son of John D. Rockefeller, was a board member at EAL) to

secure a lease in Rockefeller Center’s newest building.  Originally touted as “Radio

City,” the development now known as Rockefeller Center was the largest and boldest

architectural response to the Depression, intended to house the most modern of all

American industries thriving in the 1930s.  Media mogul RCA was the main building’s

original tenant, with other media companies such as RKO, NBC, and the Associated

Press also leasing in the development.  Rickenbacker’s commitment to lease much of

                                                  
58 For whatever distinctions that separate art deco and streamline as design styles, both are closely related,
especially in their optimism about incorporating principles of aerodynamics and technological innovation
into design.  See Meikle’s Twentieth Century Limited for the technical distinctions between the two styles.
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Building 10 allowed him to add the airline’s name to the building, and it is still known

today as the Eastern Airlines Building.  The addition of Eastern and aircraft manufacturer

Lockheed as tenants was a perfect fit for Rockefeller’s Radio City and its conviction that

technology and private enterprise would overcome the Depression.  The largest and most

modern private real estate development in the world, Radio City actively worked to

trivialize the Depression, which had devastated New York’s commercial real estate

market, by expanding the city’s office space in the peak of the economic downturn.

Clearly, then, these two airlines, along with their non-Manhattan-based competitors,

actively cloaked themselves in the mantle of progress and futurity.  The companies

thereby became part of corporate America’s avant-garde, whose product—and whose

personnel—embodied a good life beyond the current desperation of the Depression.

The choice, then, of workers in commercial aviation became vitally symbolic to

notions of labor in the futuristic good life.  The airlines could have chosen, for example,

to consign the onus of slavery to the annals of the primitive past by employing people

regardless of race, and they could have chosen women for professions previously deemed

beyond their competence.  Yet, this was not the vision of modernity embraced either by

the airlines or by the eugenicists and designers working so hard to bring forth a modern,

rational order.  The future would not so radically alter modernity’s past.

Particularly in terms of race, the future embodied by streamline design—and

embraced by the airlines—was just as exclusionary as the past.  While eugenics is

customarily treated as a manifestation of the late 1800s, Christina Cogdell has traced the

various ways in which the fixation on purity and cleanness of blood lines persisted
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throughout the 1930s in the United States.  Streamlining in particular embraced the core

principles of eugenics, according to Cogdell:

Streamline designers approached products the same way that eugenicists
approached bodies.  Both considered themselves to be agents of reform,
tackling problems of mass (re)production, eliminating “defectiveness” and
“parasite drag” that were thought to be slowing forward evolutionary
progress.  Both were obsessed with increasing efficiency and hygiene and
the realization of the “ideal type” as the means to achieve an imminent
“civilized” utopia.  In short, streamline design served as a material
embodiment of eugenic ideology.59

It should not be surprising, then, that industries tied to streamlining such as the airlines

embraced eugenic principles over notions of equality.  Indeed, of the three traits most

prized in streamline design—efficiency, pursuit of the “ideal type,” and hygiene—black

workers were thought to embody none of these characteristics.

Especially as the germ theory of disease circulated more widely during the early

part of the 20th century, hygiene became more and more emphasized as a key aspect of

streamline design.  Henry Dreyfuss, a prominent designer in the streamline movement,

even took to calling the style “cleanline,” as he and others replaced fabrics and other

dust-catching materials with smooth, easily sterilized tiles, metals, or plastics.  The color

white also became increasingly fetishized for its ability to highlight cleanliness and

thereby assure a more hygienic environment.  As an extension of this logic, Pullman

porters encountered increasing suspicions from passengers regarding their overall

cleanliness.  Pullman thereby compelled its porters to wear white gloves in certain

situations and also forbid them from using their hands when putting ice in the trains’
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cold-water dispensers.  A few train companies even reacted to these germ fears by

replacing their porters with white nurse-stewardesses, just as the airlines had done.60

Upper- and middle-class America’s increasing obsession with cleanliness, not to mention

futuristic perfection, had therefore helped to flip the color line on the airplane, in favor of

the cleaner, more racially perfected white woman and man.

Rendering a more fashionable manhood

Embracing the progressive-yet-eugenic ethos of streamlining not only made dark

skin anathema in the flight attendant corps, but it also tested conventional notions of

masculinity.  This challenge especially came about from Eastern’s radical redesign of the

steward’s uniform in 1936, creating an outfit for these laborers of the future which

emulated the streamline ethic of the time.  These uniforms became a high-profile, public-

relations-oriented fashion statement that received considerable attention from the airline’s

public relations department and, presumably, from other press outlets as well.  Yet, the

decision of Eastern and Pan Am to place the male steward into a milieu so dominated by

notions of style and fashion created a certain degree of gender trouble.  By the 1930s

women were the primary consumer market, and their bodies were governed far more by

market-driven dictates of grooming, fashionable dress, and the ever-evolving standards of

style.  For those more reticent of consumerism’s (and style’s) growing hold on US

society, men who embraced the realm of fashion were seen as suspect gender deviates, as

dandies who failed to embody true manhood.  It is therefore quite surprising that, from an
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aesthetic point of view, the male flight attendant uniforms of the time surpassed those of

the stewardesses in their streamlined sexual appeal.

When Eastern Air Lines chose in 1936 to hire only men for the job, they also

significantly reworked the Pan Am version of steward uniforms from the late 1920s.

Whereas the Pan Am steward wore the exact same military-inspired uniform as the pilot

and co-pilot (navy blue suit with white hat and gold piping on the arms), the Eastern

flight attendant stood out quite distinctly from the rest of the flight crew, much as a

stewardess’s uniform from the time did.  Eastern’s pilots resembled Navy captains (as did

Pan Am pilots), with their navy blue suits and full-length ties.  The steward, however,

underwent a major redesign towards a sleeker style and a far more colorful overall effect.

Like the pilot, he wore navy blue pants, yet complemented them with a white double-

breasted jacket custom-fitted to accentuate the man’s sleek form.  Stewards looked thin in

these uniforms, with their broad shoulders and more compact lower torso forming an

ever-trimmer frame descending towards the waistline (very much akin, in this way, to the

greyhound and the dolphin, whose bodies were held to be ideals of streamlining).  Gone

were the military-inspired gold piping on the sleeves to designate one’s rank and even the

gold embroidered wings found on the pilot’s lapel, replaced by red gingerbread piping on

the sleeves and a “flight steward” patch on the lapel.  A blue bow tie and white hat

further distinguished the steward from the pilot corps.  (See Image 1.1 in the appendix.)

The overall effect of the Eastern steward’s uniform was a dazzling burst of color

in the otherwise drab fuselage, which simultaneously conjured up familiar images of

1930s male servility—the maitre d’ of a fine restaurant, a New York City doorman, or a
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bell hop at a first-class hotel—but with a tighter, more sexually suggestive fit.  In key

ways, the steward’s uniform, rather than being aberrant for 1930s society, was actually on

the cutting edge of streamlined design, applying the same principles of aerodynamics to

the male body as designers would to technological appliances.  Particularly telling is the

tight fitting coat and its flush fit with the pant leg, seamlessly continuing the long,

straight line of the man’s form all the way from his shoulders to his feet.  Other white

jackets popular in the 1930s—worn by maitre d’s or movie stars like Cary Grant—failed

to provide this sort of dramatic streamlined effect, since coats typically hung straight

downwards at the waist, in discordance with the pant line.

Even the infusion of color into the man’s wardrobe (especially the white jacket

and red piping) would have struck many as ultra-modern.  In a Vogue spread on

streamlined fashion compiled for the 1939 World’s Fair, color is one of the main

ingredients in future men’s fashion, according to designer Gilbert Rohde.  Rohde’s

ultimate product for Vogue bears no resemblance to the EAL uniform, but his invocation

of color shows just how forward-thinking the steward’s outfit was:

No longer does [the man of the 21st century] submerge his personality and
stifle his imagination in the monotony of the twentieth-century business
suit.  He, too, is gay, colourful, and different…In the nineteenth century,
something happened in our Western World, and he gave up his gay dress
without a struggle.  In the twenty-first century, the strange custom of
dressing like a monk will have disappeared.61

Likewise, the white coat bespoke a commitment to streamlining’s eugenic

fixation with cleanliness.  Keeping the uniform white was a constant challenge for the

                                                  
61 “Gilbert Rohde Revolutionizes Future Men’s Clothes and Revives Long Beards,” Vogue, Feb 1, 1939,
138.
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Eastern stewards, working in turbulent skies and a cramped cabin while serving food and

enduring frequent bouts of cabin sickness.  Yet, white skin coupled with white uniforms,

however impractical, seemed the ultimate way of placing distance between the steward of

the future and the train porter of the past.  In defiance of the potential messiness of early

air travel, white customers were assured that this ultra-modern space actually met the

highest standards of cleanliness.  Pan Am’s stewards, though clad in navy blue for regular

duties, would also switch into a white serving jacket during meal times, as would be

expected of high-class food service personnel of the time.

Also consistent with the era is the Eastern uniform’s dramatic softening of its

military origins: its shift away from solid navy blue to a multi-colored ensemble, its

inclusion of a bowtie, and its replacement of military-style gold bars on the sleeves with

red, zig-zagged piping.  While the loss of military elements might have indicated a loss of

masculinity in the years preceding World War I and following World War II, that was not

necessarily true in the 1930s.  In fact, the decade saw numerous attempts in US society to

create alternative paradigms other than militaristic ones to embody an esprit d’ corps

amongst men.  The disillusionment experienced by Americans after World War I and the

country’s reticence to remilitarize even in the face of growing aggression in Europe and

Asia is well documented.  Less documented, however, is the decline in popularity of

military-inspired masculinity in this interwar era, coupled with deliberate choices by

government agencies such as the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) to prevent its cadre

of young men from becoming militarized.



53

A coalition of pacifists and labor unions had in fact successfully prevailed on the

administrators of the CCC to keep their camps as free as possible from military elements.

Thus, the young men being molded into manly specimens were not subjected to military

discipline and even were forbidden from receiving rifle training when offered such by the

National Riflemen’s Association.  Rather than a military model of masculinity, the CCC

was forging a masculinity tied to the technical prowess of operating machinery and, most

importantly, securing a private-sector job that would grant the man financial

independence.  The CCC would resist any form of military preparation until 1941, after

general conscription of the adult male population in the US had begun.62

One of the primary elements expressing the steward’s novel softness was his

entrance into a realm traditionally associated with women: fashion.  Streamline design

was certainly applied to female fashion as well, but there was a soft-spoken presumption

amongst some key streamliners that the male form was more perfect.  The taller, slimmer

man with his greyhound-esque triangular torso was far preferable to the curvaceous

female form.  Designer Raymond Loewy even produced a series of drawings depicting

the future evolution of the female form, suggesting that women would become taller,

longer, and less rounded.  The woman’s body, Loewy seemed to imply, will become

increasingly streamlined—and more “masculinized”—the more women enter economic

                                                  
62 For details on the various ways that the CCC promoted a non-militarized manhood, see Jeffrey Ryan
Suzik, ""Building Better Men": The CCC Boy and the Changing Social Ideal of Manliness," Men and
Masculinities 2:2 (Oct 1999).
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spheres traditionally reserved for men, and the more divorced they become from

reproductive imperatives.63

Thus, even though stewardesses were the darlings of the media in the 1930s,

Eastern’s stewards were dressed far more boldly.  Most airlines with stewardesses,

including Ms. Church’s United Airlines, chose traditional-looking suits with generous

cuts that concealed the woman’s form, a far cry from the slim-downed and increasingly

scanty women’s clothing envisioned by the streamliners in Vogue.  Color-wise,

stewardess uniforms tended towards drab navy or gray.  National Airlines, which would

later be considered among the most risqué in terms of stewardess outfits, opted for a more

bold light blue-gray uniform (akin to Eastern’s white steward uniforms), but then added

other elements that underplayed the woman’s erotic potential: a skirt hanging well below

the knees and a blazer that fit loosely around the shoulders and chest. And rather than

sporting an overtly feminine look, National’s stewardesses actually wore an oxford style

blouse and a full-length men’s tie, thereby loosely emulating the militarized pilot’s

outfits.  Thus, the stewardess at the time ranged from drably-attired and modestly-clad to

androgynous in appearance.  The airlines clearly had not yet unleashed the full marketing

potential of stylishly clad stewardesses; Eastern’s men, then, in an odd historical twist,

were arguably the style trailblazers in the cabin.  (See Image 1.2.)

Eastern marketed their stewards-cum-fashion-models with the same techniques

that one might expect for female stars in the pages of Vogue.  The airline’s public

relations magazine, The Great Silver Fleet News, made this jump into the female-

                                                  
63 Cogdell, 50.
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dominated realm of fashion quite explicit, when it introduced the new uniforms in

November 1936 under the headline, “Fashion Preview.”64  Follow-up stories had a similar

emphasis; a month after the uniform’s unveiling, an Eastern steward, “led the style

parade in his jaunty uniform at the 10th Anniversary Fashion Show sponsored by N.B.C.

and Air Shopping.”65  Other glamorous sightings in the steward’s first year included a

night of publicity at New York City’s finest nightclub, located in Rockefeller Center:

“Gay guests at the Rainbow Room, Radio City’s smart nightclub, recently were jolted out

of their top-hat, white tie complacency when EAL zoomed in…with an amusing contest

involving free trips to Washington.”66  Pictured in the photo immediately above the text

was not a glamorous female model representing the company (the one we might suppose

could jolt men out of their top-hats), but rather a dapper EAL flight-steward.  (See image

1.3.)

The homoerotic juxtaposition of a male steward arousing even male patrons

among the evening’s “gay guests” potentially suggests an awareness—and even a

comfort with—the polymorphous sexual desire that the fashionable EAL steward could

unleash.  Of course, as to whether this awareness dawned on more than a few readers,

and perhaps a clever gay male copy editor, is impossible to know.67  It is, however, clear

                                                  
64 “Fashion Preview” Great Silver Fleet News (v. 1, no. 3) Nov 1936, 8.  See Image 1.1.
65 “What We’ve Heard” Great Silver Fleet News (v. 1, no. 4) Dec 1936, 6.
66 “EAL Invades Gotham P.M. Life” Great Silver Fleet News (v. 2, no. 3) Jun 1937, 3.
67 It is exceedingly difficult to judge whether the camp humor of this layout, so obvious to the present-day
reader, would have been ascertained at all during the 1930s.  Certainly, the editor could have chosen to
suggest that the women in the audience were the ones stimulated by the EAL promotion, which would have
cleared up the homoerotic tension considerably.  The reference to “gay guests” was clearly very common
language that did not necessarily have the connotation of homosexuality.  However, George Chauncey
establishes that “gay” was increasingly used as a self-identifier for homosexuals in the 1930s, especially in
New York City.  The connection between rainbows and gays, however, did not exist at the time, as Judy
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that Eastern wanted their stewards to transgress into the softer, effeminate roles of

fashion model and service provider, without recourse to a uniform that would suggest an

equivalence in stature to their more militarized pilots.

The Steward and Gender Trouble, 1930s-style

Whatever openness might have existed in the 1930s for the steward’s alternative

masculinity was coupled with strong resistance in the culture to men undertaking such

novel roles.  Even though the steward’s softer version of masculinity seemed to mesh

well with the dictates of consumer capitalism (especially in opening up fashion as a male

venue), the stigma of men entering notionally feminine realms and doing women’s work

was palpable as well.  Inevitably, suspicions of queerness surrounded the steward,

especially since homosexuality at the time was perceived as gender dysphoria, rather than

simply an inclination towards an improper sexual object.68  Womanly men were

automatically rendered queers, inverts, perverts, homosexuals, dandies, and/or sissies,

depending on the chosen parlance of the time.  The end effect was always the same,

though: these were terms used for men who failed to fit society’s norms of manhood, no

matter how much these norms themselves were in flux.

Perhaps most telling about the extent of these misgivings is the fact that they were

aired even in the public relations materials from Pan Am and Eastern, which sometimes
                                                                                                                                                      
Garland’s performance in The Wizard of Oz was still two years away.  On the term “gay”, see George
Chauncey, Gay New York: Gender, Urban Culture, and the Makings of the Gay Male World, 1890-1940
(New York: Basic Books, 1994), 19.
68 Regulations composed by the National Research Council just a few years later (in 1942) to keep gays out
of the military during World War II, encouraged recruiters and military psychologists to equate signs of
gender deviance with homosexuality.  See Allan Bérubé, Coming out under Fire: The History of Gay Men
and Women in World War Two (New York: Free Press, 1990), 19.
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playfully goaded the steward for his non-conformity, while at other times offering an

apologia on his behalf.  Most striking is a short-run comic in the Pan American Air Ways

magazine from the late 1930s that offered up the steward as an object of humor and even

ridicule.  The comic strip “Tale Wind” introduced Pan Am fliers to the affable but odd

steward named Barney Bullarney in the summer of 1938.69  Coincidentally, Barney made

his debut in the very same month as Superman, whose creation in Action Comics marks

the “golden age” of comic books in America.70  In comparison to the flying Man of Steel,

however, Barney the flying steward is an obvious anti-hero, whose effeminate softness

and intellectual simplicity made him a sort of mascot for the other men of Pan Am

(pilots, mechanics, and executives) to poke fun at.

In the introductory strip of “Tale Wind,” Barney sports a big smile on his

youngish face and wears his 3-piece suit of a uniform quite dapperly.  He enters the

workers’ quarters with a warm greeting, though uttered in some sort of affected speech

(potentially indicative of effeminacy, though equally possibly designating him as a dim-

witted Irish “ethnic”): “My frans!”  Yet, his friends, especially the mechanics in the

quarters, have prepared a less amicable greeting for Barney, with wet sponges ready to

throw at his perfectly-attired and smiling self.

In almost every edition of the comic strip I uncovered, Barney endures some sort

of physical insult.  In two of the four comics, the concluding frame actually shows a burly

mechanic named “Blimp” bending Barney over his knee and spanking him, to the delight

                                                  
69 I have uncovered 4 comic strips of “Tale Wind” in all, beginning in the July/August 1938 edition of Pan
American Air Ways magazine and ending in the Nov/Dec 1939 edition.  My own perusal of the Pan Am
collection at the South Florida Historical Museum in Miami suggests the comic ended at that time.
70 William Savage, Comic Books and America, 1945-1954 (Norman: Univ. of Oklahoma Press, 1990), 5.
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of a snickering crowd of onlookers.  The impetus for the paddling in each case is a so-

called “bright idea” that Barney thinks up, which is met by the more senior members of

the Pan Am staff—pilots or ground management—as foolishly funny.  These men then

turn Barney over to Blimp for his ritual punishment at the hands of this hulking man.

Blimp’s treatment of Barney, combined with the snickering crowd of other Pan Am

employees looking on, obviously conjures up images of a sadistic rape, replete with anal

penetration.  Yet, as though Barney embodied all the masochistic qualities of the most

timid rape victim, he returns in each episode of “Tale Wind” just as chipper and

accepting of his co-workers as ever.  (See Image 1.4.)

One could well imagine the passengers and Pan Am employees who had access to

this publication expressing a profound affection for Barney, in the same way that fellow

dim-witted masochists Elmer Fudd and Daffy Duck (both also contemporaries of Barney)

were crowd-pleasers.  Of course, however, as much as Barney Bullarney served as a

salesman for the good-natured steward, he also was a lightning rod for sado-masochistic

aggression.  This connection between comics and sado-masochism was noted by Walter

Benjamin as far back as 1935, in an unpublished version of his famous essay, “The Work

of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction.”  Looking hopefully towards the Disney

films of Mickey Mouse that circulated in Germany under Hitler, Benjamin hoped that the

excessive brutality and cruelty of these films—characters punching, hammering, and

throwing each other off cliffs, yet with no blood or death—would allow audiences to

cathartically purge themselves of their own sado-masochistic desires without transferring
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them into the political realm.71  Like German audiences of Mickey Mouse under Hitler,

Pan Am customers and employees also are presumed to harbor unfulfilled sado-

masochistic desires.  Yet, in their case, the object of their aggression is the gender-

deviating steward in their ranks, whose emasculated persona makes him laughable,

beatable, and sado-sexually violable at the hands of other men.  While clearly intended as

diversionary entertainment, the scenes of bullying against Barney Bullarney are

nonetheless terrifying artifacts of a very real homophobia at work aboard commercial

airliners in the 1930s, a homophobia which existed just below the surface.

Managing this homophobic aggression against the steward was also a challenging

task for Eastern Air Lines, whose public relations tried not only to establish the steward

as dapper and virile, but also to reaffirm the steward’s conventional masculinity.  The

first article offered about the new flight-steward corps in EAL’s Great Silver Fleet News

chose decidedly masculine tones to describe their job.  The article’s headline itself

suggested the steward’s fraternity with the cockpit, even as the new uniforms suggested

exactly the opposite: “Flight-Stewards Become Third Members of Crew.”72  In further

detailing the steward’s duties, the article deftly avoids any mention of emotional work or

other responsibilities that might betray femininity: “Shining shoes, handling hand

luggage, relieving the co-pilot of a certain amount of ‘paper’ work, serving meals,

expediting the movement of passengers in and out of planes—these are among the varied

                                                  
71 See Miriam Hansen, "Of Mice and Ducks: Benjamin and Adorno on Disney," South Atlantic Quarterly
92:1 (1993).
72 “Flight-Stewards Become Third Members of Crew” The Great Silver Fleet News (v. 1, no. 3) Dec 1936,
6.
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duties which comprise this unique type of service.”73  All of these activities mentioned

were male service roles at the time; indeed, it would have been hard to imagine a female

shoe-shine or luggage handler in the 1930s.

When, however, Eastern couldn’t conceal the more feminine service roles

provided by the stewards, they employed another form of masculinizing: asserting the

steward’s heterosexuality and manliness, even as his manhood seemed compromised by

his servile work.  The most telling example of this technique is an article sensationally

entitled “Flight-Steward Reveals Drama” that ends up being about the far more mundane

activity—when not performed by a male, that is—of changing a baby’s diaper. The

article goes on to tell the story of a six-week-old baby traveling with his father and

grandfather who whines incessantly, until the doting steward realizes he has a wet diaper.

Playing the proper male-privileged role, the child’s father and grandfather were

completely unaware of how to change a diaper, “Their knowledge of diaper technique, I

soon learned, was minus nil.  Well, something had to be done.”  The steward’s heroics in

this situation, of course, involved him being a lesser man than the child’s father, as one

proficient in the womanly work of childcare.  So potentially emasculating was this

onerous duty that the steward actually chose to withhold his name for the article.  At the

same time, he desperately—to the point of agitation—clung to his manhood, by

suggesting his status as a dad in his own home had given him this gender-bending ability:

The flight-steward who contributes the following picture out of his gallery
of memories prefers to remain anonymous, but submits that he is a father
in his own right as proof positive of his knowledge of the details described

                                                  
73 “Flight-Stewards,” 6.
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below.  ‘What certificate,’ he asks a trifle aggressively, ‘what certificate
can serve better than a marriage certificate as a diaper diploma?’74

The invocation of a marriage certificate, the ultimate expression of mature manhood

(though not of virile manhood) certainly provides cover for the steward, though not

enough for him to publicly identify himself.  Indeed, the baby’s father and grandfather

also possess a marriage certificate but have managed far more successfully to keep their

virility unscathed by the feminizing prospect of childcare.  What drove this steward to the

abjection of anonymity involves the tension between the steward’s masculinity and the

airline’s financial success.  Eastern had the financial imperative to assure their ever-

diversifying clientele (as increasing, though still modest, numbers of women and children

took to the air) that stewards could handle novel customer demands such as childcare.75

And yet, the steward’s maleness (coupled with his whiteness) made him stand out as

embarrassingly compromised when actually compelled to perform such services.

Another article from the first year of Eastern’s flight-steward service illustrates a

similar woundedness on the part of the steward.  Dripping with servility throughout, the

article profiles the varieties of service that the steward can provide male passengers.

Entitled “At Your Service, Sir!” it opens with the white steward aping the obsequious

stereotypes of plantation servility: “Certainly, sir.  Just go ahead and ask anything you

wish and I’ll do my best to answer you correctly.”  After delightfully recounting the

various types of service he provides, including doting on a sleeping passenger (“We

                                                  
74  “Flight-Steward Reveals Drama” The Great Silver Fleet News (v. 2, no. 1) April 1937, 10.
75 Women composed about 25 percent of the flying public by the end of the 1930s.  Carl Solberg, Conquest
of the Skies (Boston: Little, Brown, and Co., 1979), 275.
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adjust his chair and bring a pillow.  Perhaps he would like a robe across his knees.”), the

steward confesses to only one tinge of denigration:

But here, sir, is a thing that hurts.  Quite often, it is our privilege to show
airport visitors through a plane.  We answer all the questions as best we
can and hope we have done a pretty good job of it.  Just about then some
one will come up with the query, ‘And where are the hostesses?’  And that
gets me!  But they are impressed when I tell them…that hundreds of
passengers have taken time to write and say how much better is the cabin
service performed by Flight-Stewards.  These passengers feel it is only a
matter of time until all major airlines employ Flight-Stewards.76

While high on optimism, the steward’s defense of male stewards is notably light on

passengers’ justifications for preferring men.  What stands out more is the striking unease

of these first-year stewards in trying to find their niche as service providers in 1930s

America.  In a society that turned most commonly either to women or black men for such

personal attention, the steward struggled to claim for himself characteristics of both these

service-providing “others,” while still defensively asserting his white male privilege.

The Dollars and Cents of Selling Heterosex

Shifting from the black skin of the Pullman porter to the white skin of the steward

and stewardess released all sorts of sexual tensions previously contained through

America’s miscegenation phobia.  And while both stewards and stewardesses

experienced some degree of eroticization, the most palpable consequences by far

pertained to stewardesses, whose sexual availability and desirability as marriage partners

made them popular with many male passengers and pilots.  Yet, converting the airplane

into a brave new world of heterosexual “free love” also created a backlash at Eastern.
                                                  
76 “At Your Service, Sir!” The Great Silver Fleet News (v. 3, no. 8) April 1938, 3.
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Eddie Rickenbacker’s choice to hire men over women in 1936 had multiple and complex

causes, but when asked to articulate at a meeting of pilots why he changed the policy,

Captain Eddie replied, “Because you bastards are making enough dough to buy your own

pussy!”77  Elsewhere, in only slightly less colorful terms, Rickenbacker noted, “If

passengers want to fool around with girls, let ‘em do it at their expense, not mine.”78  His

comments, while flippant, also expose an underlying economic reality for the airlines:

female sex appeal was a potentially expensive commodity, and for an airline to offer it as

a perk to pilots and customers required a meticulous calculation of dollars and cents.

Women in the job, as noted previously, commanded the same wage as men during

the 1930s.  Yet, their cost to the airlines was more than that for men, given their

comparatively shorter tenure on the job.  Captain Eddie was known as the most fiscally

restrained of the major airline bosses in the 1930s and therefore was the ideal spokesman

for what was likely an industry-wide concern: the very quick turnover of the stewardess

corps due to marriage.79  By 1934 Rickenbacker had become exasperated with the short

tenure of stewardesses who had been working with the airline since 1930, noting that the

company spent one thousand dollars training each stewardess, only to have them get

married and leave, sometimes within their first six months.80  Of course, he could have

undone this financially-driven objection by allowing married stewardesses to continue

                                                  
77 Robert Serling, From the Captain to the Colonel: An Informal History of Eastern Airlines (New York:
Dial Press, 1980), 122.  This same story regarding the pilots meeting was recounted to me by at least three
former stewards who flew with Eastern in the 1950s.
78 Serling, 170.
79 Rickenbacker won this reputation in 1938 by being the first airline executive to refuse government
subsidies, in the form of air mail contracts, and still post a profit.  He also rigorously amortized his plane
purchases, keeping Eastern largely debt-free, but quite frugal, in terms of aircraft expenditures throughout
his tenure as Chairman. Serling, 85-309.
80 Serling, 122.
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working, like the all-male pilot corps and even the male stewards at Pan Am.  Yet, such

progressive thinking regarding married women and work was not even considered in the

airlines for another decade, when Pan Am in 1944—alone among all airlines until the

1960s—allowed its newly-hired female flight attendants to marry and keep their jobs.  In

the 1930s, however, a male-privileged orthodoxy reigned in the aviation industry: “When

a flight-steward marries he is more valuable to the company because his stability

increases, whereas the stewardess who marries gains a husband and loses her job.”81

Additionally, the Depression discouraged many employers from hiring women,

even provoking legislation to curtail employment of women over men.  As historian

Barbara Melosh notes, “A number of state legislatures, and then the federal government,

passed the so-called married person’s clause, mandating that the civil service could

employ only one member of a family; many women were dismissed under the law.”82

Such precedents in government hiring, as we shall see later regarding strictures on hiring

homosexuals, often had a contagious effect on private sector employers as well.

The other side of the financial equation is that stewardesses could in fact increase

revenue for the airlines, so that they actually more than paid for themselves over time.

With government regulation of the airline industry having become even more solidified

during FDR’s presidency, due to the passage of the Civil Aeronautics Act in 1938,

airlines had increasingly little to differentiate their products from their competitors.83  The

                                                  
81  “Eastern Carries the Male!” The Great Silver Fleet News (v. 6, no. 1), Spring 1941, 42.
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government-led Civil Aeronautics Board (CAB) assigned routes to the various airlines

and even set the fares they could charge.  Meanwhile, aircraft purchases were made from

the same few companies offering the same products to any competitor.  Thus, under the

CAB, airlines would increasingly fly the same routes in the same planes at the same price

as their competition.  In such a controlled climate, customer service increasingly became

the lone locus of differentiation.  Customers could be won or lost depending on such

secondary factors as how much one airline spent on food service, whether they served

alcohol, and—perhaps most importantly—how doting and attractive their flight

attendants were.

Eastern was actually the last domestic airline to increase spending on food, to

introduce alcohol on flights, and to switch to a female-only flight attendant corps.  In fact,

the company waited until the 1950s to enact all of these changes, mainly because there

was no competition on its most lucrative routes until then.  Eastern certainly competed

with companies like American and Delta on routes within the triangle connecting

Chicago, New York, and Atlanta.  However, the most lucrative route—between New

York and Miami—remained an Eastern monopoly.84  Thus, there seemed to be no

pressing reason for Captain Eddie to maintain the more expensive stewardesses for the

time being.

                                                                                                                                                      
tremendous sway over the airlines, as did the Interstate Commerce Commission, which set mail rates and
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Pan Am likewise faced no competition on its routes before World War II.  The

airline’s main routes in the 1930s were through the Caribbean and on to South America.

After having been awarded every contract with the US Postal Service to carry mail to

Western Hemisphere countries, Pan Am was guaranteed to be the only US airline that

could make money on these routes.  Meanwhile, potential competition from South

American airlines was largely thwarted by aggressive monopolistic practices employed

by Chairman Juan Trippe.  Most typically, Trippe would simply buy out or form a joint

venture with potential competitors from South America, as he did with the Grace

Company’s startup airline in Brazil and with the Colombian carrier Avianca.  For

Trippe’s airline, stewards were not only cheaper, but they also offered practical

advantages.  Latin American gender expectations typically required that men perform

tasks designated for flight attendants with Pan Am, such as rowing passengers out to

their waiting sea plane, dealing with customs authorities, and even purchasing

provisions for the plane in the local marketplace.

Both Eastern and Pan Am could cite convincing reasons for resisting the larger

trend in 1930s aviation to hire women as flight attendants.  Yet, by doing so, both

airlines turned away from the eroticization of stewardesses that the rest of the industry

was promoting (however modestly) by that time.  Instead, Pan Am’s and Eastern’s profit

formulas allowed them to tolerate—if not promote—an alternative form of fetishized

servitude.  The polymorphously perverse male steward held onto his job at these airlines
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until the war, even as he increasingly aroused more suspicion than desire as the 1930s

moved along.85

Re-arming Masculinity

As Eastern’s and Pan Am’s male flight attendant corps (along with the rest of the

nation) moved closer towards World War II, it also drew nearer to what may have been

its original source and inspiration: the all-white, male-only military.  This was the

institution in which Captain Eddie and Juan Trippe came of age during the First World

War, and their gut instinct that flying was best kept an all-male enterprise certainly owes

something to the military paradigm of service.  After all, men in the military undertake all

sorts of labor otherwise done by women (clerical work, some nursing, cooking, etc.).

Likewise, wars are moments when societies relinquish various fictions regarding proper

gender roles; men become self-sufficient on the front, while women become equally

autonomous and multi-capable at home.

At the same time, however, predominant notions of manliness tend to harden

during wars.  Whatever room war creates for men to enter women’s work doesn’t prevent

the masculine ideal from becoming more tied to aggressivity, risk-taking, and exposure to

death and violence.  Thus, the steward’s softer masculinity of the 1930s, replete with

streamlined uniforms and forays into the world of fashion, seemed increasingly out of

                                                  
85 “Polymorphous perversity” is a term developed by Sigmund Freud to describe a phase in a human’s
development before his or her sexual arousal becomes focused exclusively on the erogenous zones of the
body.  It is also related to his view that males pass through a phase of homosexual attraction before
advancing into a decidedly heterosexual identity.  Here, I use the term to suggest the steward’s potential to
arouse both men and women, especially as America’s sexual norms had not yet fully “advanced” into an
exclusively heterosexual sexual expression.
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place as America moved towards war in 1940/41.  Within just a few years, this

alternative masculinity that expressed a sense of manhood tied to pacifism and

subservience to the consumer market rather than military command, had been subsumed

into a militaristic manhood.  Stewards themselves would ultimately replace their

fashionable flight uniforms for military khakis, first by joining the 16 million men who

registered for the draft in October 1940, then by making themselves available for the

reserves, and finally by entering the regular military.

Just as other non-military masculinities, such as the CCC, gradually militarized in

the run-up to war (Congress required the CCC in June 1940 to begin providing

noncombatant military training), Eastern’s stewards also were re-shrouded in military-

inspired rhetoric.   In June 1941, The Great Silver Fleet News carried its most thorough

justification yet of Eastern’s all-male flight attendant corps, eschewing notions of style,

while alluding to a military esprit d’ corps among its stewards.  Entitled “Eastern Carries

the Male!” the article noted that Captain Eddie’s choice of stewards was based, “on the

premise that air transport had grown up and that service rather than glamour or silk

stockings was needed to keep the clientele pleased.”86  A good portion of the article

recounted the World War I heroics of Walter Avery, Eastern’s superintendent of

passenger service and head of stewards, who was a fighter pilot on the Western front.

With the flight attendants’ leadership in the hands of two flying aces, Captain Eddie and

Walter Avery, the rhetorical thrust of the article cast stewards as the loyal foot soldiers of

distinguished military commanders.  Indeed, just two years later, Eastern lost these

                                                  
86 “Eastern Carries the Male!” The Great Silver Fleet News (v. 6, no. 1) Spring 1941, 41.
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valuable foot soldiers to the army.  Their replacements were women, replete with

somewhat glamorous uniforms and silk stockings.

 The steward corps that went off to war returned home to a totally different

ideological milieu.  The Holocaust had greatly discredited the field of eugenics, driving

discussions about biologically-engineered utopias out of most dignified circles.87

Streamline design also lost currency during the war, when companies were unable to

devote resources to stylish consumer goods.  Additionally, the style itself, increasingly

came across as ideologically bankrupt, no longer able to project a vision of the future that

mainstream Americans found compelling.  As Jeffrey Meikle notes of streamlining,

“Although it lingered for a few years after the Second World War, particularly in rural

areas that tended to be behind the times anyway, designers and architects of the late

1940s largely turned away from it, almost as if the style's visual emphasis on total

environmental and social control contained too many reminders of the totalitarian

regimes that had just been defeated in Europe.”88  The streamline style would return in

the 1950s, but with a pointedly different inspiration from the 1930s, as we shall see in the

subsequent chapter.  Thus, the futuristic visions that the flight attendant corps of the

1930s embodied had themselves become anachronistic.

Most significantly, however, American images of the ideal man changed with

World War II.  The steward and other representations of pacifistic manhood from the

1930s were superceded by images of the soldier, who valiantly fought on the side of good
                                                  
87 Christina Cogdell, however, cautions that eugenics did not simply disappear, but rather morphed into the
more respectable (but at times equally pernicious) science of genetics.  Eugenic Design, 227ff..
88 Jeffrey L. Meikle, "Forms, Functions and Mixed Motives:  A Natural History of Streamlining,"
conference paper presented at Conference on "The Art Deco World," V&A, London, April 26, 2003.
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and ultimately provided victory for his country.  The misgivings that much of US society

experienced after World War I towards military masculinity disappeared, now that the

Greatest Generation had proven its mettle on the battlefield.  John Wayne’s macho

muscularity, on display in such blockbusters as The Sands of Iwo Jima, would not fully

replace, but would nonetheless outdistance, the debonair likes of Cary Grant in the

postwar moment.  Indeed, stewards who served in the military had earned their stripes the

manly way, as members of the armed forces.  In the postwar moment, when many of

them returned to their old jobs, they would forego the military pastiche of the 1930s EAL

steward’s uniform, insisting on a flight attendant culture that offered greater trappings of

authority and respect that came with being a manly war hero.

In the end, the war forced even Captain Eddie and Juan Trippe to abandon their

all-male flight attendant corps in favor of hiring women.  Eastern began to address their

male labor shortage in 1943, with its first female hires since the company’s earliest years

of passenger service.  Pan Am followed in 1944, when it hired seven women in March,

then an additional twelve a few months later.  Pan Am in particular made it clear that the

women were hired only begrudgingly, as a necessity to “relieve a man for war duty.”89

The airline insisted that these women would be treated as a man’s equal, though within

certain limits befitting their sex.  Thus, in training, the stewardesses were expected to do

all the duties of their male counterparts, including loading mailbags into the plane’s cargo

hold, rowing passengers to the docks, and handling customs forms.  A member of Pan

Am’s first stewardess class, Genevieve Baker, recalls her instructor saying, “You will be

                                                  
89 “Clipper Fleet: Stewardesses Join Clipper Flight Crews” New Horizons,  April 1944, 21.
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paid on the same basis as men stewards.  You will have the same chances of promotion

but—don’t use your sex as an excuse.  Never say, ‘You can’t expect a woman to do

that!’”90  All the same, these first stewardesses were used far less flexibly than their

fellow stewards, out of fear that women would not be able to work the sustained hours

demanded on long-haul routes.  Thus, women were concentrated on routes from Miami to

Havana and Nassau, while men were still exclusively used on the routes to the Canal

Zone, Brazil, and Buenos Aires.   Yet, in as much as these first women proved their

abilities even to the reticent Rickenbacker and Trippe, they further led the 1930s steward

towards his historical obsolescence.

Conclusion: The Brave New World…and Beyond

As workers who were also public relations tools for one of America’s most

technologically advanced industries, stewards and stewardesses in the 1930s embodied

the future being wrought by the high-tech machine age.  In this sense, they were

historical figures laden with idealism; they were vessels containing the aspirations of

what US society would strive to look like once the pain of the Depression gave way to

new prosperity under streamlined consumer capitalism.  And yet, like all elements of

idealism in US history, the 1930s flight attendant corps contained both utopic and

dystopic traits that were precariously intertwined.  This reality is particularly clear when

looking to flight attendants as harbingers of future America’s constellations of race,

gender, and sexuality.  Indeed, in crucial ways, my analysis of the 1930s flight attendant

                                                  
90 Genevieve Baker, “The Service that Leaves a Smile: Meet PAA’s First Flight Stewardess” New
Horizons, Oct-Dec, 1944, 24.
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on these issues is akin to Aldous Huxley’s epic Brave New World (1932), a disillusioning

account of a promising world gone wrong.

In Huxley’s vision, a vast number of divisive issues tied to inequality have been

rectified by technological innovation.  Race has been eradicated by virtue of genetic

blending (save for the persistence of Indian “savages,” who have opted out of

civilization), and the differences between men and women have been largely eliminated,

since both enter the workforce and no longer have families to raise.  Sex has been

completely reduced to a simple form of recreation, as reproduction now occurs in test

tubes to guarantee eugenically desirable specimens.   Both men and women are expected

to be non-monogamous, and pregnancy—even its telltale sign of female body fat—has

become a reason for ostracism.

Through the years, flight attendants would find Huxley’s visions of streamlined

society eerily familiar.  Race effectively disappeared as a workplace consideration for

flight attendants, since dark-skinned men and women (those eugenically and hygienically

inferior) were forcibly kept out.  The legacy of Pullman porters was seen as simply too

backward-looking to persist in the futuristic age of the airplane.  Another similarity to

Huxley’s vision involved gender, as 1930s flight attendants—on the surface, at

least—enjoyed the same sort of equality as in the novel.  Indeed, both sexes were allowed

access to the job (though no individual airline had a gender-integrated flight attendant

corps until 1943) and were paid equally well.  Just below the surface, however, this

gender equality was exposed as farcical.  Women only attained the job after surrendering

the potential for true equality: access to the plane’s cockpit, as well as its galleys.  Thus,
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even as women gained access to a career that opened up a realm outside the home—and

even offered the mobility to travel to places far away—they did so as de facto

subordinates to men.

These women’s bodies also were heavily policed, so that they reflected the brave

new world of genetic perfection.  In order to be hired, women applicants submitted to

rigorous scrutiny of their weight, face, teeth, hands and feet, all to demonstrate good

breeding and proper grooming.  Without the immediate benefit of future eugenic

innovations to perfect their bodies, stewardesses of the 1930s instead constantly endured

weight checks and wore corsets to conform to the streamlined ideal of feminine beauty.

Even Huxley’s most radical notions of streamlined sexuality came to fruition for these

women: they were forbidden to marry, immediately dismissed for pregnancy, and

presumed to be sexually available for both customers and pilots (though not to the same

degree as the 1960s).  Thus, more than any other mainstream profession, flight attendants

embodied Huxley’s dystopic vision of life in the age of high technology.

Of course, even Huxley’s narrative of sexual license in the ultra-modern age had

discernible limits.  Most significantly, the promiscuous characters of Brave New World

remained comfortably within the confines of heterosexuality, with men easily discernible

from women and homosexuality dismissed as an extinct imperfection from the Victorian

era.91  Huxley also based the narrative drama in the novel around several male-female

                                                  
91 The lone mention of homosexuality in Huxley’s work comes in a conversation between the Director of
Hatcheries and Conditioning and his pupils.  The practice is clearly not a consideration for the young
students themselves, who now have the fuller freedom to choose a more fulfilling sexual path:

He let out the amazing truth. For a very long period before the time of Our Ford,
and even for some generations afterwards, erotic play between children had been
regarded as abnormal (there was a roar of laughter); and not only abnormal, actually
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erotic relationships, providing space only for such heterosexual expressions of sexuality.

The reader would have no idea that intense fears abounded well before Huxley that the

US economic system was begetting mannish women and womanly men, while economic

independence from the family under industrial capitalism was fostering the spread of a

homosexual identity.92

Historians have thus far done a similar job of censoring queerness from the brave

new world of the 1930s flight attendant.  They have stressed an alleged gender

complementarity on the plane—manly pilots in the cockpit, and feminine stewardesses in

the cabin—and have refused to engage elements of history that diverge from this gender-

essentializing narrative.  Such conventional renderings of the airplane’s labor force

completely leave out the male steward.  He embodies an ultra-modern sexual position

that both Huxley and flight attendant historians have refused to countenance: a gender-

bending, potentially homosexual presence in the heart of the brave new world—the

airplane.  If the stewardess endures the fullest disciplines envisioned by Huxley (control

of one’s weight, loss of marriage, and censure upon pregnancy), the steward endures

his—and historians’—silence.  This silence is complicit, however, in concealing the

various ways that these working men embodied a de-militarized American manhood

                                                                                                                                                      
immoral (no!): and had therefore been rigorously suppressed.

A look of astonished incredulity appeared on the faces of his listeners. Poor little
kids not allowed to amuse themselves? They could not believe it.

"Even adolescents," the D.H.C. was saying, "even adolescents like yourselves …"
"Not possible!"
"Barring a little surreptitious auto-erotism and homosexuality–absolutely nothing."
"Nothing?"

Aldous Huxley, Brave New World (New York: Harper Perennial, 1998 (originally 1932)), 32-3.
92 Lisa Duggan details homophobic attitudes towards such economically-based social innovations as the
New Woman, portrayed as a potential mannish lesbian, dating as far back as the 1890s.  Lisa Duggan,
Saphic Slashers: Sex, Violence, and American Modernity (Durham: Duke Press, 2000).
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more at ease in the otherwise feminized realms of style and fashion.  The “streamlined

steward” is, thus, an ancestor of contemporary American manhood—especially of a more

fluid “metrosexuality”—who has been completely forgotten and submerged beneath the

historical memory of the Cold War period, when men were no longer free to embrace

softness and style.
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Chapter 2 A Gendered “Military-Industrial Complex”: Economic
and Political Reasons for the Steward’s Demise in the 1950s

The following two chapters study an airline industry radically transformed by

World War II.  Thanks to the mass production of aircraft throughout the war and the

“democratization” of air travel resulting from more affordable ticket pricing after the war,

both the supply and demand for air travel exploded.  US airlines in 1941 had carried

roughly five million passengers.  Despite the decline of commercial air travel during the

war itself, 15 million people flew in 1946, and almost 55 million did so by 1958.  Thus,

by the close of the 1950s, air travel had expanded over 10 times since the prewar period.93

A new era of mass air transportation had begun, kickstarted by World War II and

demobilization.   While many of the same corporations remained from the 1930s—Pan

Am, Eastern, United, American, Delta, and TWA were still the major players—the

culture of the airlines basically began anew.  The combination of high employee turnover

due to the war, massive expansion in hiring after 1945, significant changes in aircraft

technology, drastic increases in passengers, and a proliferation of new routes all marked a

radical break in the historical development of the airlines from the 1930s.

As a new airline culture consolidated in tandem with the new economic and

geopolitical order of the Cold War, the flight attendant culture changed radically as well.

Gone were the flying nurses of the prewar years, replaced by women who possessed no

qualifications as safety professionals and instead were chosen primarily on the basis of

                                                  
93 These statistics come from David Courtwright, Sky as Frontier: Adventure, Aviation, and Empire
(College Station: TAMU Press, 2005), 127-128.
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their youth, good looks, and charm.  Even more drastically, men in the 1950s lost any

opportunity to become stewards.  By 1959, both Pan Am and Eastern had completely

reversed their prewar policy of hiring only men and instead refused to accept them for

such jobs.  Thereafter, male flight attendants were hired only by carriers such as TWA

and Northwest for their purser positions on international routes.  Domestic passengers

would virtually never encounter a male steward, save for the handful of veteran stewards

flying with Eastern or a few smaller airlines.

The goal of the following two chapters is to answer why the airlines that had

previously hired men reversed course.  What was it about 1950s society—and 1950s

aviation more specifically—that compelled such a radical redrawing of the gender line on

commercial airplanes, so as to exclude men from the flight attendant corps?  Behind the

demise of the steward, however, lies a more complicated struggle over masculinity in the

flight attendant corps, one hinted at by the TWA and Northwest exceptions.  From 1945

until roughly 1950, airlines actually increased their hiring of stewards, as some

companies that previously had never hired men started doing so.  Thus, the expulsion of

men by 1959 was simply the last act in a more schizophrenic decade-and-a-half that first

saw enhanced male privileges for stewards, such as preferential hiring for veterans and

automatic promotions to the purser position.

This first chapter on the postwar moment focuses on the economic and political

reasons for this inconsistent, though ultimately antagonistic treatment of male flight

attendants.  I link these developments to the “military-industrial complex,” the collusion

of corporate, military, and governmental power identified by President Dwight
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Eisenhower in his last few days in office in 1961.  Eisenhower alerted Americans to the

dangerous potential of this amalgamation of power, even as he recognized “the

imperative need for [the] development” of a much larger military and a correspondingly

large armaments industry, thanks to the geopolitical threats of the Cold War.  His main

concern was to “guard against the acquisition of unwarranted influence…by the military-

industrial complex,” especially as national defense demanded a larger amount of

government budgets and the country’s industrial output than at any previous time of

peace.  This major economic and political re-orientation had the residual effect of

reshaping “the very structure of our society” and was so expansive, in Eisenhower’s

view, that the “total influence—economic, political, even spiritual—is felt in every city,

every Statehouse, every office of the Federal government.”94

Most historians have utilized the term in a more limited way than Eisenhower

himself, primarily as a lens to discuss attempts by corporations to defraud the US

military, by Congress to inflate military budgets, and by the military to over-articulate

perceived security threats.95  This chapter returns to the more expansive thrust of

Eisenhower’s term, as I argue that the military-industrial complex also heavily affected

the non-military industry of commercial aviation, influencing even the choice by the

                                                  
94 President Dwight Eisenhower’s Farewell Address, Jan 17, 1961.  <http://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Military-
Industrial_Complex_Speech>
95 The military-industrial complex has received more scholarly consideration in moments of particular
foreign policy challenges.  The first wave of books regarding the topic date from the Vietnam War and
include Herbert Schiller and Joseph Phillips, eds., Super State: Readings in the Military-Industrial Complex
(Urbana: Univ. of Illinois Press, 1970) and Max Stackhouse, The Ethics of Necropolis: An Essay on the
Military-Industrial Complex and the Quest for a Just Peace (Boston: Beacon Press, 1971).  Later works on
the military-industrial complex include Ann Markusen and Joel Yudken, Dismantling the Cold War
Economy (New York: Basic Books, 1992) and William Greider, Fortress America: The American Military
and the Consequences of Peace (New York: Public Affairs, 1998).
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airlines to make the flight attendant corps exclusively female. As aircraft technology

increasingly became the primary domain of the US military during and after World War

II, even passenger planes gained a more militarized aura in the public consciousness.

Precisely to counter this potentially unsettling stigma amongst prospective first-time

customers in the 1950s, the airlines worked hard to de-militarize the connotations of air

travel by “domesticating” their service, making the plane feel more home-like and cozy.

They achieved this by giving the plane interior a “feminine” touch, primarily by placing

the cabin under the tutelage of a matronly white woman rather than a man.  Male flight

attendants, then, became indirect casualties—collateral damage—of the military-

industrial complex.

A second crucial focus of this chapter is the unionization of the flight attendant

corps, which also took place immediately after World War II.  The victories won by these

unions were meant to benefit the workforce through better salaries and more just work

rules.  And, indeed, the unions succeeded on these counts within the first few years of

collective bargaining.  Arguably, the men of the flight attendant corps benefited most

from these new contracts, especially as stewards often enjoyed a double wage increase:

through both improved wage scales for all flight attendants and automatic promotions to

the higher-paying purser category.  In the end, however, such male-privileged victories

only facilitated the demise of the steward.  The airlines found men prohibitively

expensive as flight attendants, as they accrued much more seniority—and consequently

better wages, vacation privileges, sick leave, and pension commitments—than women.

Stewardesses became a low-cost alternative to men, especially as the airlines forced these
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women to retire once they married or reached age 32 or 35 (a new form of discrimination

imposed in the 1950s), exempting their stewards from such onerous policies.  Thus, the

cost advantages of hiring women over men added an extra incentive for the airlines to

“domesticate” their cabins, leading to the steward’s ultimate expulsion from the job.

Overall, considering male flight attendants significantly complicates the history of

gender and the workplace in the 1950s.  Typically, this history focuses on the banishment

of women from industrial and other customarily “masculine” jobs they held during the

war.  Women were wooed—and, if that didn’t work, coerced—out of the workforce and

back into the domestic sphere, to make way for returning veterans.  Rosie the Riveter,

who served as an icon validating women’s wartime gender transgression at work,

morphed into television housewife June Cleaver as the iconic image for white middle-

class women.  The steward, however, complicates this history by pointing to a group of

men who also lost their jobs as a result of the male-centered priorities of demobilization.

Indeed, when considered together, Rosie and her Doppelgänger, the steward, clarify that

it was not women as a class, but rather those who transgressed traditional gender norms

who were the casualties of the Cold War gender order. Just as some professions were

once again segregated into male-only realms, so too did other careers become female-

only.  Those attempting to break through this gender segregation were castigated as

“queers” and subjected to a much more virulent form of homophobia than existed in the

1930s.

That having been said, as in any male-privileged historical moment, women were

arguably the biggest losers of demobilization and the consequential retrenchment of
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traditional gender norms on airplanes.  Far more numerous than the stewards kept out of

work and hounded by homophobia were the stewardesses whose status in the workplace

changed drastically for the worse.  While these women ostensibly benefited from the job

being reserved exclusively for them, they were now regarded as something less than

service professionals.  Instead, they became more valued for their beauty and their

femininity alone, representing to passengers both motherhood and eroticized

madamhood.  These sorts of cultural representations of stewardesses and stewards receive

further discussion in Chapter Three, but nonetheless remain intimately related with the

political and economic developments discussed here.

Domesticating military hardware: Airplanes and the military-industrial complex

Airplanes have always been a product of intense cooperation between the military

and private industry.  Before the war, a vast majority of planes were purchased by the US

military, as would be the case after World War II as well.96  However, commercial

airliners and military aircraft advanced in tandem during the pre-war years, since aviation

research and development was shared via a common governmental agency.97  Innovations

                                                  
96 For an analysis of the military’s role as a catalyst of pre-World War II aircraft manufacturing, see Jacob
Vander Meulen, The Politics of Aircraft: Building an American Military Industry (Lawrence: University
Press of Kansas, 1991).  While Vander Meulen classifies this pre-war period as a military-industrial
complex, he also contends that it differed significantly from that which arose in World War II, especially
because the relationship between government and industry before the war was very detrimental to the
companies and often quite adversarial.  The strictures that the military placed on contracts for new aircraft
before World War II were so onerous that the companies almost always lost money.  Making money on
commercial designs was just as difficult, since technology advanced so rapidly that manufacturers hardly
ever recouped their research and development costs through sales of a particular model.
97 The National Advisory Committee for Aeronautics (NACA), funded by the US government, was the
primary clearing house for this research and development.  “As a publicly funded agency, NACA made its
research available to all interested parties, convening an annual conference to brief manufacturers and the
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that might have been developed as part of a government contract (more powerful engines,

lighter-weight fuselages, etc.) were quickly adopted in commercial aircraft as well.

Indeed, airlines such as Pan Am—not the US military—at times spearheaded the advance

of aviation technology.  The airlines’ demands for greater capacity, longer cruising range,

and higher-altitude aircraft could be just as pressing on manufacturers like Boeing,

Curtiss, Douglas, and Sikorsky as military contracts.  Thus, even when hostilities broke

out in late 1941, the US Army Air Force possessed a fleet that was occasionally

technologically deficient compared to those of private carriers.  Pan Am actually

acquiesced in the military’s lease of its largest and most advanced aircraft, the oversized

Pan Am Clippers, since the military possessed nothing of the sort.  Likewise, Douglas

Aircraft simply modified its DC-3, released for the airlines in 1935, to create the

backbone of Allied military aircraft during World War II, the C-47 transport plane.

The war, however, radically reworked this relationship between military and

commercial aviation, kickstarting the creation of the modern military-industrial complex

that persisted throughout the Cold War era.  With Hitler’s buildup of a Luftwaffe and

increasingly aggressive foreign policy, including the annexation of the Sudetenland in

late 1938, President Franklin Roosevelt articulated a new priority for the US aviation

industry: 10,000 planes for the Air Corps and a production capacity of 20,000 per year.98

When the Low Countries and France fell in 1940, the President ratcheted up his calls for

more air power, pressing for 50,000 new aircraft per year for the military.  Congress

                                                                                                                                                      
military services.” David Courtwright, Sky as Frontier: Adventure, Aviation, and Empire (College Station:
TAMU Press, 2005), 98.
98  Vander Meulen, 198.
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responded that same year with an injection of $2.9 billion for purchases of military

aircraft.99  From that moment on, the face of the aircraft industry changed drastically.

Aircraft output soared, from roughly 2,000 planes in 1939 to 18,466 in 1941, finally

peaking at over 96,300 in 1944.100  Aircraft manufacturers now devoted their research

and development almost exclusively to the military’s fleet, which became far more

technologically advanced than that of the airlines.  Manufacturers produced impressive

technological innovations in a very short period of time.  Boeing’s B-29 Superfortress

bomber became the new mammoth of the skies, boasting enough capacity to carry an

atomic bomb (as it did, in August 1945).  It also was one of the first aircrafts with a

pressurized cabin, an innovation that finally allowed cruising altitudes in excess of

10,000 feet without oxygen masks.  Perhaps the most radical innovation of the war years

was the jet engine plane, which debuted in 1944.  While still too novel to be of practical

use during the war itself, jet technology—which ultimately tripled the speeds even of

transport planes—became the cornerstone of military aviation research and development

throughout the late 1940s and 1950s.101

World War II definitively consigned commercial aviation to a secondary tier, at

least in terms of research and development and overall revenue for companies like

Boeing and Lockheed.  As jet technology continued to progress, it was military

aircraft—not civilian carriers—which possessed this awe-inspiring technology and

                                                  
99 Ibid., 206-207.
100 Air Force Historical Research Agency, Army Air Force Statistical Digest: World War II, Table 79, p.
127. <http://afhra.maxwell.af.mil/aafsd/aafsd_list_of_tables_aircraftequipment.html>
101 The cruising speed of the DC-3, which would remain the primary plane in civil aviation for much of the
1950s, was 170mph, while the Boeing 707, which debuted with Pan Am in October 1958, cruised at
540mph.
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heralded the onset of the “jet age” that so captured Americans’ imagination.  While

pressurized cabins were quickly introduced into commercial use (1946), the jet engine

remained military-only technology in the US until 1958.102  Indeed, the most major

innovations for airliners in the immediate postwar age—pressurized cabins and jet

engines—came second-hand, developed thanks to military funding and applied first to

military aircraft.  Airplanes were now primarily products of the armaments industry, and

their research and development depended on the consortium of Congressmen, military

generals, and manufacturing executives typical of the military-industrial complex.

Furthermore, in the immediate aftermath of the war, airlines experienced yet

another revolutionary change as a result of the military-industrial complex: a sudden glut

of transport planes decommissioned by the military and offered to the airlines and

charters at cut-rate prices.  While the airlines possessed 397 aircraft at the end of the war,

a glut of over 5,000 transport planes converted from military use—mostly C-47s—were

ready to enter the civilian market.103  This sudden and dramatic increase in the supply of

saleable seats forced the airlines to alter their business plans considerably, leaving them

little choice but to coax new customers to fly.  Aviation innovators like Juan Trippe of

Pan Am embraced the new economics of oversupply caused by the war and introduced
                                                  
102 These two dates are the Lockheed Constellation’s inauguration with TWA (Feb. 1946) and Pan Am’s
first flight of a Boeing 707 (Oct. 1958).  These represent the first mass introductions of pressurized cabins
and jet technology into commercial use, but they were not the first.  TWA flew the pressurized Boeing
Stratoliner starting in 1940, but it still maxed out at 14,000 feet cruising altitude, where as the Constellation
could cruise at 20,000 feet (finally above bad weather).  See Courtwright 104.  The British-produced de
Havilland Comet was the first civilian jet plane, as it entered service in 1952 with British Overseas Airways
(BOAC).  Boeing’s product was far superior, however, thanks to the fact that it was a well-funded project
initially developed for the US military (the military version was the KC-135 Stratotanker).  The fact that
both the Constellation and the 707 were developed with ample US military funding only reinforces the
importance of the “military-industrial complex” to commercial aviation.
103 These C-47s, the same plane as the DC-3 civilian aircraft, could be purchased from the military for
$25,000, or just $4,000 a year.  Solberg 323, 328.
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novel pricing schemes, including a cheaper, less luxurious coach class and even more

economical night flights. Trippe believed that his company’s future lay in democratizing

access to air travel: “Air transport has the very clear choice of becoming a luxury service

to carry the well-to-do at high prices—or to carry the average man at what he can afford

to pay.  Pan American has chosen the latter course.”104  These novelties quickly forced

airlines to evolve from a solely elitist mode of transport to a product appealing to

different types of customers with different price points.  At the very low end of the

pricing schema, in fact, airlines became a relatively inexpensive alternative to buses,

trains, or ships.  Even economic migrants, such as Puerto Ricans seeking better jobs in

the mainland US, could often muster the money to purchase an airline ticket.105

However, the most logical solution to the oversupply crisis was to rework the

gender composition of the airlines’ customer base.  Upper-middle class women and

children, who were typically left out of air travel in the 1930s, were now the most

obvious growth market for the airlines.  Businessmen remained the core passengers, since

they flew more frequently and were willing to pay more than cost-conscious coach

passengers.  Yet, the airlines reasoned that upper-middle class women and children,

especially the businessman’s spouse or even his entire family traveling on vacation,

                                                  
104 Quoted in Justine Harari, “Madeline Cuniff: Pioneer of Trans-Atlantic Routes” Flight Attendant
Magazine (Sept/Oct 1986), 22. Pan Am had introduced a “tourist class” even on its lucrative trans-Atlantic
routes by 1952.
105 The late 1940s and 1950s saw the age of globalization’s first mass migration to the mainland United
States conducted by air, rather than by ship or overland from Mexico.  Two thirds of the five million
migrants from Puerto Rico—flying Pan Am, Eastern, and a sundry of charter airlines—made their way to
the mainland US by air.  They usually arrived in the early morning hours, having flown on low-fare
overnight coach tickets from San Juan to New York.  See Jorge Duany, The Puerto Rican Nation on the
Move: Identities on the Island & in the United States (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press,
2002) and Courtwright, 130.
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would be prone to purchase higher-priced tickets as well.  This was especially true, since

Cold War prosperity only added to the proclivities of upper-middle class Americans to

travel, especially fostering a rather new passion for summer vacationing, while also

expanding interest in the more customary winter sojourns to Florida or Cuba.  Certainly,

then, the postwar tourism boom was closely intertwined with the military-industrial

complex, as it was partially an offshoot of the oversupply in aircraft caused by the war.106

At the same time, the military-industrial complex had significant gendered

consequences for the airline industry.  From a public relations perspective, oversupply led

the airlines to “feminize” their product in a variety of ways, all in an effort to make it

more desirable to women and children.  As we shall see, this prioritization of femininity

was a contributing factor in the steward’s demise by the close of the 1950s, since

stewardesses were deemed to have greater “cross-over appeal”: men, women, and

children all allegedly preferred female flight attendants.

Yet, before the airlines could expand their customer base to include more women

and children, they needed to overcome a residual stigma of the military-industrial

complex by convincing these first-time fliers that air travel was safe and comfortable.

While all sorts of customers were awed by the airplane’s connotations of a brave new

world of technological innovation, the increasingly militarized connotations of the

airplane were unsettling to many.  These uneasy potential customers were regaled with

                                                  
106 Tourism benefited from other Cold War political policies as well.  Just as the government during
demobilization effectively subsidized the supply of inexpensive air travel, it did the same with road
transportation through the interstate highway system.  Even though politicians justified these highways as
vital to national security, they also spurred rapid growth in the tourism industry as a by-product.  Cheap and
available transportation meant greater entrepreneurial efforts to coax Americans to travel more frequently
and further away from home than they had been accustomed.
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stories of pilots’ daring heroics from the war, Hollywood films replete with dogfights and

ghastly crashes, and news reports of the first combat missions for jet planes over Korea.

The situation was exacerbated on August 7, 1955, when Boeing executives showed off

their prototype of the 707 commercial airliner to a delegation of International Air

Transport Association (IATA) executives.  Test pilot Alvin “Tex” Johnston,

unbeknownst to Boeing personnel, had decided to send the plane into a barrel roll during

the test flight.  Naturally, the sight of the passenger plane flying upside down was an

instant media hit, replayed often on television and reproduced in newspapers throughout

the country.107  Yet, as much as this vision of adventuring masculinity and overpowering

technology wowed the public, it also caused many to wonder whether commercial air

travel was safe, comfortable, and uneventful.  With military heroes in the cockpit and jet

engines perched under the wings, commercial aircraft by the late 1950s risked alienating

customers by virtue of its ties to militarized masculinity.

Airlines effectively had to conceal their machines’ muscular engineering potential

(no more barrel rolls) and instead disguise them as cozy, warm spaces akin to the family

living room.  In promoting their product to women, the airlines followed the following

policy: “Tell them how comfortable they’ll be, how delicious their meals are, how

capable the stewardesses are, how luxurious their surroundings will be, and you can ‘sell’

                                                  
107 Boeing’s first 707 prototype was so dependent on the military version of the plane, the KC-135, that it
didn’t even have windows in the fuselage.  This was another visual image that would have provoked
consternation in some first-time travelers uneasy about the militaristic overtones of air travel.  Ann
Markusen and Joel Yudken, Dismantling the Cold War Economy (New York: Basic Books, 1992), 57.
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women on air travel.  Leave the ‘revolutions per minute’ to the men.”108  The airlines

were certainly not alone in their efforts to domesticate military-inspired machinery.  In

his study of tail-finned automobiles—another ostensibly masculine, militarized product

of the Cold War—Jeffrey Meikle notes a similar effort by car makers:

For all the emphasis on the automobile, there was something profoundly
domestic about popular design of the 1950s.  With few exceptions…the
postwar American automobile was itself designed to be a family car.
According to George Walker, the design director at Ford, “the person
we're designing it for is the American woman” because she supposedly
had the final word in its purchase.  Automotive design itself was as much
about interiors as exteriors.  Even modestly priced cars offered luxurious
comfort.  Walker bragged that “we've spent millions to make the floor
covering like the carpet in her living room.”  Loose suspension minimized
the feel of the road as driver and passengers settled back into large, deep,
sofa-like seats—with a feeling of comfort reinforced by ribbed and quilted
upholstery, padded dashboards and side panels, and often large armrests in
the back seat.109

Meikle’s work suggests that 1950s transportation design strove for a symbiosis between

masculine and feminine elements: products such as cars and airplanes needed to appeal to

both sexes.  They maintained this appeal through a give-and-take that was visible even in

cars’ designs, which compensated for an exterior that projected mechanical power with

an interior that was excessively luxurious and comfortable.  The airlines, of course, ran

an even greater risk that their planes—since they were by-products of the armaments

industry—would be perceived as too militarized, too masculine.  If the plane’s

technology and all-veteran pilot corps over-represented militarism, then the cabin would

have to over-represent both domestic tranquility and femininity.
                                                  
108 Helen Stansbury, director of United’s women’s traffic division, 1937.  Quoted in Courtwright, 107.
Marketing in the 1950s would be no different than the initial attempts from the 1930s, which Stansbury was
a part of.
109 Jeffrey Meikle, “Forms, Functions and Mixed Motives: A Natural History of Streamlining,” paper
presented at Conference on “The Art Deco World,” V&A, London, April 26, 2003.
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As a result, the airlines actively sought to “feminize” their product in a variety of

ways.  This was achieved in part through advertisements that focused heavily on

women’s bodies, though not yet in a sexual way.  These ads used women as a symbolic

counter-balance to the plane’s over-masculinized connotations. Most telling are these

images from Eastern and National Airlines, one from November 1945, just after

hostilities ended, and the other from the dawn of the jet age in January 1960.  Both super-

impose a feminine image over the aircraft in a way that radically interrupts the militaristic

iconography of airplanes (dogfights with MIG fighter jets, films of kamikazes, footage of

the Enola Gay over Hiroshima).  The effect of both is akin to the centuries-old tradition

of carving feminine figures into the mastheads of ships and giving ships female names.

The otherwise masculine pursuits of exploration, sea-faring, slave-trading, pirating, and

naval warfare are fastened to more serene notions of home, family, and motherland via

the image of the woman.  (See Images 2.1 and 2.2)

Other advertisements stressed the feminized nature of the airplane’s interior by

portraying scenes of comfortable and content passengers, especially women and children.

Not surprisingly, several of these in-flight images also portray a female flight attendant,

who now carried an additional burden of embodying the hostess of a family living room

in the air.  As Lloyd Wilson, Pan Am’s Director of Flight Services during the 1950s and

1960s, noted about hiring practices for flight attendants, “What we are looking for in our

cabin attendants…are girls who can be hostesses, welcoming friends into their own
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home.”110  Miami-based National Airlines offers a classic snapshot of such ads, as they

chose to display either women or children customers in a majority of their ads during the

decade.  While some ads were still text-heavy descriptions boasting of promotional fares,

new destinations, or improved schedules, the main ads became image-driven, usually

scenes of comfort on the plane itself.  Ads such as this 1956 image do more than place

cute little girls and sharply dressed women into the fold of appropriate airline passengers.

They also rewrite the relationship between technological innovation and masculinity.

The cozy jet plane, with relaxed passengers sitting cross-legged in plush seats, even

allows a fragile little girl to harmlessly saunter down the aisleway—thanks to the

technological innovation of radar.  Now that the DC-7 aircraft could detect turbulent air

pockets due to a radar system embedded in its nose, the little girl can roam the plane as

freely as she would her own home.  In the process, a piece of military hardware—the

radar-guided plane—becomes de-militarized and domesticated.  The ad’s text affirms that

the technology is actually decidedly feminine, as it christens the DC-7 the “Smoothest

Sweetheart in the Sky,” thereby merging the identity of the mammoth aircraft with the

fragile little girl.  (see Image 2.3.)

The airlines’ attempts at feminizing the plane in ads also included several

portrayals of stewardesses serving passengers.  The ads depicted stewardesses as

professionally dressed young women assuming a role of ersatz mothers for their

                                                  
110 This comment was made in 1967, but also came in the context of Wilson reflecting on the crucial time in
the 1950s when Pan Am stopped hiring men as flight attendants. “Transcript of Testimony Heard before the
Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, On September 12, 1967, on the Subject of ‘Occupational
Qualifications for Position of Flight Cabin Attendant within Meaning of Section 703 (e) of the Civil Rights
Act,” 114.  Located in Diaz v. Pan Am  (case # 69-206) folder, National Archives Southeast Region,
Atlanta, GA.
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customers.  This image, a part of Eastern Air Lines’ 1954 ad campaign, represented a

somewhat new twist on Captain Eddie Rickenbacker’s years-long emphasis on the

airline’s exemplary safety record.  While still stressing the “confidence” begot from the

airline’s “double dependability” (top-notch machinery and personnel), the core of this

confidence is now placed literally at the bosom of the stewardess.  Her gentle matronly

touch of feeding an infant while the child’s real mother relaxes and enjoys her coffee

suggests that the airline has now achieved perfect mastery of the skies.  Indeed, it has

allowed a female-dominated realm of motherhood and domestic leisure to flourish on

board its planes.  As though paralleling the examples of Images 2.1 and 2.2, the image of

the stewardess feeding a child literally sits atop the piece of machinery that has enabled

such domestication: the larger, faster, and more comfortable Lockheed Constellation.

The Constellation’s debut in the immediate postwar moment revolutionized passenger air

travel in key ways.111  As the ad notes, the Constellation boasted air conditioning and

pressurized cabins, which allowed cruising altitudes above the weather patterns that

caused air sickness and bumpy rides.   It also allowed non-stop flights from Miami to

New York for the first time.  Families could now traverse America’s eastern seaboard in

just four hours. (See Image 2.4.)

                                                  
111 Release of the Constellation involved an intense rivalry between Pan Am’s Juan Trippe and TWA’s
Howard Hughes, which is treated in depth in the Hollywood film The Aviator (2004).  The Constellation’s
increased capacity and flight distance, coupled with Hughes’ winning approval from the Civil Aeronautics
Board (CAB), allowed TWA to break Pan Am’s monopoly in the trans-Atlantic realm and, temporarily,
enjoy the publicity of offering faster, more luxurious service from New York to Europe.  Eastern under
Eddie Rickenbacker was always more conservative about investing in new technology.  The first
Constellations in Eastern’s fleet arrived in mid-1947, a full year-and-a-half after TWA’s debut of
Constellation service in February 1946.
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The fact that this ad from Eastern, published in the Miami Herald on November 8,

1954, seems over-determined in its femininity was certainly intentional.  On that day in

particular, the ad needed to overcome far more than the customary associations between

planes and militarized masculinity.  November 8 was the very day that the Herald’s

headlines announced the conclusion of the trial of the two young men who murdered

Eastern steward William Simpson.  From the night of his death on August 3, Miamians

were regaled with startling revelations about this steward and his secret life as a

homosexual.  Indeed, his murder was the work of two men barely out of high school, one

of whom Simpson had propositioned for sex and drove to Lovers Lane.  I will offer a

fuller discussion of the Simpson murder in the following chapter.  For now, suffice it to

note the intentional juxtaposition of the Eastern ad—replete with a doting, motherly

stewardess—on page A12 and the expansive headline at the top of page B1: “Youths

Guilty of Manslaughter In Fatal Shooting of Steward.”112  While the stewardess

seemingly embodied exactly what the airlines needed to feminize their product, the

steward embodied a far more troubling effeminacy—that of a “perverted” man who

played women’s roles at work and ipso facto was sexually attracted to other men. Thus,

while both Eastern and Pan Am used their stewards quite effectively during public

relations campaigns in the 1930s, stewards disappeared from newspaper advertising

during the 1950s altogether.  His only visibility, unlike the doting stewardess of this ad,

was in the Herald’s sensational homophobic headlines.

                                                  
112 Richard Rundell, “Youths Guilty of Manslaughter In Fatal Shooting of Steward,” Miami Herald, Nov 8
1954, B1.  The airline, when making its ad buys for the week, would have been aware that the Simpson
trial was concluding and would receive either front-page headlines or coverage on the first page of the local
news section.
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The overall ability of the airlines to domesticate their planes—to convert this

piece of military hardware into a product that appealed to fearful first-time fliers—was

vital to their success.  The military-industrial complex had effectively dumped thousands

of planes into commercial service and forced a radical reworking of airlines’ business

plans.  Profitability fundamentally required a novel approach to gender in the skies.  It

depended on an all-out campaign to convert the airplane from a war machine to a gentle

giant (a “sweetheart in the skies”) welcoming to women and children.  Since flight

attendants were the most visible and obvious way to gender the cabin as a feminine

domain, it became increasingly imperative for the airlines to hire women over men.  In

this sense, then, the military-industrial complex had profound consequences for stewards

and stewardesses.  It made stewards undesirable for this work, due to their failure to

embody the domesticated femininity needed to lure female customers.  Stewardesses’

work, meanwhile, increasingly resembled that of a hostess and ersatz childcare provider.

Such a devolution meant a loss of the professional status that a nursing certificate or

training as a highly qualified safety professional had formerly rendered.  As the airlines’

passenger base became more feminized—women went from 25 percent of passengers

before the war to 33 percent by the end of the 1950s—so too did the flight attendant

corps.113

                                                  
113 Female customers composed 25 percent of air passengers before the war and just 15 percent during the
war itself.  Solberg, Conquest of the Skies, 275. This increased to 33 percent in the 1950s.  Courtwright,
128.  This significant rise in the percentage of women travelers coincided with the substantial increase in
the sheer number of airline passengers discussed earlier, meaning that the airlines carried roughly 1.25
million women in 1941 and about 5 million in 1958.
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Yet, by concluding this section so definitively—stewards ostracized and

eventually no longer hired, stewardesses more prominent than ever (though in a

diminished professional capacity)—there is much that is glossed over.  While this

summation is indeed the Cold War consensus that ultimately prevailed, it took nearly a

decade after World War II for events to consolidate in this way, long after the planes

inherited from the military had created the initial glut of seating capacity that helped

trigger this feminization.  In the meantime, a whole set of gender constellations competed

with each other for prominence in the flight attendant corps, some of which decidedly

favored stewards over stewardesses.  Additionally, other major developments altered the

economics of the airline industry just as crucially as the glut of aircraft, including the

unionization of the flight attendant corps.  I turn now to these other topics, starting first

with attempts to assert male privilege in the flight attendant corps immediately after the

war.

Re-Manning the Flight Attendant Corps

  Airlines, like most other employers in the country, felt obliged to reward World

War II veterans by accommodating them in the workforce.  Since both Pan Am and

Eastern always maintained that their companies’ first female flight attendant hires were

designed to “relieve men for war duty elsewhere,” there was heavy pressure to rehire men

as stewards once they were decommissioned.114  This sense of obligation pertained first

and foremost to former employees, and Eastern was aware by 1945 that they would soon

                                                  
114 “Girls Join the Crew of Miami Clippers” Pan Americana (v1, n 8), April 1944, 4.
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be inundated with job requests from many of its 1,200 employees-cum-veterans.115  Yet,

the sense of obligation to male veterans went beyond just former employees.  Even as

early as December 1943, Eddie Rickenbacker told Eastern managers of his intentions to

provide for World War II veterans.  According to notes from a staff meeting that month,

“Captain Rickenbacker stated it would be this company’s burden to be prepared to help

place these men in positions where they were qualified.”116  The company further

committed itself to hiring 1,000 wounded veterans who might otherwise face tremendous

difficulty finding work.117

The overall effect of these policies, while certainly noble in intent, was that many

women were placed at a disadvantage in the application process.  Priority given to the

male veterans meant that well-qualified women were overlooked.  This secondary status

for women applicants was very clearly expressed by Rickenbacker himself in his

conversations with upper management:

Don’t hire women unless you have to, but if you do hire women, hire
women with brains.  There are plenty of middle-aged women who have
obligations and responsibilities, who want to do a good job, and there you
will find the answer to some of your problems.118

                                                  
115 In 1945, Eddie Rickenbacker noted, “There will be approximately 1,200 men returned from the Armed
Services.  The majority will want to come back and we want to be in position to absorb them in a manner
that will be beneficial to them and the company.”  “Remarks made by Captain Eddie V. Rickenbacker at
Staff Meeting, September 14, 1945” from EAL Staff Meeting Talks, Vol 1, Record Group 101, Acc 96-66,
Box 3, Eddie Rickenbacker Archive, Auburn University Special Collections, Auburn, AL.
116 “Remarks made by Captain Eddie V. Rickenbacker at Staff Meeting, December 3, 1943” from EAL Staff
Meeting Talks, Vol 1, Record Group 101, Acc 96-66, Box 3, Eddie Rickenbacker Archive, Auburn
University Special Collections, Auburn, AL.
117 “‘We Can Hire 1000 Veterans’” Great Silver Fleet News (9, 6), May 1945, p. 6.
118 “Remarks made by Captain Eddie V. Rickenbacker at Staff Meeting, March 3-7, 1947” from EAL Staff
Meeting Talks, Vol 1, Record Group 101, Acc 96-66, Box 3, Eddie Rickenbacker Archive, Auburn
University Special Collections, Auburn, AL.



96

Rickenbacker’s words contradict themselves, demonstrating the conflicted nature of his

and other employers’ attitudes to women in the workplace at the time.  He realizes that

the abilities and perseverance of certain female employees may well be the “answer” to

the company’s personnel problems, but nonetheless tells his managers to place their

applications at the bottom of the stack.  This sentiment thereby unveils a key tension at

the core of the gender segregation gelling in the 1950s.  Indeed, Rickenbacker clearly was

envisioning certain jobs that could be performed equally well by either sex, while

nonetheless promoting men over women.  He bought into the gender segregation

mentality, even while recognizing the fallacy of such a system from the perspective of

productivity.

As for the flight attendant corps, there was definitely some form of “affirmative

action” favoring these white men at the close of World War II.  Aviation historian Robert

Serling even claims that Rickenbacker again imposed an “edict banning the hiring of any

more women as replacements for departing stewardesses,” which in turn led to higher

percentages of men in the flight attendant corps by 1950.119  Yet, thanks to the rapid

increase in seat capacity after the war, both Eastern and Pan Am continued to hire

stewardesses to cover the growth in demand.  Starting in January 1946, men reappeared

at Eastern’s flight attendant training school, with a good many partaking in a retraining

program established for former stewards who served in the military.  Photos of the first

re-integrated class show that women outnumbered men by a 3-to-1 margin in a class of

                                                  
119 Robert J. Serling, From the Captain to the Colonel (New York: Dial Press, 1980), 239.
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50, but this ratio evened out over the next few years as decommissioning progressed.120

Pan Am by the end of 1946 had a flight attendant corps that was roughly half male and

half female and was training more men than women, at least in its Atlantic Division.121

Even as late as February 1951, Pan Am’s graduating class in the Latin American Division

included seven women and five men.

However, in 1951 the considerable downside of men’s privilege being tied to a

militarized masculinity—as soldiers and veterans—was fully exposed.  Even as Pan

Am’s company newsletter celebrated the new class of flight attendants that February, it

also noted that this mixed-gender makeup could soon end.  The reason was that men’s

availability for work was thrown into doubt by the military’s unanticipated bloody

engagement in Korea.  It noted that, “the five newest stewards…probably will be the last

men hired for this job until the international situation clears.”122  Indeed, another man

who applied for Pan Am in the Seattle base just a few months later discovered that Pan

Am was not hiring men at all.  Despite a strong personal interview and extensive

experience as a steward on charter airlines, applicant Jay Koren was told, “We don’t

                                                  
120 Photo “Twenty-fourth Class of Flight Attendants,” Great Silver Fleet News (10,1), Jan-Feb 1946, 34.
An article from a 1946 issue of the same magazine noted that Eastern at the time employed “240 Flight
Attendants of whom 60 were Stewards.”  But it also mentioned that the number of attendants would expand
to 600 in the coming months, with no breakdown of this future hiring based on sex.  John Stickney, “It’s
the Little Things,” Great Silver Fleet News (May-June, 1946), 11.
121 These statistics cover only the New York-based Atlantic Division, where there were 61 stewards and 54
stewardesses working on January 1, 1947.  The Latin American Division based in Miami, as well as the
divisions headquartered in San Francisco and Seattle, hired and trained flight attendants independently.
“Flight Service Personnel, January 1, 1947” and “Flight Service Personnel, November 1, 1946, Training
Group,” Box 291, folder 4, Pan American Archives, Otto Richter Library, University of Miami, Miami, FL.
122 “Stewards in Spotlight at Miami Graduation,” Clipper: Latin American Division (8,2), Feb 1951, 1.
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anticipate the Ivory Tower giving us the go-ahead to hire [men] until the fall.”123  The

Ivory Tower—Juan Trippe’s New York headquarters high up in the Chrysler

Building—did, however, rescind the no-males directive later in 1951.  Once the front

lines in Korea had basically stalemated by early 1951 (after a year which saw a series of

dramatic losses and equally dramatic victories on the peninsula), the male labor market

on the domestic front stabilized as well.  Now confident that the military would not

require all able-bodied American men, Pan Am hired Koren and many other stewards as

well.

The pre-1951 moment represented perhaps the most expansive embrace of male

flight attendants before the 1970s.  Not only were Pan Am and Eastern hiring again, but

several other airlines who had never hired men starting doing so as well.  On the one

hand, this was a response to the national priority to hire more veterans, but it also

represents an attempt to establish a more patriarchal order in the cabin of the plane.

Since the seating capacity of the post-World War II airplanes had basically doubled when

compared with the prewar DC-3, the work of flight attendants was getting more

complex—and more hierarchical as well.  The new DC-4, DC-6, Boeing Stratocruiser,

and Lockheed Constellation all seated more than 50 passengers; therefore, there were

now as many as four flight attendants serving passengers on any given flight.124  The

                                                  
123 Koren ultimately enjoyed a 40-year career as a flight attendant with Pan Am.  His memoirs offer a
fascinating and significant first-hand history from a male flight attendant whose career spanned the entire
Cold War.  Jay Koren, The Company We Kept (Mc Lean, VA: Paladwr Press, 2000), 32.
124 The DC-4 was actually smaller than these other models, released just a year or two later.  It was
typically furnished with 44 seats in a standard-class arrangement by Pan Am, whereas Eastern had 56 seats
(the charters expanded capacity to 70 seats), while the DC-6, Stratocruiser, and Constellation could
accommodate up to 62 in regular service.  Koren, 18, and John Stickney “It’s the Little Things” Great
Silver Fleet News (10,3), May-June 1946, 11.  The figure of four flight attendants comes from Northwest
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response of several airlines to this predicament was to designate one flight attendant as

the purser, who then delegated responsibilities to the other attendants.  The purser tended

to work more in the galley (preparing food, for example) than in the aisleways of the

plane, keeping greater distance between himself and the passengers.  He was also more in

touch with the pilots for crucial communications and relieved the pilots of a certain

amount of paperwork.  On international flights, the purser processed customs forms and

interacted with border officials.125   He was also paid quite a bit more money as well—a

40% premium over the regular flight attendant salary at Pan Am.126

This high-paying supervisory position was just the veneer of male privilege that

some airlines needed to begin hiring men as flight attendants.  Delta Air Lines, at the time

a domestic-only carrier, introduced the DC-4 to its fleet in 1946 and placed the cabin

under the direction of a male purser.  Braniff in 1947 started service on its first routes

from Texas to Latin America.  It also introduced a new DC-6 fleet, replete with sleeper

cabins, for their long-haul flights that ultimately spanned from Houston, via Havana and

Lima, to Brazil.  The larger flight crews and extra paperwork led Braniff to hire male

pursers for these routes.  The Braniff example was replicated by TWA, which also began

international service—replete with a male-only purser corps—soon after World War II.

Northwest Orient Airlines replaced its DC-4s with Stratocruisers in 1949 and used them

                                                                                                                                                      
Orient Airlines, which typically had two stewardesses, one steward, and one purser on their Stratocruiser
flights to Japan.  Greg Ervice, “Props…Pursers…and Pusan,” Airliners (4,2), Summer 1991, 15.
125 Detailing the purser’s paperwork on Pan Am circa 1947, the Saturday Evening Post noted, “There were
quarantine and immigration forms, baggage declarations and landing cards, the mail book and valuable-
receipt form (pursers are responsible for the mail and air express courier), the ship’s manifest, reservation
cards, the weight-and-balance sheet and several special forms for the [host country’s] authorities.”  Richard
Thruelsen, “Women at Work: Airline Hostess,” Saturday Evening Post (May 24, 1947), 70.
126 Koren, 39.
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primarily on their routes over the Pacific to Japan (a route they were awarded soon after

the war).  The airline hired both male stewards and pursers during the immediate postwar

period.  Yet, the purser position was reserved as a male-only job, even though

stewardesses often had greater seniority and were trained to handle the paperwork when

there was no purser available.127

Eastern Air Lines followed the trend of bestowing on men the newly-introduced

status of purser.  Indeed, Rickenbacker’s attempt mirrors that of the other carriers to

integrate the flight attendant corps along gender lines, while also effectively segregating

it into a two-tiered, male-privileged realm.  Eastern even divided its flight attendant

classes by sex, with the men’s sequence focused more on personnel management and

paperwork and the women’s classes devoted increasingly to hygiene and beauty:

Each Saturday during the training course the stewardess trainees attend
Dorothy Gray’s salon on Fifth Avenue where they are coached by experts
on intelligent make-up, hair-do, speech and posture—a “charm” course
that would cost the private client $25.128

Placing men automatically into the position of purser meant that they were better-paid

and immediately enjoyed responsibility for the rest of the flight crew, even over women

with considerably more seniority.  This hierarchical imbalance was also expressed in the

plane’s cabin, where the men remained in the galleys for much of the flight: “a Purser

will prepare the food and a Stewardess will serve.”129

The steward’s new status as manly and militarized was perfected by a drastic

uniform change from Eastern’s 1930s design.  Gone was the white double-breasted,

                                                  
127 Ervice, 15.
128 Stickney, 12.
129 Stickney, 11.
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form-fitting coat that had made the 1930s steward a fashionable presence.  Also gone

were the ginger-bread red piping and the bowtie, both of which had markedly divorced

the 1930s uniform from its military roots.  Instead, the May 1946 innovations re-

militarized the steward, as he was now outfitted from head to toe in navy blue, with gold

piping on the hat and a gold star and stripe on the sleeve designating his rank (one of

each, rather than the head pilot’s four).  The streamlined cut was gone as well, as the new

coat overlapped the pants and hung loosely at the waist.  Except for the number of stars

and stripes on the sleeve, the steward was now indistinguishable from the pilot—or a

soldier in his dress uniform.  This shift from daring fashion plate to the military

equivalent of the “gray flannel suit” was described by Eastern’s public relations with the

lackluster adjectives “neat” and “business-like.”130  There was no attempt to glamorize

him, much less to eroticize him, as the airline had done in the 1930s and continued to do

with its charm-school-trained stewardesses.  Indeed, objectification of the steward—or

any man—was now taboo in the Cold War age of militarized masculinity, ostensibly

because it would have belittled the man’s status as an authority figure and exposed him to

allegations of homosexuality.  Glamour, thus, had become yet another realm that was

divided along gender lines, becoming the nearly exclusive domain of women.  (See

Image 2.5.)

Overall, the attempts by various airlines to anchor the male steward in the flight

attendant corps largely failed by the early 1950s.  The momentum behind the

feminization of the flight attendant corps was too strong by that time, and the first union
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contracts made men too costly.  Airlines such as Braniff and Delta were so disillusioned

by their experiments with male pursers that they ceased hiring them in 1948/49.  Braniff

seems to have hired no more than 12 men overall, while Delta hired “a maximum of 19

men…at the height of the experiment.”131  Eastern’s attempt to keep men and women

segregated on the job also failed, as it only exacerbated resentments among stewardesses

and created dissention in the flight attendant corps.  By the early 1950s, Eastern simply

dispensed with the purser designation and maintained just one pool of male and female

flight attendants with equal pay and equal potential to accrue seniority.  Pan Am, alone

among the airlines, always granted women equal access to the purser position.  Its

percentage of male pursers, however, remained disproportionately high, since these

positions were awarded by seniority, and stewards tended to stay longer than the average

stewardess.

Northwest and TWA, however, maintained a male-only purser corps for their

international routes throughout the 1950s and even later.  Such a policy made them the

only airlines still hiring men by 1960, though the number of hires, especially in the

1960s, was quite modest.  While Northwest eventually acquiesced to women joining the

purser corps, TWA remained adamant even in 1966 that only men could fill this position

and ended up defending this policy before the New York State Commission for Human

                                                  
131 A hand-written note entitled “Pursers” lists only 12 names of men hired by Braniff in 1946.  Box 26,
folder 2, Braniff Airlines Collection, University of Texas at Dallas Special Collections, Dallas, TX.  The
information on Delta’s practices comes from a letter from J.A. York, Assistant to Vice President –
Personnel, Delta Airlines, to Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, dated May 24, 1966.  Box 1,
folder 1, Roderick McNeil v. Pan American World Airways case file (CS-12975-66), New York State
Division of Human Rights collection, New York State Archives, Albany, NY.
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Rights (NYSCHR) against accusations of sex discrimination.132  In documents submitted

before the Commission, the airline argued that the purser position required a male:

It is not…the filling out of certain clerical forms which separates the
duties of pursers from those of hostesses.  As the individual in charge of
cabin service, the purser not only supervises the performance of the
hostesses but also performs those tasks which TWA earnestly believes are
more capably and expeditiously performed by males.133

The embrace of gender segregation within the flight attendant corps comes across quite

strongly in this defense, which asserted that men naturally belonged in superior

hierarchical positions over women.  Even as TWA was defending its male pursers, it was

also a very interested party in other cases designed to maintain an all-female flight

attendant corps for the non-purser positions.    Thus, the airline paradoxically argued that

only men could satisfactorily perform the work of pursers, while only women could be

stewardesses—even though each was intimately aware of the other’s job and was actually

required to do it when needed.

On the one hand, it is easy to dismiss these efforts to re-man the flight attendant

corps, since they failed—save for Northwest and TWA—by the mid 1950s.  And yet,

they are quite important in establishing key differences between the women (symbolized

by Rosie the Riveter) who lost their jobs after the war and the men who did the same.

Men after the war enjoyed far more privilege in the workplace than women, thanks both

to the general favoritism shown to men in society and their status as honored veterans of
                                                  
132 The case was Pearl Nelson v. Trans World Airlines (Q-CS-16-66), filed in 1966.  Before the Civil
Rights Act of 1964, and New York State’s embrace of similar equal-employment protections for women
the following year, women and men had no legal basis to fight such gender-exclusive dictates.
133 Letter from Robert J. Kent, Attorney for Trans World Airlines, to Commissioner Dorothy Bell Kent,
dated October 11, 1966, regarding Pearl Nelson v. Trans World Airlines (Q-CS-16-66). Located in
Roderick McNeil v. Pan American World Airways case file (CS-12975-66), New York State Division of
Human Rights collection, New York State Archives, Albany, NY.
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the war.  Such privilege made men doing women’s work much harder to dislodge than

women in men’s jobs, since men could potentially find a niche in these feminizing

professions by claiming a supervisory role.  The purser position was just the sort of

veneer that allowed a handful of men to keep flying even after the airlines refused to hire

men for non-purser positions.  Unlike women, then, the stewards who were forced out of

the workforce first enjoyed a modicum of favoritism—by virtue of their male

privilege—in the form of greater responsibility, freedom from marriage and age

discrimination, and higher pay.  Thus, while both Rosie the Riveter and the steward

suffered for their gender transgressions in the workplace, the steward also paradoxically

laid claim to male privilege, even as he was being forced out.  With this key difference in

mind, I turn now to the issue of labor unions and examine whether stewards simply

became too privileged (i.e., too costly as employees and too assertive of their rights as

workers) to maintain their jobs.  Were stewards, unlike Rosie the Riveter, priced out of

the labor market?

Male privilege in flight attendant unions

Historians who have written on flight attendants unions have stressed their

important role as women-centered unions.  In the years since World War II, they have

become some of the most vital “pink-collar” labor organizations in the country.  This has

been especially true since the 1970s, when virtually every flight attendant union became
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women-run and began to express more of a feminist agenda.134  Even in 1945, however,

women at United Airlines bucked their expected gender roles and took it upon

themselves to organize the first-ever flight attendants union.  While this fact has led to a

very legitimate focus on women’s roles within these unions, it has done so at the expense

of concealing some of the more radical moments of flight attendant union activities in the

1940s.  Indeed, before men were effectively banished from the flight attendant corps,

these unions engaged in some of their most radical politics before the 1970s, including

attempts at Pan Am to support the company’s African American ground personnel and

even efforts to promote communist politics.  In fact, the radicalism of these flight

attendants—primarily veteran male stewards—may have been one of the reasons both

Eastern and Pan Am stopped hiring men for these jobs by the close of the 1950s.

Already in August 1945, stewardesses at United had formed the Air Line

Stewardesses Association and waged a successful campaign to become the official

collective bargaining agent.135  This group was remarkable for being an all-female union,

headed exclusively by women, who also succeeded in securing authorization-to-act cards

from over 75% of United’s stewardess corps.  Traditionally seen as too passive,

apolitical, and classist to engage in union politics, United’s glamorous stewardesses

proved all of these presumptions incorrect.  Their all-female bargaining team succeeded

in securing the first wage increase since Ellen Church started flying in 1930.  They also

established such novelties as mandatory rest periods, an 85-hour monthly maximum for

                                                  
134 Kathleen Barry’s dissertation and book Femininity in Flight (Duke Press, 2007) is perhaps the most
definitive source on flight attendant unions.
135 For the early history of flight attendant unions, especially at United, see Georgia Panter Nielsen, From
Sky Girl to Flight Attendant: Women and the Making of a Union (Ithaca, NY: ILR Press, 1982).
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time in the air, and compensation for time spent on the ground.136 So novel was this

female-only unionizing that ALSA’s Mary Alice Koos was listed in the 1951 Directory

of Labor Unions as “the only union president of the female gender.”137

On the whole, however, labor organizing was so male-oriented that even flight

attendant unions relied heavily on male leadership.138  United’s ALSA lost its

independence by 1950, having become an affiliate of the far better financed and more

expansive Air Line Pilots Association.139  ALPA’s strong influence on the flight

attendants union, now called the Air Line Stewards and Stewardesses Association

(ALSSA), meant a return to male control.  ALPA’s leadership was all-male and exerted

de jure control over ALSSA, including the right to overrule ALSSA decisions.

Additionally, while originally headed by Koos, ALSSA leadership also included men

from Eastern’s corps of stewards, who unionized in early 1947.  In 1953 the union

actually selected an Eastern steward, Rowland Quinn, as its president, who led it into the

1960s.

Quinn was deemed an ideal candidate at a time when tensions with ALPA ran

high among flight attendants over the question of self-determination for their union.  As

union official Edith Lauterbach recalled, “Although the membership was almost all

                                                  
136 According to this 1946 contract, base pay increased from $125 to $155 for starting stewardesses.  Other
details of this first-ever collective bargaining agreement between flight attendants and an airline are found
in Nielsen, 41.
137 Nielsen, 56.
138 Of the 18 million women in the labor force, only 3 million belonged to unions in 1951. Nielsen, 56.
139 ALPA started organizing the pilot corps as far back as 1931 and had been deputized by the American
Federation of Labor in 1943 to organize the rest of the flight crew: flight attendants and flight engineers.
Both of these employee groups unionized quickly after World War II (though not all of them joined ALPA-
affiliated unions).  By the 1950s, there were only a few holdouts to this unionization trend amongst flight
attendants, most notably Delta Airlines’ stewardesses.  See Nielsen, 47-49.
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female, many honestly believed, at that time, that a man would be more effective than a

woman as president.”140  Typical of the gender trouble facing stewards, however, Quinn

needed to first boast of his manly credentials before he could be taken seriously as a labor

leader.  As Nielsen notes, “Pilots would have had difficulty questioning Quinn’s manly

image.  Quinn had learned to fly airplanes the same year he graduated from high school

and had spent two years with the U.S. Air Force stationed in Europe.”  The implication,

of course, is that Quinn needed to be something more than just a steward—ideally a

pilot—in order to run the union with manly credibility.

As members of a service-oriented profession, flight attendants generally avoided

the most overt aspects of the masculine-coded conflict between labor unions and

companies: intimidation, left-wing politics, and the prospect of violence.   Yet, this was

not true for flight attendants at either Eastern or Pan Am.  Perhaps because there were so

many men working as stewards at both airlines, the tone of union proceedings was far

more assertive and confrontational.  Eastern’s vote to organize is one such case in point,

as it contrasted sharply with the relative harmony between United and their stewardesses

during the organizing process (once United stewardesses demonstrated their resolve to

unionize, the company made no efforts to protest the union’s activities with the National

Mediation Board).  Eastern’s CEO Eddie Rickenbacker, however, was adamantly

opposed to ALSSA’s attempts to organize his airline’s flight attendants.  His conservative

political views were clear throughout the Roosevelt years, and he celebrated the return of

a Republican Congress in 1946 and the passage of the Taft-Hartley Act the following
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year with a strongly worded editorial to his employees.  The editorial—which appeared in

the airline’s public relations magazine and therefore surely alienated certain customers as

well as employees—sharply criticized labor leaders for turning their rank and file against

Taft-Hartley:

These labor leaders—and others who want to destroy America—keep
shouting “We say the Taft-Hartley Law is injurious to labor, therefore you
must say so too!”

It is a sad but true fact that many misguided people who do not like the
labor of thinking, listen to these shouts and become haters of something
they actually approve and want!141

Rickenbacker’s convictions that labor unions seek to “destroy America” led him

to fight ALSSA’s efforts in ways that can hardly be deemed honest and democratic,

forcing very tight scrutiny by the National Mediation Board.  On the day after ALSSA

mailed ballots to Eastern’s flight attendants to validate the union, Rickenbacker suddenly

transferred a large number of flight attendants from one base to another.  As a result,

many pro-union flight attendants received their ballots late and consequently submitted

their votes after the established deadline.  Faced with defeat by virtue of Rickenbacker’s

trickery, ALSSA appealed to the National Mediation Board, who ruled against

Rickenbacker and ordered that all late-arriving ballots should be counted in the tally.

Once these votes were included, it was clear that the vast majority of Eastern’s stewards

and stewardesses wanted union representation: 278 of 411 flight attendants (67%)

                                                  
141 Eddie Rickenbacker, “’Slave Law?’ Who Says So!” Great Silver Fleet News (Sept-Oct, 1947), 3.
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approved the measure.142  Rickenbacker was still recalcitrant a week later, when he

reported the news at a staff meeting of upper management:

You have had an election recently of your stewards and stewardesses.
Why, I do not know, but I do know there are a lot of smart guys taking
advantage of a lot of suckers.  If I could get $15.00 initiation fee and
$20.00 a year dues, I probably would take advantage of it.  They are going
to ask for ungodly things—they want this and that—but maybe some day
they are going to wake up without anything at all, because you can’t get
blood out of a turnip.143

Rickenbacker’s gendered designation for the union organizers (“smart guys”) seems quite

accurate in the case of Eastern: a good number of the people involved in ALSSA’s

efforts—though certainly not all—were in fact men.  Given the expectations of gender at

the time, this preponderance of men surely helped in the bitter struggles with

management that characterized the union’s early years.

Pan Am’s CIO flight attendants

While Eastern flight attendants’ relations with Eddie Rickenbacker were

exceptionally acrimonious for AFL-affiliated locals, they paled in comparison to the

aggressive politics of Pan Am’s union.  Alone among their peers, Pan Am’s flight

attendants, who—perhaps not coincidentally—were heavily male, chose a CIO-affiliated

union: the Transport Workers Union.  The TWU, thanks to its origins among transit

workers in New York City during the Depression, had strong blue-collar connotations

                                                  
142 Letter from Serafina Peoria to Victor Herbert, Feb. 28, 1947, Box 14, Folder “EAL – Negotiations
Correspondence 1946-1954,” Acc. 8-19-99, AFA Archives, Wayne State University, Detroit, MI.
143 “Minutes of Staff Meeting,” March 3-7, 1947, EAL Staff Meetings Vol. 1, in Box 3, Record Group 101,
Accession 96-66, Eddie Rickenbacker Papers, Auburn University Archives, Auburn, AL.
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and was closely associated with Communist Party activities in the CIO.144  By organizing

Pan Am’s Miami-based mechanics and grounds crews in 1945, the TWU established

their first local outside of New York City and also their first representation in the air

transportation industry.  For Pan Am’s flight attendants to associate with this blue-collar

union, as they did in 1946, was quite exceptional.   Historian Kathleen Barry notes that

the AFL-affiliated flight attendant unions “took great pains…to forestall fears among

their constituency that trade unions were only for the working class and political

subversives.”  If anything, these unions stressed that “unionization was not a degrading

admission of working-class status, but precisely the opposite—the way for flight

attendants to secure their status as distinct from and superior to the blue-collar

‘masses.’”145  Pan Am’s flight attendants, however, openly allied with mechanics,

grounds crew and commissary employees, even sharing the same Local (Local 500) with

this much larger, blue-collar, racially diverse group.

This affiliation implicated Pan Am’s flight attendants, especially those based in

Miami and flying in the airline’s Latin American Division, in very controversial politics.

Local 500 became the center of Communist Party efforts to organize workers in this

Southern town that was rapidly becoming a vital commercial crossroads for the

Americas.  By 1946, the union was guided by Charles Smolikoff, a Communist Party

operative.  According to historian Alex Lichtenstein, Smolikoff’s goal was to “build a

trade union section of Miami’s Communist Party” with Pan Am’s employees at its

                                                  
144 The history of the TWU is recounted in Joshua Freeman, In Transit: The Transport Workers Union in
New York City, 1933-1966 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1989).
145 Kathleen Barry, “Femininity in Flight: Flight Attendants, Glamour, and Pink-Collar Activism in the
Twentienth-Century United States" (Dissertation: New York University, 2002), 154-155.
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core.146  In addition to securing better pay and working conditions for ground employees

and flight attendants, Smolikoff used Local 500 to promote such communist-inspired

priorities as civil rights agitation, Puerto Rican independence, and protection of workers

rights in the Panama Canal Zone.  He also openly sold copies of the communist party

newspaper, Daily Worker, in Pan Am facilities and recruited new members for the Party.

By virtue of being a CIO union in a conservative Southern town, Local 500 found

itself on the frontlines of potentially violent conflicts with the local community,

especially over race.  While other flight attendant unions represented white-only

personnel whose sole alliance was with white-only pilots, Pan Am’s flight attendants

found themselves allied with various types of ground workers, ten percent of whom were

African-Americans.  In early 1946, for example, Local 500 came under intense scrutiny

from Miami’s Ku Klux Klan, who vehemently objected to the union’s attempts to forge

solidarity between black and white workers.  This placed the union in a very public role

of aggressively combating racism and also exposed its members to extra-legal

intimidation.  M.L. Edwards, President of Local 500, insisted the union would not back

down in the face of such antagonism:

It’s only natural that Florida’s reactionary forces would move in some way
when our TWU-CIO Local has grown 60% in dues paying membership in
3 months, for they know that CIO growth means growing progress and so
they call on their puppet, the despicable and bestial KKK, to try to attack
what they think is a weak link.  We’ll damn well see if they get away with
any lynchings of our membership, white or black, and they’ll find out that

                                                  
146 Smolikoff technically was the TWU’s International Representative to the Miami chapter and served as
Local 500’s director of “education and consolidation.”  The actual President of TWU Local 500 in Miami
was M.L. Edwards, a close Smolikoff ally who was also active in the Communist Party.  See Alex
Lichtenstein, “Putting labor’s house in order: the Transport Workers Union and labor anti-Communism in
Miami during the 1940s,” Labor History 39:1 (Feb 1998), 7-23.  The quote is from p. 11.
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when it comes to color, race or politics, Local 500, TWU-CIO, has no
weak links.  If they attack our Negro members they are attacking all of us
and the standard of living of every PAA worker’s family.147

Interestingly, the union could count on support from Pan Am’s management in their

battle against the KKK.  Charles Smolikoff reported to his New York superiors that the

airline also had come out against the KKK, likely because so many of their Latin

American customers—and their Spanish-speaking employees, including the flight

attendant corps—were Catholics.148

While the CIO’s fight against racism could thereby endure public opposition, the

TWU’s own collusion with communism was far more difficult to sustain in the late

1940s.  CIO unions—headed by the United Auto Workers under Walter Reuther—were

in the process of actively purging communists from their ranks, especially in the face of

the Smith Act and intimidation from the House Un-American Affairs Committee.  In

1948, as news of Smolikoff’s communist organizing surfaced, Reuther put pressure on

the TWU to rid Local 500 of Smolikoff and other communists.  He did so by starting his

own organization drive among Pan Am’s mechanics, hoping to lure them away from the

TWU and into the UAW.  The UAW organizers’ message to the rank and file was

unabashedly anti-communist.  Citing that Pan Am is “a very important link in our

national defense in the event of a war with Russia,” the UAW insisted that, “in an airlines

system, Communist control cannot be tolerated in the present crisis.”149

                                                  
147 Memo to Art Shields from Charles Smolikoff, undated, Box 97, Folder “Local 500 ATD Jan-July 1946”,
TWU Archives, New York University, New York, NY.
148 Ibid.
149 Lichtenstein, 16.
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While flight attendants were less numerous in the union than were mechanics,

they were certainly prominent in the communist hysteria that arose in 1948 and 1949.

Pan Am’s Chief Purser, Phil Scheffsky, was a close Smolikoff ally and fellow party

member who even became President of Local 500 during the chaos generated by the

UAW’s rival organizing efforts.  Another veteran steward, Armand Scala, was also very

active in the union and complicit in Smolikoff’s party activities.  Scala co-headed the

flight attendants’ first collective bargaining efforts and was designated Chairman Pro

Tem of Local 500 early in 1946. Yet, perhaps even more than the actual manpower these

stewards offered to communist activities, they served as the principal objects of hysteria

during the communist purges.  While the UAW never publicly pronounced these claims,

their organizers were told from the beginning that the stewards were especially complicit

in Smolikoff’s activities.  Milton Zatinsky, one of the UAW organizers, was told by the

union’s leadership that the Truman White House directly asked the UAW to get involved

with TWU Local 500, because Smolikoff and others were “using the [flight] steward

system…to run a courier service for Communist movements throughout [Latin

America].”150

This same salacious charge finally became public in May 1949, when Paul

Crouch, a communist leader of Local 500 who had become a government informant

against Smolikoff, went public about the union’s communist infiltration.  For ten days,

Crouch provided material to the Miami Daily News, who ran the exposé under sensational

headlines, such as “Miami Chosen Center of Latin Red Network.” He asserted that “the

                                                  
150 Lichtenstein, 16.  This is a direct quote from Zatinsky himself.
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Communist Party could ground every plane operated by Pan American in the Western

hemisphere,” and then went on to publicize the claim that Pan Am stewards were

operating a communist courier network in an effort to promote communist priorities

throughout the hemisphere. These stewards were thereby allegedly helping promote the

capture of the Panama Canal for the Soviets and a “negro revolt” in the South.151

The FBI later minimized the prospect that Pan Am stewards had served as

communist couriers.  Their investigation maintained that, “the schedule of stewards’

flights and assignments was so irregular…that courier activities would be quite

impractical.”152  And yet, the prospect of convinced communists and committed TWU

activists such as Scala and Scheffsky flying throughout the volatile Southern Hemisphere

as Pan Am stewards made Crouch’s accusations—and those previously murmured by the

UAW in private—sound quite plausible.  Moreover, the steward served as an easier target

for vilification than his blue-collar colleagues in the union.  Unlike the airline’s

mechanics, the steward was mobile, spending upwards of three weeks every month in

other countries.  He was therefore far more suspect of espionage and involvement in

fomenting world revolution than the grounds crew.  And yet, his low salary and limited

skill set placed him in a different category than the Pan Am pilots, who clearly were just

as mobile as the flight attendants.  The pilots were better paid, and their AFL-associated

union was free from the taint of communism and even racial agitation.  Of course, pilots

                                                  
151 Lichtenstein, 7.  The Miami Daily News ran the articles on Crouch from May 9 to May 19, 1949.  These
incriminations by Crouch were tremendously damaging to the Communist Party.  According to
Lichtenstein, “After Whittaker Chambers and Elizabeth Bentley, Crouch was probably the most important
ex-Communist red exposer the Cold War produced.”
152 Ibid.
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also endured no suspicion regarding their manliness, as did stewards.  Certainly, some of

the emotional poignancy behind the sensational Daily News headlines regarding

communist stewards derived from the already-suspect way that the public viewed

stewards: as effeminate—and thereby potentially “perverted”—men. The postwar

moment, after all, was rife with accusations that saw homosexuality and communism as

related, often overlapping, psychological and moral disorders.153

The TWU, by winning a series of votes culminating in February 1950, was able to

survive Miami’s anti-communist hysteria and maintain its representation of Pan Am’s

ground employees and flight attendants.  The union, however, was forced to surrender its

adherence to Communist Party policies, and Smolikoff and his allies—including stewards

Scala and Scheffsky—were forced out.  Once the communists were purged, Walter

Reuther ended the UAW’s attempts to take over Local 500.  In the end, the decisive vote

between unions came down to the TWU and an entirely new union created by Armand

Scala, still bitter over his expulsion from the TWU.  Scala had loyal supporters

entrenched amongst the Miami base and was able to use these connections to organize the

Federated Airline Workers of America.  FAWA, however, lost its certification vote in

February 1950 by a margin of 1855-1449, thereby finally ending Local 500’s messy era

of communist hysteria.154

                                                  
153 Robert Corber, “Introduction,” In the Name of National Security: Hitchcock, Homophobia, and the
Political Construction of Gender in Postwar America (Durham: Duke Press, 1993) provides examples of
postwar intellectuals and politicians who linked the two “disorders” of homosexuality and communism.
The presence of one suggested that the other was present as well.
154 The attempts by FAWA to supplant TWU Local 500 are chronicled in a series of documents in Box 97,
Folder “Local 500 ATD 1948”, TWU Collection, New York University Library, New York, NY.



116

As to whether Pan Am’s stewards ever recovered from their soiled reputation as

communists and otherwise “degenerate” men is unclear.  It was just one year later that

Pan Am made its decision to curtail the hiring of men due to the Korean War.  And just

four years later, stewards reappeared in shocking headlines in Miami’s newspapers, when

Eastern steward William Simpson was slain by a male prostitute whom he solicited.

Stewards were becoming a public relations nightmare for both Pan Am and Eastern,

especially at their Miami base.

Male privileges to unionizing

If public relations concerns were not enough, union organizing at Eastern and Pan

Am established a decisive financial incentive for the airlines to cut back on their male

hires.  The raises gained by flight attendant unions clearly benefited everyone, but the

payoff was particularly lucrative for those who held greater seniority—a group which

tended to be heavily male.  Indeed, the most senior employees at Pan Am enjoyed a two-

fold bonus by virtue of unionizing: a new pay scale with across-the-board increases, plus

reclassification into the purser category.155  Local 500 was particularly effective in this

regard and openly boasted of its first flight attendant contract with Pan Am in late 1946.

The union’s President wrote to all the rank and file in October 1946:

During your lunch or smoke period try to visit with some of the Flight
Stewards or Stewardesses.  Ask them how the CIO tackled the problem of

                                                  
155 One Pan Am flight attendant who started in 1944 saw her pay increase from $140 per month in 1944 to
$260 per month by 1947, thanks to her added seniority and reclassification as a purser after the first TWU
contract.  Pan Am, alone among international carriers, allowed women into the purser corps.  It is unclear
whether this act of gender equality was also a consequence of TWU’s radicalism, or even its commitment
to communist ideals.  Richard Thruelsen, “Women at Work: Airline Hostess,” Saturday Evening Post (May
24, 1947), 72.
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wages AND reclassifications.  Fully 118 (or some 36% of Flight Service)
Flight Stewards and Stewardesses, shortly after their contract was signed,
were immediately reclassified into Pursers with an average $72 per month
increase…156

It is quite reasonable to think that stewards across the industry were enjoying similar

double wage increases, since all of the airlines hiring men had established the purser

position, sometimes exclusively for their male personnel.

Back in the 1930s, hiring female flight attendants was potentially more costly for

the airlines than hiring men.  With the job’s relatively low wages that were equal for both

men and women, the primary cost difference was tied to the woman’s more frequent

turnover in the job.  Since women stayed only a couple of years on average, the airlines

spent a considerable amount of extra money training new workers for the job in their

weeks-long training programs and outfitting them in new uniforms.  Yet, the rise of

unions, coupled with the adoption of the purser category, changed the airlines’ financial

calculations considerably.  The new pay scales meant that airlines were paying their

veteran pursers 60% more than a junior steward or stewardess, often for work that was

only negligibly different.157  Considering also the extra health benefits, greater autonomy

in choosing flight routes, pension payments, and increased sick leave and vacation time

accrued by more senior personnel, the cost of hiring men—because they were allowed to

make the job a long-term career—increased dramatically in the immediate postwar era.
                                                  
156 M.L. Edwards to All Stores Personnel, Oct 28, 1946, Box 97, Folder “August- December 1946”, TWU
Archives, New York University, New York, NY.
157 TWU Air Transport Division, “Survey Report to Flight Service Personnel,” issued Jan 24, 1961, Box 56
(unprocessed), folder “Pan Am Contracts”, TWU Archives, New York University, New York, NY.  This
leaflet provides the wage scales for the various airlines in 1961.  At every airline hiring pursers, the pursers
with 5 years’ experience were paid 60 percent more than stewards or stewardesses with no experience.  Pan
Am’s pay was the highest in the industry, with veteran pursers earning $640.53 per month for jet plane
service, while their entry-level stewardesses earned $379.48 on jet service.
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Moreover, these more senior employees were far more apt to become active in the union,

creating yet another financial disincentive to hire men.  By the mid-1950s, Captain

Rickenbacker’s concern from the 1930s that women were too costly had completely

flipped: men now were far more expensive, and potentially more troublesome, for their

employers.

Union victories thereby facilitated the feminization of the flight attendant corps.

Indeed, employers since the mid-1800s have commonly resorted to feminizing a job as a

way to combat rising wages.  Whether nurses, teachers, or secretaries, the key realms of

women’s work were not originally occupied by women.  Instead, men originally held

positions such as office secretary, but generally with the caveat that they were a

temporary apprenticeship leading to greater responsibility and higher pay.  As historian

Margery Davies chronicles, hiring women for these positions—and making the work less

autonomous, with more routine—gave such jobs a dead-end, low-paying status.158  By

hiring only women as flight attendants, the airlines were expecting a similar effect on

their own payrolls.

At the same time, the airlines now embraced another traditional facet of women’s

employment: the expectation that women would leave the workplace upon marriage.  The

new union contracts—laden with perks for workers who attained more seniority—led the

airlines to embrace the short stints of stewardess careers. Braniff’s recruiting manuals

from the 1950s typified the industry’s new attitude on this point, as they even encouraged

future stewardesses to see their prospects for a quick marriage as a job perk.  One such
                                                  
158 Margery Davies, Woman’s Place is at the Typewriter: Office Work and Office Workers 1870-1930
(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1982).
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brochure read: “Where do Braniff Hostesses Go When They Leave Us?  You guessed

it…most of them turn in their wings to get married!  The romantic statistics say 98%!”159

Even Eddie Rickenbacker’s Eastern Air Lines, which was loathe to hire women in the

1930s because they married and left the job within two years, changed its tone by the

1950s.  Eastern by then treated marriage as a challenge, but no longer one warranting

favoritism toward men.  Instead, the problem simply required greater vigilance and

redoubled efforts at recruiting: “With larger planes, expanded routes, and the fact that 36

per cent of the Stewardesses resign each year to marry, the company is always on the

scout for new talent.”160

Stewardesses who wanted to keep their jobs while marrying thus began a life of

secrecy, keeping their marriages quiet in the workplace.  When Eastern steward Pedro

Muniz married a fellow Eastern stewardess, Wanda Hunt, in 1960, they went to great

lengths to conceal their marriage, even installing two phone lines in their home so that

Eastern would be convinced they lived separately.  Wanda, however, lost her job in 1962

when their home was burglarized and the police informed Eastern that the two lived

together in the same home.  Pedro, because he was a man and therefore was not subject to

the no-marriage rule, continued to fly for several more decades.161

Just in case stewardesses failed to move into married retirement while still young

and pretty, some of the airlines enacted yet another policy in the mid-1950s to keep their

                                                  
159 Braniff Airways, “How You Can Be a Braniff Airline Hostess,” (undated), Box 26, Folder 2, Braniff
Airways Collection, University of Texas at Dallas Archives, Richardson, TX.
160 Stickney, 11.
161 Pedro Muniz, My Book: Tales of Travels and Tribulations (Santo Domingo: Editora Corripio, 1987),
109-112.
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tenures artificially brief: mandatory retirement at age 32 or 35.  American Airlines started

this trend in 1953, followed by Northwest in 1956 and TWA in 1957.162  Once the

practice began, it became difficult for the unions to prevent it.  Perhaps not surprisingly,

however, the airlines with the most engaged union membership—Eastern and Pan

Am—were able to resist such blatantly discriminatory rules and keep the job open to the

minority of women who aspired to a long-term career.  When Pan Am advocated

retirement at 32 for stewardesses during its 1955 contract negotiations, the TWU fired

back with an aggressive publicity campaign.  Both the TWU Express and the CIO News

printed pictures of glamorous actresses over age 32 (including 63 year-old Mae West) to

establish that women retained their physical appeal well beyond their 30s.  The union

also chidingly advised Pan Am executives to “check with their own wives before

deciding that a 32-year-old woman is no longer fit for employment as a stewardess.”163

The TWU’s publicity efforts were successful in keeping this policy from coming into

effect at Pan Am.  (The union was also unique in defending Pan Am stewardesses’ right

to marry, which they maintained throughout the postwar era.)  Nonetheless, a vast

majority of stewardesses flew with airlines that now declared them too old at the

remarkably young age of 32 or 35.  Such policies—clearly designed to prevent women

from accruing seniority under their labor contracts—became yet another target for the

                                                  
162 Hearings Before the Select Subcommittee on Labor of the Committee on Education and Labor, House of
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163 “Airline Want to Fire Stewardesses After 32” Daily Worker, Sept 28, 1955.  In Box 26 (unprocessed),
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unions to address a decade later, via intense lobbying on Capitol Hill and a series of court

cases after the passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Act.

Until the Civil Rights Act, however, these draconian policies directed against

women served their purpose well.  Despite unionization, flight attendants remained

poorly paid and relatively weak as an organized workforce, thanks mainly to the

feminization of the job and overt discrimination against these women based on marriage

and age.  Of course, it would have been unthinkable for the men in these jobs to surrender

their male privileges of a long-term career and the freedom to marry.  The unions with

large percentages of men were the most vocal opponents against these infringements on

such privileges, and they carried enough weight to prevent enactment of these policies for

stewardesses as well (save for Eastern’s marriage policy).  No matter how much these

men were suspected of “effeminacy” in the public culture, many clearly were

emboldened employees who resisted mistreatment by the airlines.  In the end, then, the

airlines found the most expedient and conflict-free way to eliminate them from the

workforce: they refused to hire any more men as the 1950s progressed, allowing stewards

to disappear from the job by natural attrition.  Labor unions like the TWU had

demonstrated their ability to fight hard to protect their rank and file, especially when it

involved those with ample seniority.  The unions, however, could do nothing to protect

the group of men the airline elected to discriminate against: those who aspired to become

flight attendants.  In fact, these men—like the stewardesses facing age and marriage

discrimination—had to await the 1964 Civil Rights Act before they had any legal basis

on which to fight their own battle against sex discrimination.
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Conclusion: Gender at work under the military-industrial complex

The military-industrial complex was a masculinizing project which bolstered the

armed forces while also promoting heavy industry devoted to arms production.  Part of

this grand design was to empower even the common men who labored in the armaments

industry, finally offering them a family wage rather than the subsistence wages from

before World War II.  Indeed, labor unions and their leaders like Walter Reuther of the

UAW were part of the power elite who chiseled together the intense cooperation between

the military, government, and private industry designed to expand US defense while

maintaining as much social harmony as possible.164  All of the armaments industry

unionized immediately after World War II (only Boeing had been unionized before then).

The intent was to end the disturbing practices at factories such as Martin and Douglas

aircraft, which paid their workers just 51 cents per hour in 1933, 20 percent below the

national average for skilled labor.  Douglas also demanded work weeks of nearly 70

hours, with no overtime and little consideration for seniority.165

The postwar rules of the military-industrial complex set aside some of the more

cutthroat competition between rival defense firms, effectively suspending free market

practices in the armaments industries, including aircraft production.  Instead, government

and industry came together to set an industrial policy which stimulated technological

innovation by private companies in exchange for significant forms of government

support.  The government now assumed considerable costs for these companies,
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including research and development, some factory construction, bailouts for troubled

firms, and employee training.166   Government contracts now also assured companies of a

profit.  In fact, as was revealed in 1956 hearings before the House of Representatives,

Boeing and Lockheed’s before-tax profits in 1953 skyrocketed to 68.3 and 74.1 percent

of net worth, respectively.167

One of the tradeoffs for this government largesse was that companies now had to

pay their skilled workers a family wage, to be negotiated in collective bargaining with a

union (usually the UAW or the IAM—International Association of Machinists).  Of

course, however, once these defense jobs paid well, the female workers who maintained

the factories and helped bring about the exponential growth in aircraft production and

other armaments during the war were expected to give their jobs back to men.  These

women were laid off as the aircraft industry shrunk from 1 million workers to 237,000 in

the first two years after the war.  But as the industry again expanded to 1 million workers

by 1958, women were no longer to be found in these jobs that were now unionized and

higher-paying.168  Instead, they were consigned to the lower-paying realms of women’s

work, such as secretarial positions.

Flight attendants, however, tell the flipside narrative regarding gender and the

military-industrial complex. Their experiences, in fact, are diametrically opposed to those

of laborers in the armaments industry, as the flight attendant corps was radically

feminized in the postwar moment, despite successful unionization and efforts to favor
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male veterans in hiring.  Perhaps the crucial difference for the alternative fate of flight

attendants involves their status as customer-relations personnel and service providers.

Rather than being a part of the military-industrial complex supplying weaponry, flight

attendants instead were a part of a charm offensive designed to make airplanes inviting to

women and children.  They needed to embody comfort and familiarity to first-time fliers

who otherwise felt apprehension towards being carried by a high-tech, militarized mode

of transport.  Indeed, without appealing to first-timers, the airlines had no hope of filling

the surplus seats they inherited by virtue of overproduction during the war.

Overall, then, the military-industrial complex fostered a profound gender

schizophrenia in the United States.  On the exterior (i.e., in US foreign relations), the

country was committed to portraying masculine military might, in the interest of both

defending vital national interests and even pre-emptively initiating conflicts when the

national interest dictated.  On the interior, however, the goal was to foster a nation

devoted to the domestic life of family and children, realms traditionally labeled as

feminine.169  The design of both airplanes and cars also embodied this schizophrenia, with

car exteriors boldly imitating fearsome jet planes, but the interiors vying for preeminence

in comfort for the sake of appealing to the prime consumer of the 1950s: the female

homemaker.  In the air, the plane itself and the pilots who flew it embodied the

militarized masculinity of the age, while the interiors—and the flight attendant

corps—embodied the feminized comfort and relaxed luxury that equally typified the era.
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Such a sharp gendered division explains better than anything why the pilots’

union—like the UAW and IAM in the munitions factories—succeeded in providing their

male workers with a secure, ever more prosperous livelihood, while flight attendant

unions (despite respectable successes) failed drastically to protect both stewardesses and

stewards from significant workplace compromises in the 1950s.  The job became more

protected and higher-paying for some flight attendants—usually long-serving men—who

were designated as pursers.  For stewardesses, however, it became even less skilled and

more temporary work, as these women lost their credentials as nurses and found

themselves subjected to marriage bans and newly-created age restrictions.  Meanwhile,

men who hadn’t been hired by the mid-1950s basically lost any claim to the job.

Stewards in particular occupied a liminal space between these easily discernible

realms of masculinity and femininity, since they embodied what rightly belonged in the

cockpit (manhood) but worked instead in the feminized realm of the cabin.  Their

ultimate expulsion from the job is best explained culturally, by observing the ways

masculinity and femininity evolved in the early Cold War and were applied to the flight

attendant corps.  This is the project of the next chapter.
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Chapter 3 Militarized Men, Contained Women, and “Homosexual
Panic”: Cultural Reasons for the Steward’s Demise in the 1950s

Just as the politics and economics of the Cold War era influenced the airlines’

choice to stop hiring male flight attendants, other aspects of the larger culture concerning

gender played a part in this decision as well.  This is especially true of the culture’s

“crisis of masculinity” that accompanied the dawn of the Cold War.  Even as America’s

Greatest Generation attained an unparalleled level of adulation for their manly pursuits

during the war, some of these same men were riddled with insecurity once they returned

to the home front.  The uniform change from military khakis to the 1950s “gray flannel

suit” struck many men—and the social critics observing this transformation—as

dangerously emasculating.170 Providing for one’s family required far less aggression,

competition amongst men, and risk-taking than did the battlefield.  Being a good husband

and father certainly had immense challenges, requiring steady work and perhaps some

smart financial management.  Yet, thanks to a relatively prosperous economy and

extremely generous government support—worker retraining programs, the GI Bill, and

home loan subsidies, to name a few—finding work and making good financial decisions

had become increasingly easy for white veterans of all economic classes.  Men therefore

began to look for alternative venues to establish their manliness in ways that seemed

more virile and primordially masculine.

One irony of the Cold War is that American men continued to be primed for war,

even though a vast majority of them would never see combat.  This was especially true
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after the ceasefire of 1953 ended overt hostilities in Korea.  Thereafter, men continued to

be drafted into the armed forces, but passed their years of service in a state of readiness

that hardly ever boiled over into actual fighting—until the Vietnam War in the mid-

1960s.  Nonetheless, idealized versions of militarized manhood permeated the culture in

the 1950s, thanks to the expansion of veterans groups, erection of war memorials,

countless numbers of war films, and even the ascendancy of a military general to the

White House in 1953.  Militarization of American manhood occurred even though men’s

actual lives were most commonly tied to the workplace and the home.  This chasm

between manly ideals and actual lived reality placed tremendous pressure on men’s

careers that seemingly promised more virility than office jobs and household chores.

The aviation world—whether military or commercial—became one such venue

where virile manhood was idolized. Indeed, gender relations aboard an airliner became

increasingly romanticized as an ideal to which all of US society could aspire.  Manly

pilots, weaned on the dogfights and aerial assaults of World War II, were in command,

while glamorous stewardesses doted on passengers in their dual role of sex object and

ersatz mother.  There was a seemingly natural complementarity between men’s and

women’s spheres, and a strong division between the two realms, which were visibly

segregated by the cockpit door.  Yet, on both sides of this gender line, the supposedly

idyllic gender order was faltering.  Rather than coming across as natural, the behavioral

expectations placed both on pilots and stewardesses were strikingly one-dimensional and

overdetermined, as though they were play-acting their gender roles.
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Despite the military uniform and personal bravery exhibited in the war,

commercial pilots engaged in work that was increasingly mundane and decidedly

unheroic.  Technological development reduced the risk of accidents to a minimum, and

the labor of flying—so demanding and risky for pilots in the early years—became far less

challenging, thanks to the assistance of more reliable machinery, better radar technology,

and a more elaborate air traffic control system.171  Thus, the John Wayne-style manliness

of the pilot corps in the 1950s rang hollow.  While these men demonstrated manly

bravery in the war years, their day-to-day work shuttling passengers from one city to

another was decidedly less virile.  Pilots’ military-style uniforms, not to mention their

aviator sunglasses and leather jackets, played no role on the plane other than to symbolize

a hyper-virile manhood that no longer existed.  And yet, this pastiche manhood

increasingly was the only way for men to assert their manhood, especially in the absence

of other genuinely manly outlets, such as war or old-time aerial dare-deviling.

Stewardesses exhibited the same sort of pastiche gender behavior.  Their

marketing as “young and attractive girls”—as the airlines themselves condescendingly

referred to them in official legal proceedings—was an alluring veneer that nonetheless

concealed a much deeper complexity.172  These women, after all, did not just embody a

traditional sort of doting womanhood; they also had a surprising amount of what might be

considered proto-feminist experiences, including a career (however poorly paying),
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Wayne State University, Detroit, MI.
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ample travel largely unchaperoned by men, and a life completely uprooted from family

and a traditional home.  In these ways—and in their sexual choices as well—stewardesses

struck many in the larger public as disturbingly undomestic, and thus unfeminine as

defined in the 1950s.

In fact, stewardesses were very much on the forefront of a new sexual model for

women in 1950s society, which arose as a side-effect of the “crisis of masculinity.”  As

Barbara Ehrenreich notes in her groundbreaking history Hearts of Men, many men in the

1950s idealized a life of perpetual bachelorhood as an antidote to the crisis of

masculinity.  Affirmation of their virility, rather than coming from their work or military

endeavors, depended on their sexual prowess with multiple women.173  The consequence

for women—especially for stewardesses and others in heavily female professions—was a

schizophrenic mix of behavioral expectations that I term “containment.”174  This

containment at once empowered stewardesses to be more sexually autonomous, seeking

sex outside of marriage and attaining access to life outside of the domestic sphere.  Yet,

just as much as women were being sexually empowered, they were also prevented from

attaining the same sort of agency as male bachelors (or the men acting like bachelors who

nonetheless had a family back home).  Stewardesses were to be both sexually liberated

and clean-cut representatives of upright womanhood.  They were also pressured to see
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their fast-paced careers as a temporary hiatus, to be replaced by a far happier sedentary

life as a wife and mother.

And what of the steward?  We have already seen how the steward attempted to

emulate the militarized masculinity of the Cold War.  His uniform changed to become

indistinguishable from that of pilots.  And yet, he still was on the wrong side of the

gender line, working alongside women in the plane’s cabin.  Society’s “crisis of

masculinity” unleashed particular venom against this sort of gender-transgressing man.

And indeed, the steward of the 1950s endured various forms legal and extra-legal

intimidation tied to homophobia.  When sexologist Alfred Kinsey revealed in 1948 that

10 percent of the men he surveyed engaged primarily or exclusively in homosexual

activity—and a full 37 percent had reached orgasm at least once in their adult lives as a

result of homosexual stimulation—much of the public and the media quickly became

alarmed.175  Other distinguished social scientists like Columbia University anthropologist

Abram Kardiner further fanned the flames of this hysteria.  Writing six years after

Kinsey, Kardiner suggested that homosexuality was increasing quite dramatically in the

US, thanks to the loss of manly occupations and the rise of women’s equality.  Men’s

psychological angst was leading them to feel disempowered and was perverting them into

homosexuals.  Kardiner even suggested that a full 25 percent of American men had

become exclusively homosexual by 1954.176

Politicians, police, judges, and juries followed such scientists as Kardiner in

providing a legalized framework for suppressing homosexuality in society.  Various cities
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in the 1950s passed ordinances forbidding the sale of alcohol to homosexuals, outlawing

same-sex dancing, and forbidding a person to wear clothing not appropriate to his or her

gender.  Moreover, the courts embraced the hysteria of the times to create a new type of

legal defense.  The “homosexual panic” defense derived from the medical theory of the

late 1920s, which suggested that repressed homosexuals could experience temporary

insanity—and react quite violently—to overtures from another man. Judges and juries

embraced both “homosexual panic” and the closely-related “homosexual advance”

defense in the postwar era, thereby exonerating or mitigating the punishment of men who

murdered or assaulted homosexuals.177  At the same time, politicians in the federal

government began a new campaign to eliminate homosexuals from employment.

President Eisenhower’s Executive Order of April 1953 (signed within his first 100 days)

outlawed the employment of homosexuals in any office of the federal government, citing

them as security threats.  Arising from the fear that homosexuals were particularly prone

to betray national security secrets, the Eisenhower Executive Order set a precedent as

well for the entire military-industrial complex.  Defense firms and other private sector

jobs requiring a security clearance also fired and refused to hire homosexuals.

Oral histories and media accounts strongly suggest that the airline steward

became a flashpoint for both the legal and extra-legal homosexual panic directed against

deviate men in the 1950s.  The choice by the airlines to stop hiring stewards by the close

of the decade represents the most expansive, and arguably the most draconian,

application of the Eisenhower precedent.  Stewards, after all, were not directly tied to the
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military-industrial complex, though the collateral linkages between their jobs and

national security were strong enough to provoke suspicion.  The airlines’ refusal to hire

stewards therefore pushed the logic of seeing homosexuals as a national security threat to

an extreme, into an industry only loosely tied to national security.  Moreover, the

indiscriminate nature in which all men—not just homosexuals—were forbidden to seek

this work also represents a high-water mark of extremism in this tide of homosexual

panic.

This hysteria was particularly acute in the murder of steward William Simpson in

August 1954.  As alluded to already, the murder and the revelations that Simpson had

solicited sex from a 19-year-old male prostitute set off a major anti-gay cleanup in

Miami, involving the media, politicians, police, and even the nascent gay activist groups

based in Los Angeles.  As the Simpson murder trial progressed, the anti-homosexual

nature of the courts also asserted itself, with the killer and his accomplice convicted only

of manslaughter rather than murder.  The decisive basis for this decision quite likely was

Simpson’s homosexuality and his sexual advance on the 19-year-old, marking this case

as one of the first in the 1950s to successfully employ the “homosexual advance”

defense.

Unlike the previous chapter’s focus on economics and politics, this chapter

examines the cultural reasons for the diminished status of both stewardesses and stewards

in the early Cold War.  By examining a wide variety of cultural sources, including

movies, novels, press reports, court cases, and academic analyses of gender, the

destructive impact of America’s “crisis of masculinity” on the flight attendant corps
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becomes clear.  With the militarization of manly ideals and men’s growing frustration in

attaining them, stewardesses were forced to embody a “contained” womanhood that both

encouraged greater agency in women, while nonetheless preventing them from attaining

full equality with men.

Meanwhile, in response to the same masculinity crisis, the antagonism directed at

stewards became so untenable as to lead to their virtually complete expulsion from the

workforce, at least until the early 1970s.  Stewards developed a soured reputation as

sexual deviates, a stigma which persisted well beyond the 1950s and into the AIDS crisis

decades later, when these men—in the person of “Patient Zero”—were again castigated

as threats to the nation’s security and well-being.178  I begin my examination with a

discussion of stewardesses, before turning to stewards and their battles against

homosexual panic.

Stewardesses and Contained Womanhood

As two sides of the same coin, femininity was evolving along with masculinity in

the postwar moment, which in turn had significant consequences for the flight attendant

corps.  Most importantly, feminine libido became commercialized in the 1950s to a much

greater degree than before, and stewardesses were among the first white-collar employees

to suffer the consequences.  Alfred Kinsey’s follow-up to his 1948 study on men
                                                  
178 Patient Zero was the code-name given by the Centers for Disease Control to an Air Canada steward,
Gaetan Dugas, who was one of the first persons diagnosed with HIV in a variety of North American cities.
His status as a gay man who traveled and partied extensively in his work as a steward reinforced the worst
stereotypes of male flight attendants.  The primary source for publicizing the Patient Zero story and turning
him into a lightning rod of AIDS-related homophobia is Randy Shilts, And the Band Played On: Politics,
People, and the AIDS Epidemic (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1987).  I discuss Dugas’ legacy in more
detail in the Conclusion.
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discussed female sexuality in ways that were no less shocking to the American public.

His 1953 Sexual Behavior in the Human Female grabbed headlines for its strong attack

on the traditional notion that women were disinterested in sex.179  In fact, Kinsey and his

colleagues, more than any other researchers, introduced America to the reality that

women engaged in ample amounts of extra-marital sex.  Such a revelation, coupled with

their “discovery” (actually an iteration of what was already apparent to most women) that

female orgasm was tied to clitoral stimulation rather than vaginal intercourse, unleashed a

new force into mainstream US society: sexually active women seeking out pleasure for

their own gratification.

And yet, the arrival of the female libido and its potential for female agency was

overshadowed by another male-centric sexual development from 1953.  Indeed, Kinsey’s

opus hit bookstores in the same month (December 1953) that the inaugural edition of

Playboy arrived on newsstands.  This juxtaposition, however coincidental, serves as a

significant defeat for women: rather than being unleashed into a realm of sexual

liberation, the female libido was contained in a male-dominated realm that prioritized the

man’s sexual satisfaction.  As America’s tight censorship laws increasingly were thrown

out in the courts starting in the 1950s, pornography moved from an illegal branch of

organized crime into an increasingly legitimate industry operating in broad daylight and

infiltrating the homes of more middle class families.180 No other pornographic medium
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had the success of Playboy, which had passed the one-million mark in sales by 1956 and

made a celebrity and millionaire of Hugh Hefner.181

Stewardesses were another obvious commercialized space to market the newly

sexualized woman of the 1950s.  Just as the courts were opening up space in films,

magazines, and clubs for eroticized women, so too were the airlines.  Even in the 1930s,

stewardesses already embodied much of what 1950s society fetishized in women: they

were young, pretty, unmarried, largely unchaperoned by men, and well-traveled (thereby

possessing a touch of bohemian cosmopolitanism).  As women who were so divorced

from the connotations of home—they were constantly traveling and lived with other

single stewardesses in “crash pads” rather than homes—stewardesses also embodied the

escape from marriage and family life that 1950s militarized men (whether themselves

married or not) often idealized.  Of course, the airlines explicitly recruited their

stewardesses to look the part of glamour girls, selecting only those women who

conformed to postwar standards of beauty:

A typical stewardess…is twenty-four, weighs 113, and is five feet four
and one half inches tall….she must have straight teeth and a fortunate
complexion.  Her figure is ‘proportioned,’ another air-line requirement.
Her hair is short or, if not short, done so that it never falls below the collar
of her jacket.  There are no requirements as to its color, although some
years ago one line—National—decreed that all of its girls should be
blondes.182

This emphasis on their physical allure drove stewardesses into a dual role in

popular media, portrayed not only as ideal candidates for marriage, but also as
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182 Henry LaCossitt, “Adventures of the Air-Line Stewardesses,” Saturday Evening Post (June 26, 1954),
96.
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embodiments of a more free-wheeling lifestyle.  The first feature-length film devoted to

the life of a stewardess portrayed just this sort of paradox.  Starring Oscar winner Jane

Wyman as an American Airlines stewardess, the 1951 Warner Brothers film  Three Guys

Named Mike showed the glamorous Wyman as the object of three different men’s

desires: a pilot, an advertising executive, and a graduate student.183  The film clearly

highlighted the beauty of the stewardess, but also stressed that her appeal to men came

from her worldliness as well.  When courted by the businessman, stewardess Marcy

Lewis contributes poignant advice for a future ad campaign.  Meanwhile, her time with

the science student is spent in the laboratory, learning the intricacies of her suitor’s skills.

Interestingly, Marcy’s relationship with the pilot is portrayed as the least intellectually

stimulating for her, tied instead to sharing inside jokes about their jobs and mutual

experiences as veteran travelers.

Marcy’s savvy combination of beauty and brains—combined with enough naiveté

to make her seem acceptably feminine—make her irresistible to each of her three suitors.

She, however, is in no hurry to choose just one man as her ultimate husband, opting

instead to date each of them simultaneously and even conniving to enlist all three to help

her and her housemate move into a new “crash pad.”  The dictates of Hollywood’s self-

censorship prohibited any further embellishment on the novel sexual constellation that

centered on this stewardess, but the implication is clear: Marcy Lewis had ideal looks,

intellectual curiosity, and an unchaste heart.  This last characteristic made Marcy unique

from other women: more risky for a man to build a relationship with, but far more

                                                  
183 Charles Walters, director, Three Guys Named Mike, (Los Angeles: Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, 1951).
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alluring as well.   While pre-dating the Kinsey Report on women by two years, Three

Guys Named Mike nonetheless pointed to the same reality: a female sexual agency that

conferred more power on the woman to act as a sexual equal.  When coupled with a pink-

collar job and the freedom to travel—as with the stewardess corps—this sexual agency

was particularly actualized.

  The ultimate act of sexual containment for Hollywood’s version of the

stewardess was the same as that for the actual stewardess corps of the 1950s: marriage.

Stewardesses’ participation in the hedonistic world of free love (however male-centric

and thereby un-free it remained) had a time limit.  Marcy Lewis is forced to choose

between her suitors in the film’s final scene and ride off into the sunset with her new

fiancée (the graduate student)—and thereby make her final flight as a stewardess.

Similarly, flight attendants in the 1950s on all carriers but Pan Am were forced to retire

upon marriage, just as they were in the 1930s.

Hollywood, of course, was not the only medium to reinforce the link between

marriage and stewardess dismissals, since the airlines themselves promoted the job to

prospective stewardesses as a short-term interlude before marriage.  It is hardly

surprising, then, that print media such as the Saturday Evening Post suggested that

women simply could not endure their mobility as stewardesses over the long term: “A

relatively short period of this life of constant change and movement probably convinces

most girls that there’s no place like home—particularly a home of their own.  And that

sort of feminine decision usually means that two people are going to get married.”184
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Indeed, even as stewardesses were portrayed as sexually available, they also were cast as

traditional romantics at heart, waiting for the right man to marry and settle down with.

Of course, such characterizations are just as prescriptive (compelling women to move on

from the workplace and settle down), rather than descriptive of their true desires.  The

airlines, after all, had increasing financial incentives to keep a workforce with low

seniority.

The more stewardesses were seen exclusively as “young and attractive girls” with

no professional credentials other than their beauty and personality, the less agency they

exercised in the workplace.  In addition to garnering lower wages vis-à-vis men in the

airline industry, women were increasingly treated as libidinized sex objects in the sky,

especially as the impact of the Kinsey-Playboy moment spread through middle-class

culture.  Stewardesses endured even more uncompensated burdens in the 1950s, ranging

from increased girdle checks and other bodily controls (hair restrictions, weight checks,

wearing high-heeled shoes, etc.) to the persistent nuisance of unsolicited sexual advances.

The following account from a 1959 dime-store novel, Edge of Twilight, aptly echoes

stories told by numerous stewardesses who flew in the 1950s:

With few exceptions, [stewardess Val McGregor] found [the
passengers] selfish and demanding, condescending and unbearably
familiar.  The men seized every opportunity to corner the stewardess and
bombard her with propositions and the usual crude jokes.

“Say, cutie, how’s about a little more coffee?”…
“Surely. Right away, sir,” Val said.  “Cream and sugar?”
“Take my coffee the way I like my women.”  He looked up at her,

obviously waiting for a reaction.
“Hot and black?”  She forced a mechanical grin…
When she handed the steaming cup to him, his moist fingers closed

about her wrist.  With practiced skill, Val eased out of his perspiring
clutch…
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Every flight has a percentage of drunks, neurotics, and demanding
passengers.  That was to be expected, Val thought.  What was the point of
complaining?  Unless you wanted suddenly to find yourself without your
job.185

As familiar as these forms of harassment were to women who flew in the 1950s, there

was never a mechanism established to protect stewardesses from this sort of hostility.  In

the same way that the character Val simply internalizes and dismisses such events as a

part of the job, the airlines also treated these incidents as unremarkable and typical of

stewardesses’ line of work.  When reporting such encounters or confronting passengers

about their sexist behavior, stewardesses were more apt to be reprimanded than defended.

If anything, the airlines in the 1950s became complicit in this overt sexual

harassment.  Indeed, as stewards’ uniforms were becoming less fashion-conscious and

more militarized, stewardesses were wearing tighter clothing, with higher skirt lines and

more accentuated curves along the waist and chest. These outfits were still sophisticated

and professional in appearance, unlike the even tighter and more colorful innovations of

the late 1960s stewardess uniforms.  However, the trend towards more suggestive

clothing, at least compared to stewardess uniforms of the 1930s, is unmistakable.

 Increasingly servile and sexualized images such as this image of Eastern’s flight

attendant trainees were also more prominent in the airlines’ publicity materials.  Such

images allowed the airlines to expose even more of their young stewardesses’ skin than

the latest uniforms, all the while reinforcing their servility, even their willingness to

assume lowly duties that were not part of their job description.  The key dynamics of

female containment were thereby well established by the end of the 1950s: women’s
                                                  
185 Paula Christian, Edge of Twilight in Twilight Girls (New York: Kensington, 2003—originally 1959), 95.
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newly actualized libido was commodified and placed at the service of men, while the

women themselves were under-compensated and prematurely expelled from the

workforce to keep them from accruing a formidable amount of agency on the job.  (see

Image 3.1.)

The Threat of Uncontained Women

Even though stewardesses conformed to the dictates of 1950s

womanhood—however schizophrenic they were—they nonetheless aroused occasional

suspicion about their commitment to heterosexuality.  Paula Christian’s 1959 dime-store

novel Edge of Twilight, detailing a lesbian romance between two stewardesses, highlights

just this sort of anxiety, suggesting that stewardesses could easily utilize their mobility

and steady incomes to forge same-sex relationships.186  Stewardesses Val McGregor and

Toni Molina meet each other while working the same flight between New York and San

Juan, then have their first sexual experience while sharing a room together at the crew

hotel.  As much as their work created occasional distance between the two, it also

provided freedom from commitment to a man or a home that allowed their attraction to

grow without being noticed by those around them.  Indeed, for Val, her attraction to Toni

                                                  
186 While the 1950s were largely considered a time of little gay and lesbian publicity, this was not true of
lesbian pulp fiction.  Amidst various titles treating lurid and illicit heterosexual encounters, the dime store
novels of the time sometimes treated lesbianism in very open and candid ways.  Edge of Twilight stands out
for being a particularly positive portrayal of lesbianism, as it deals candidly with Val McGregor’s coming
out once she feels an attraction to the younger Toni.  It also is free of the tragic ending so common in
portrayals of lesbian love, ending instead with a profession of Val’s love for Toni.  For an analysis of 1950s
lesbian pulp, including consideration of Paula Christian’s work, see Yvonne Keller, "'Was it right to love
her brother's wife so passionately?': lesbian pulp novels and US lesbian identity, 1950-1965," American
Quarterly 57:2 (June 2005), 385-410.
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was actually in part a counterbalance to the abusive treatment heaped on her by men as a

stewardess.  She constantly contrasts Toni’s tenderness and emotional compatibility with

the sexual aggression she finds in her dealings with other airline personnel and

customers, or with the emotional aloofness she encounters in her affair with a married

pilot.

The threat of lesbianism came not just from falling in love with other

stewardesses in Christian’s account of the stewardess life.  Indeed, Christian also voices

other male fears that stewardesses’ modest potential for a career tied to travel would de-

feminize them, morphing them into mannish lesbians.  On the morning after Val and Toni

first sleep together in San Juan, they have breakfast with the rest of the crew, including a

pilot disturbed by the sight of two stewardesses from another airline who strike him as

mannish:

“Those stews look like real queers!  Maybe they’re lovers!”  He
snorted.  “Goddam fruits.  All the same….You know, Trans-Globe is
known all over for hiring them.”

“What’s the difference to you?” Toni asked. “Jealous because you
can’t make them?”

“Hell, no!  Ain’t a woman alive that can’t be had.  These characters
think they’re so damn smart, acting like men!  Probably no one wanted
them so they had to turn queer.”

Val laughed.  “Well if they bother you so much, Alonso, don’t look at
them!  Who asked for your opinion?  Let’s talk about the whores in the
airlines instead, then you won’t feel so bad.”187

Val’s final comment is quite prescient for its exposure of the rules of containment for

stewardesses, since so many men, including a good number of pilots, expected

stewardesses to be “whores” during their tenures in the workforce.  And yet, if ever a
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woman’s desires fell instead on another woman, the entire libertine adventure became

unacceptable.  Oral histories with flight attendants flying in the 1950s suggest that

lesbianism was in fact somewhat common amongst stewardesses, though not to the same

degree as homosexuality among stewards.  Like their gay male counterparts, these

women were at times known to be lesbians by some of their fellow crewmates; yet, there

was also tremendous pressure to keep their sexual identity concealed and play along with

the male-centric rules of postwar sexuality, acquiescing to jokes and fondling, if not to

men’s sexual propositions.

Lesbianism was not the only threat to female containment that remained largely

repressed throughout the 1950s and 1960s.  Actually, the lesbian’s purported opposite—a

married stewardess—was deemed just as unsettling to many.  While male pilots and

stewards were free to marry and have children as they saw fit, stewardesses were seen as

disloyal wives for vacating the home and maintaining a travel-oriented career after

marriage.  Even though it was the only airline tolerating married flight attendants, Pan

Am also gave voice to concerns about this policy for the married couple.188  Especially

when coupled with Pan Am’s progressive policy of allowing women to attain purser

positions as quickly as men—thereby securing a family wage in her own name—the

stewardess and her husband risked a full-fledged gender inversion.  Indeed, the prospect

of a wage-earning wife could be downright humiliating for her husband, who risked the

emasculating prospect of maintaining himself through household chores while waiting for

his bread-winning wife to return home.  This image from the Clipper newsletter of
                                                  
188 While still refusing to hire already-married or divorced women, Pan Am nonetheless allowed their flight
attendants who married while on the payroll to continue working, but only until pregnancy.
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November 1950 playfully pokes fun at an otherwise traumatic gender inversion.  While

she heads off on a trip, stewardess Alice Brodie’s husband Bill spends his day in an apron

and finds himself overwhelmed with cooking and cleaning tasks, so much so that he

burns all of his fingertips while lighting the kitchen stove.  The text explains Bill’s

newfound respect for housekeeping, “Once Bill Brodie thought there was nothing to it.

He thinks differently now…”189  (See Image 3.2.)

The images of a Pan Am husband in an apron pre-date the more famous image of

an aproned man in the film Rebel Without a Cause by five years.190  And indeed, the

stakes are presented quite differently in this playful Pan Am satire.  Most importantly,

Bill Brodie is handed a face-saving device in the text itself, which stresses his obvious

ineptness around the kitchen.  This makes it clear that housekeeping is not actually Bill’s

full-time pursuit, suggesting his manhood has been only temporarily surrendered while

his wife is away.  Of course, Bill and Alice also lack children and therefore do not run the

risk featured in the famous film starring James Dean as a rebellious teenager.  After all, in

Rebel Without a Cause, it is precisely the father’s unmanliness (symbolized by his apron

that he wears unabashedly around the home) that generates his son’s rebelliousness.191

The danger of a wage-earning wife was transparent to many in the 1950s.

Psychologists and other social scientists such as Abram Kardiner added their expert

voices to the warnings from popular culture that condemned strong, independent women

and their hen-pecked husbands as a threat to the next generation.  These experts

                                                  
189 Pan American Clipper (Latin American Division), Feb. 1950, 6.
190 Nicholas Ray, director, Rebel Without a Cause, (Los Angeles: Warner Bros., 1955).
191 For a discussion of the father in “Rebel Without a Cause,” see Susan Bordo, The Male Body: A New
Look at Men in Public and in Private (New York : Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1999), 107-152.
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recommended that working women withdraw from the workforce once family life began,

especially for the sake of their husband and children.  After all, at least according to

Kardiner, men like Bill Brodie (and any sons he might have) were considered high-risk

candidates for developing homosexual tendencies, especially if they depended on their

wives for financial security. Thus, just as the stigma against lesbianism became an

essential tool that contained women’s sexual and economic freedom during the 1950s, so

too did the threat of male homosexuality.  Wives and mothers seeking independence

could ruin not only themselves but also the men in their family.  The crisis of masculinity

simply demanded that women such as stewardesses contain their own aspirations,

contenting themselves to surrender their careers for the sake of their men.

The steward and homophobia

Just as the crisis of masculinity had extremely adverse consequences for

stewardesses, stewards also suffered from this cultural wave, even to the point of losing

access to this line of work.  By 1958, both Eastern and Pan Am had stopped hiring men

for virtually all of their flight attendant positions.  Only TWA and Northwest, as

mentioned previously, hired men thereafter, exclusively as pursers on their international

routes.  A New York-based airline focusing on flights to Puerto Rico, Trans Caribbean

Airlines, became the only scheduled carrier after the late 1950s to hire men as both

pursers and stewards.  Meanwhile, airlines such as Delta and Braniff, which flirted with

employing stewards from 1946 until 1949, quickly reversed course and returned to a

female-only model familiar to almost all of their domestic competitors.  I begin my
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consideration of homophobia and male flight attendants by examining just how expansive

a gay presence in the flight attendant corps was, then consider Delta’s reasoning for their

quick about-face regarding stewards.  The Delta decision, after all, represents the first

time stewards were expelled from the workplace after World War II and confirms that

homophobia was a key element in this decision.  After the Delta case, I examine the

hysterical publicity surrounding Eastern Air Lines steward William Simpson’s murder in

1954, which further encouraged the airlines, especially Eastern, to phase stewards out.

When discussing the numbers of gay men working as flight attendants in the

postwar era, a major caveat needs to be addressed.  Namely, there are virtually no written

sources that address the issue of homosexuality and the flight attendant corps.  If the

airlines or flight attendant labor unions had documents on this issue, they no longer exist.

And press accounts—as with so much discussion of homosexuality in the 1950s—either

ignored the issue altogether or employed it as an object of ridicule and alarm, as in the

Simpson case.  Not even airline advertisements from Eastern and Pan Am included male

flight attendants in the 1950s, effectively relegating any publicity for stewards to

sensationalistic headlines regarding their complicity in communist plots (Pan Am’s TWU

crisis of 1949) or homosexuality (Simpson’s murder coverage in 1954).

Thus, my findings on the prevalence of homosexuality in the workplace rest

almost exclusively on oral histories and written memoirs from flight attendants, some of

whom began flying as early as 1948.192  Other sources for this section include piecemeal

                                                  
192 This chapter includes material from interviews with six former stewards, who worked for either Eastern
or Pan Am.  The earliest start date was 1948, the latest 1955.  These interviews were conducted either by
phone or in person between 2004 and 2006.  These men were located via word of mouth and with the
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evidence from court proceedings and sensationalistic accounts from Miami newspapers

regarding the Simpson murder.  Personal recollections are among the least valued sources

for historians, since the parties often have vested interests in distorting or concealing the

true reality—or they simply don’t recall events accurately.  Of course, in dealing with

issues of homosexuality in the 1950s, the motives to conceal or misrepresent reality are

further heightened, given society’s opprobrium regarding the topic.  Nonetheless, I am

confident that the overall assertions I present in the following pages, however modest, are

accurate and contribute quite significantly to our understanding of homosexuality in the

workplace in the 1950s.  All the while, the findings raise as many questions as they

answer, and I hope that future work in this realm—especially as more flight attendants

and airline executives share their recollections, or as more detailed written sources come

to light—will provide an even more thorough version of this history.

Gay Stewards

Bearing in mind such a caveat, it is nonetheless clear that the flight attendant

corps in the 1950s harbored far more gay men than was statistically expected.  The Pan

Am stewards I interviewed contend that a majority of men working as stewards were gay.

One of them noted, “They would hire 4,5,6,7 at a time [at a particular West Coast

base]—that was the size of the classes—and almost all the men were gay, with few

exceptions.”  “They were the best qualified,” he added, because gay men as a whole were

better attuned to the job’s demands of good grooming and a charming demeanor.  This
                                                                                                                                                      
assistance of online communities of former flight attendants.  I have chosen to keep their identities
anonymous.
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led to an overall situation at Pan Am in which, “over half of those hired were gay”

throughout the company’s various flight attendant bases.193  A similar situation was

evident at Eastern Air Lines as well.  Both the straight and gay men I talked to from

Eastern agreed that gays comprised anywhere from 20 to 40 percent of the flight

attendant corps, at least at the Miami base where they were stationed.  One straight

steward, who was among the few men hired after the Simpson murder, remembers,

“There were gays when I started [in late 1955].  Of 500 flight attendants at the Miami

base, probably 50 were gay men.”194  Given that only half—or even less—of Eastern’s

flight attendant corps was male, such a percentage of gays was quite significant.

The large number of gay men forced a modicum of tolerance for homosexuality

amongst straight flight attendants and even from airline management.  Both gay and

straight flight attendants largely reported a social ease with each other that was, of course,

highly uncharacteristic of 1950s society.  One straight steward recalls that there were “no

problems” with the gay stewards: “We accepted it, and that was it.” He even remembered

being teamed with a gay steward for the first month of flying, as flight schedules at the

time were generated on a monthly basis.  In the course of the month, the gay steward was

quite open and friendly towards him, even inviting him to “one of our parties.”  While the

straight flight attendant never ended up socializing with the gay stewards, he also never

felt alienated from them either.195  Another straight steward with Eastern, whose career

began in 1948, recalled, “We had a number of limpwristed guys.  It was common
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knowledge.  We knew who they were.  Their comportment gave them away.  But as long

as there was no scandal, they stayed on the job.  It never got out of hand.”196  Such a

sentiment suggests that the negative publicity surrounding the Simpson murder in 1954

was quite anomalous, at least for those within the airline itself.  The flight attendant

corps, whether gay or straight, was already finding ways to live with sexuality diversity,

even as the larger culture was seeking ways to cordon off homosexuals from the

workplace and other public venues.

Yet, the situation for gays in the workplace was not entirely open and easy.

While some men were forthcoming about their sexuality with their peers (though,

seemingly, almost never with customers), others at both Eastern and Pan Am were far

more reticent at work, for fear of being labeled as queer.  Even crew parties with other

flight attendants and pilots could risk exposure of their homosexuality: “I didn’t like to go

to crew parties…because there were so many gay stories [being told],” says one former

steward who kept his sexuality largely private at work.  This avoidance of his coworkers

in social situations fit in with a larger desire to avoid notice and even potential conflict:

“The gay scene was so raw and behind the scenes and so remote in a lot of people’s

minds that a lot of people didn’t know gay people….So, I felt I could understand this.  It

made sense to me.  It was difficult for people to understand this way of life…It was

perfectly natural to be negative about [homosexuality at the time].” He added, “The vast

majority of the gay male flight attendants were circumspect.”197  Others, however, seized

the opportunity to live more openly, even with their heterosexual peers.  An account from
                                                  
196 Interview with Anonymous C, March 15, 2006.
197 Anonymous A.
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former Pan Am steward Roy Orason, in his autobiographical narrative Plight of a Flight

Attendant, tells of a dinner party of Pan Am personnel at the New Orleans base in

1954.198  While Orason himself is straight and condescendingly refers to gays as

“faggots” throughout his book, his account nonetheless reveals just how prevalent

homosexuality was in the company’s flight attendant corps:

Every stewardess that was in town…showed up.  Two of the pilots from
the base showed up without their wives, although they too had been
invited…Some [non-Pan Am] guys brought girlfriends but most of them
wanted to meet the stews who would be there.  There was even one of the
faggot stewards with his friend there and they turned out to be the life of
the party.199

Orason’s account fits into a larger pattern I noticed in my interviews: even straight flight

attendants knew a fair bit of their gay colleagues’ lives: whether—and whom—they were

dating, who they hung out with on layovers, etc..  At the very least, the gossip networks

at Eastern and Pan Am crossed over any line of segregation between straight and gay.

And while Pan Am management heatedly denied this a decade later during court

proceedings, it is also clear that airline executives were quite aware of the homosexual

presence in their workforce.  In the words of one Pan Am steward, “If there was no

scandal involved, I don’t think it would be incriminating to be known as gay by a

supervisor.”200  Roy Orason’s book sheds further light on this fact, as the main character

Rob takes the liberty of asking his New Orleans supervisor about the sexual orientation of

a new male steward:

                                                  
198 Orason recounts many of his own personal memories from the point of view of a fictional character, Rob
Orlon.  Roy Orason, Plight of a Flight Attendant (Citrus Heights, CA: Sierra Publishing, 1994).
199 Orason, 141.
200 Anonymous A.
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“Is he queer?”
Allen [the base manager] laughed and said, “I didn’t ask, but I don’t

think so.  He has some fine reports in his file and evidently is a very good
steward.”201

 In fact, Pan Am management—unlike, say, the US military at the time—never did ask

recruits about their sexual orientation.  The issue seemed so much a non-starter for

management that the laughter recorded in Orason’s account is quite plausible.

Of course, things became far more tense between management and gay stewards

when scandal arose.  The Simpson murder in 1954 was by far the most significant of

these scandals, but it was not the only one.  Pan Am also endured a series of gay-related

problems in the 1950s, though they never received publicity outside of company circles.

Most were offshoots of the company policy forcing stewards to double up in hotel rooms

while on layovers.  While pilots received their own rooms as a consequence of their more

lucrative collective bargaining agreements, stewards shared their room with another

steward, or even with a flight engineer from the cockpit.  Placing stewards in this

situation when their coworkers often knew them to be gay exposed them to all sorts of

potential abuse.  “There were a lot of problems for gays on layovers,” recalls one Pan Am

steward.  “We [stewards] all roomed together until the union finally resolved that.  We’d

double up.  And very often there would be someone making moves on you, or you’d hear

of a straight guy, ya know, punching out somebody who made a pass at him in the room,

trying to get into bed with him.”202  Other stories circulated of gay stewards being forced

into sex by chief pursers on their flights, who could easily report them as negligent on the
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job if they refused.  In response, several gay men who attained enough seniority bid on

the same routes together, the only way to guarantee that their roommate wouldn’t harass

them.

Though no documentation to this effect exists, it seems clear that the widespread

dissatisfaction with the company’s rooming policy came to the attention of the flight

attendant labor union—the TWU—and Pan Am’s management.  In fact, the TWU was

the first flight attendant union to win the concession from their airline granting flight

attendants a single room.  And yet, this perk was available only to male flight

attendants—the ones with the most problems involving homosexuality on layovers.  Pan

Am acquiesced to this demand (at least for their men) at the dawn of the jet age, roughly

1959, while other carriers—especially those with female-only flight attendant

corps—resisted this concession until the 1970s.203  It is safe to speculate that Pan Am set

the precedent for private rooms precisely because it had many more male flight

attendants than their competition and therefore heard far more complaints of gay-oriented

sexual impropriety from their workers.  The fact that other airlines followed the TWU-

Pan Am precedent only when they also employed male flight attendants suggests that

bestowing single rooms on flight attendants was historically a consequence—a side
                                                  
203 The date of this concession comes from personal recollections and not from archival records, which
explains my reticence to provide a specific year.  Also, I am somewhat uncertain of Pan Am’s practice
regarding shared rooms for female flight attendants.  It could be that they too were given single rooms,
except in cases where the hotel couldn’t accommodate them.  Nonetheless, while men were given singles,
women were still fighting for this benefit until the 1976 contract specified that all Pan Am flight attendants
must receive single rooms.  Accommodations in Honolulu seemed to be a particular problem in the early
1970s, as TWU files contain several complaint letters from stewardesses about doubling up there.  One
letter pointedly accuses the TWU of male bias: “I feel that this is an intolerable situation and I don’t
understand why TWU is letting it continue.  Could it be because it only affects stewardesses?”  Letter dated
August 6, 1972,  Folder “ATD, Ernest M. Mitchell (Intl. VP) – PAWA Correspondence – Flight Service
Personnel (locals 500,504, 505), Jun-Dec 1973”, Box 90 [unprocessed], TWU Archives, New York
University, New York, NY.
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benefit, if you will—of homosexuality in the workplace.204  Having one’s own room (in

addition to the other enhancements it brings to the job, such as better quality rest) is a

very concrete manifestation of the right to sexual privacy, which has been the central

tenet of the gay rights movement since the 1950s.

While the airlines hiring men dealt with difficult issues tied to same-sex desire,

they also faced a potential public relations nightmare from the perceived effeminacy of

their stewards.  Regardless of whether stewards were gay or not, they were all deemed

potentially “queer” because of their job.  The more that the public and other airline

personnel perceived the flight attendant job as women’s work, the more these men

endured slights against them as gender deviates—even though the airlines tried to

masculinize their stewards after World War II.  Several former stewards, both gay and

straight, confirmed that humiliating incidents occasionally occurred on the job.  One ex-

steward recalls being asked by a repeat male customer while preparing the flight for take-

off, “Where is your dress?” He initially attempted to defuse the situation with humor, by

replying, “I hope you forgive me, sir, but I decided to dress legitimately today.”  After

this response failed to end the customer’s derisive comments, the steward went to the

flight captain and informed him that he refused to work the flight, because, as he said,

“My masculinity in a very flippant and demeaning way is being questioned.”  In this

                                                  
204 Eastern had a different policy for layovers in the 1950s that also lessened sexual tensions.  The airline
provided their flight attendants with stipends, allowing each person to choose a single room or buddy up (or
to pocket the money and stay with family or friends).  Providing such freedom of choice greatly lessened
tensions related to homosexuality on layovers.
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case, the captain stuck up for the steward, proceeding to the rear of the plane and

resolving the crisis by forcing the customer to apologize.205

Another steward suggested that pilots were often the source of the most

demeaning attacks on his masculinity. “They could make your job miserable,” he said of

the pilots, who generally preferred that the women serve their meals in the cockpits.  One

pilot even ordered a steward to make him coffee in the employee lounge of an airport,

since there were “plenty of 20-year old stewardesses willing to do that for me.”206  The

former stewards overall confirmed that problems with the pilot corps, while isolated,

were still quite troubling: “We had some wonderful captains…By far I would say the

majority were nice guys, but then we had some real bastards.”  Meanwhile, interactions

with customers overall were quite easygoing and uneventful.  Yet, there were

occasionally demeaning inquiries from male passengers: “Where are the babes?” or

“Why all these men working in first class?”207

Delta’s embrace of “homosexual panic”

While Pan Am and Eastern found some sort of modus vivendi accommodating a

gay presence among their flight attendants despite the extra management headaches,

other airlines such as Delta found that their male pursers were not worth the hassle.  Delta

began hiring men as pursers in 1946, but dismissed all of those hired by late 1948.  When

asked by the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission almost 20 years later to

                                                  
205 Anonymous C.
206 Interview with Anonymous D, October 10, 2005.
207 Anonymous A.
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explain their return to a female-only corps, Delta asserted that the experience with men

was “completely unsatisfactory.” The company then went on to suggest two key ways in

which the flight attendant job was incompatible with the militarized masculinity so

dominant at the time.208  First and foremost, according to Delta, the position offered little

prospect for advancement, thereby stunting the male’s natural aspirations for increased

challenge and ever-deepening responsibility: “Our experience demonstrated…that the

really capable young man was not willing to accept the steward’s position as a ‘career’

job.”  Because flight attendants could not significantly advance in terms of responsibility

and wages, “the inevitable result was a stagnation of the individual within the job and an

increasing dissatisfaction and loss of interest, with resultant impaired performance.”

Meanwhile, women presumably overlooked these restricted possibilities, since they were

not beholden to the rigid dictates of manliness that demanded continual challenge and

career advancement: “Even for those young ladies who do not marry at a relatively early

age, the stewardess position is an acceptable long-term career job.”209

Beyond limited prospects for career advancement, the Delta letter also notes that

sexual issues—especially concerns over homosexuality—rendered men incompatible

with the flight attendant position:

While the matter must be delicately stated, it was a fact that the least trace
of effeminacy on the part of the purser resulted in the individual being
tagged as a sex deviate (in most cases without fault on his part) and, at the

                                                  
208 It may be that Delta’s 1966 letter includes some moments of applying later rationales onto a previous
historical moment.  However, none of the reasons provided in the letter sound strikingly out of sync with
prevalent notions of masculinity in the late 1940s.  Letter from J.A. York, Assistant to Vice President –
Personnel, Delta Airlines, to Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, dated May 24, 1966.  Box 1,
folder 1, Roderick McNeil v. Pan American World Airways case file (CS-12975-66), New York State
Division of Human Rights collection, New York State Archives, Albany, NY.
209 Ibid.
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other extreme, the least aggressiveness on the part of a more virile steward
was subject to misinterpretation by female passengers.  While Delta was
never exposed to public embarrassment or real or threatened litigation as a
result of these problems, they did in fact exist and were recognized as such
both by the Company and by the stewards themselves.210

This claim is quite revealing for a variety of reasons.  First, it indirectly—but nonetheless

resolutely—confirms a gay presence amongst Delta’s small corps of pursers.  After all,

the airline coyly notes that their effeminate men were not culpable for being labeled sex

deviates, but only “in most cases.”  This semi-public admission by the airlines that they

had gay employees is extremely rare, occurring only one other time before the 1970s.211

Eastern and Pan Am, in fact, never took this step, even though the public knew that a gay

subculture existed in the flight attendant corps after the Simpson murder in 1954.  Of

course, Delta’s candor probably stems from a self-serving desire to draw attention to the

prospect of male flight attendants being gay.  As will be discussed in Chapter Four, their

audience for this letter—the EEOC—would itself vilify men who undertook women’s

work in the 1960s, in order to justify its reticence to correct gender segregation in the

workplace.  This attitude at the EEOC offered Delta latitude to cast the hiring of

homosexuals as problematic.  And while the authors of this letter drafted it to suggest that

both Delta’s “effeminate” and “virile” stewards encountered hardships, the rhetorical

                                                  
210 Delta letter, 1966.
211 I deem this admission “semi-public” because it is a part of a public legal proceeding whose records were
technically open to scrutiny.  However, neither the government agencies collecting this information nor the
press publicized this material.  The letter is actually located in the New York State Commission for Human
Rights case file of McNeil v. Pan Am, with a note clipped to it (presumably by NYSCHR attorneys)
reading: “Do not introduce.”

The other admission that gays were in the flight attendant corps came from Trans Caribbean Airways
before the NYSCHR, also in the late 1960s.  Their reference, however, was to its 1960s staff, whereas
Delta’s concerned its 1940s personnel.  The Trans Caribbean testimony and the various legal cases
involving sex discrimination in the flight attendant corps is discussed in Chapter Five.
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emphasis made it clear that the biggest challenge came from the effeminate steward

“tagged as a sex deviate.”  This group also stands out, therefore, as the primary source of

“public embarrassment or real or threatened litigation” mentioned later in the paragraph.

Yet, the airline’s concern with their “more virile” stewards being misunderstood

by passengers suggests some common ground shared between all stewards, whether

straight or gay, effeminate or virile.  Indeed, all of these men were incriminated by the

militaristic paradigm of manliness that triggered the crisis of masculinity: effeminate men

for failing to live up to manly ideals, and virile men for following them too closely, even

to the extent of being construed as overly aggressive sexually.  Of course, the airlines

knew the airplane had become an eroticized space, and they certainly had few qualms

about exposing their female service personnel to such male-driven sexual predation.  Yet,

it could only beget trouble, from Delta’s perspective, to hire a man for this sexualized

sphere, since he would risk “public embarrassment” or even litigation for the company.

Basically, the militarized masculinity of the day had made men of all stripes—effeminate

or virile—incompatible for service work, especially in sexualized realms.212

Just as the mention of “sex deviates” would have alarmed the readers of this

letter, so too would the mention of “real or threatened litigation.” Arguably, however, the

prospect of litigation was never imminent or grave, even if the worst-case scenario for

“public embarrassment” were true: i.e., if Delta’s gay stewards were sexually

promiscuous with or sexually aggressive towards passengers.  After all, sexual

                                                  
212 For an account of the extreme social controls placed on male sexuality, whether heterosexual or
homosexual, during this time period, see Estelle Freedman, "'Uncontrolled Desires': The Response to the
Sexual Psychopath, 1920-1960," Journal of American History 74: 1 (June, 1987).
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harassment laws did not exist in the 1940s, nor even when the letter was written in 1966.

Customers hit on by stewards had no recourse to the law, unless the moment of perceived

sexual aggression escalated to physical assault (by a jealous husband, perhaps, or a male

customer who felt the “deviate” was hitting on him).  This macho male reaction to a

perceived sexual slight certainly cannot be ruled out, but it also would have been a civil

case involving two individuals rather than the company.  An alternative potential concern

for litigation also had no legitimacy: a grievance filed by a male purser who felt he was

wrongly fired just for being a homosexual.  Delta had to know that it could fire a flight

attendant at any time for any reason, especially since the airline had no collective

bargaining agreement with a flight attendant union (after all, they fired all of their pursers

in 1948 just for being men.)213  Furthermore, no municipality in the US prevented

companies from firing homosexuals on that basis alone until the 1970s.

Instead, then, Delta’s fear of litigation is an ungrounded contention that stems

from a deeper homophobia.  In this sense, the company’s choice to phase out its pursers

is closely related to, though technically quite different from, the legal notion of

“homosexual panic.”  In legal parlance homosexual panic involves a mitigation of

punishment for those who attack homosexuals.  Here, however, I am referring to a

general conflation of homosexuality with illegality (ergo, potential litigation) that

justifies excluding men from employment, out of fear that they are gay.   As long as Delta

could link its discriminatory employment decisions to a fear of homosexuality, it could

also assert a fear of litigation.  Yet, to be rational instead of phobic, Delta would have had
                                                  
213 Delta was the only major carrier at the time without a flight attendant union.  To this day, its flight
attendants are non-unionized.
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to articulate ways in which the company would have been legally culpable for

maintaining “sex deviates” in the workplace, since firing them was perfectly legal.

Overall, Delta was simply unwilling to deal with the phobia unleashed when men

undertook the job of flight attendant.  Stewards allegedly alarmed passengers, which in

turn created angst for managers who worried about the company’s image.

The hysteria of the Simpson murder

Already in the years before William Simpson’s murder in August 1954, the

airlines had become aware of the presence of gay stewards and had developed two

contrasting strategies to deal with homosexuality in the workplace.  On the one hand,

personnel at both Eastern and Pan Am were accommodating gay stewards, even at times

socializing with them as peers.  This modicum of tolerance depended on the gays not

creating scandal—i.e., being “closeted” to passengers, as well as to certain managers,

pilots, and even other homophobic flight attendants.  On the other hand, the Delta

example represented an alternative response to gay flight attendants: simply eliminate all

stewards as a draconian way to end the menace of homosexuality in the flight attendant

corps.  Given the cultural climate of the time, when homosexuality was increasingly

feared as a threat to national security and an alarming offshoot of the crisis of

masculinity—not to mention a sin, mental illness, and crime—the Delta option surely

seemed quite compelling, even to some managers at Eastern and Pan Am.  This was the

context in which William Simpson’s murder took place.
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The Simpson murder therefore had a profound effect both in the realm of public

opinion, especially in the city of Miami where it was big news, and within airline

management circles.  It was the incendiary event for the city to express its deep-felt fear

and hatred of homosexuals, which led to sensationalistic revelations about the size of the

city’s gay community and also begot a tragic miscarriage of justice, in which Simpson’s

killers were convicted of manslaughter rather than murder.  At the same time, Eastern’s

treatment of its male stewards worsened because of the Simpson murder.  While the

airline was not yet willing to stop hiring men completely, it did immediately cut back on

the number of male stewards working and reduce their visibility before the public.  The

culture of tolerance for homosexuals at the airlines, while not completely eroded,

partially disappeared.

The Miami public first read of Simpson’s murder in the afternoon edition of the

Miami Daily News on August 3, 1954.214   Under the headline “EAL Steward Found Shot

Dead: Body Discovered in ‘Lover’s Lane’” came the first suspicions that there may have

been a homosexual angle to the murder.  The very location of the body in a notorious

place for couples—though mainly straight couples—to go for sex in their cars suggested

a sexual motive to the murder.  But the statistical unlikelihood that a woman would

commit such a crime already led the newspaper reporter to note: “Police said that while

the murder may have stemmed from a sex motive by a male, it was just as likely the

                                                  
214 Two very fine published accounts of the murder and its significance already exist.  James Sears,
“Purging Perverts in Paradise,” Lonely Hunters (Boulder: Westview Press, 1997), 12-47, and Fred Fejes,
“Murder, Perversion, and Moral Panic: The 1954 Media Campaign Against Miami’s Homosexuals and the
Discourse of Civic Betterment,” Journal of the History of Sexuality 9:3 (July 2000), 305-347.
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slayer was a woman.”215  By the time the morning edition of the Miami Herald appeared

on August 4, Simpson’s friends were engaged in a charm offensive to quell suspicions of

homosexuality.  While the police found that Simpson was unmarried and rooming with

another EAL steward, one of Simpson’s friends (also an ex-roommate and himself an

Eastern steward) assured readers that Simpson had been engaged before.  In fact, as the

Herald reported, this friend, “described his former roommate as a good-looking man who

dated frequently and confided that Simpson had been ‘a man with the ladies.’”216

The police cracked the murder case in just five days, arresting 19-year-old

Charles Lawrence, the man who pulled the trigger, and Lewis Killen, 20, his accomplice,

on the night of August 7.  The investigators’ work, coupled with the killers’ confessions,

clearly established that homosexuality played an essential part in the crime.  Simpson had

picked up Charles Lawrence, who was allegedly hitchhiking his way home, just north of

downtown Miami around the corner from a popular gay bar.  Rather than driving him

home, however, Simpson took Lawrence for a Coke and then proceeded to take him to a

deserted stretch of road, ostensibly because the two had agreed to have sex.  What

seemed to Simpson like a consensual act was, however, actually a well-orchestrated plot

by Lawrence and Killen (perfected over a period of five months) to lure Simpson to the

privacy of Lovers Lane, draw a pistol on him, and steal his money.  Killen was actually

                                                  
215 Sanford Schnier, “EAL Steward Found Shot Dead,” Miami Daily News (Home Edition), Aug 3, 1954,
1A.
216 Bryan Donaldson, “Man Seen Jumping Into Car Before Air Steward’s Slaying,” Miami Herald, Aug 4,
1954, 1A.  Though his name is part of the public record, I have chosen not to reveal the identity of
Simpson’s friend.  Now deceased, the man was an EAL steward known to be gay by his fellow employees,
who served another 30 years as a flight attendant.  He was called to testify in the Simpson trial, presumably
because he was a good friend of Simpson and among the last people to see him alive.  Other flight
attendants suggest that this steward was nearly fired as a result of the Simpson murder and had to fight
through the union to maintain his job, though I have been unable to substantiate this claim.
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following Simpson and Lawrence in his own car, parking just out of earshot from the

other two at Lovers Lane where the sex and robbery would take place (Lawrence in fact

allowed Simpson, as his other victims before him, to perform oral sex on him).

For whatever reason, however, the robbery of Simpson went wrong.  After the sex

act, Lawrence got out of the car and pulled the gun on Simpson while demanding his

money.  In the same instant, Lawrence was spooked (perhaps out of fear that Simpson

would drive off) and shot in Simpson’s direction, ostensibly without the intent to hit him.

The bullet, however, lodged in the side of Simpson’s abdomen and precipitated very

heavy bleeding.  Killen quickly appeared on the scene with Lawrence, and the two youths

demanded that Simpson, though injured, step out of the car and give them his wallet.  He

did so, also surrendering the car keys, which the youths took and threw in a nearby creek

before driving off.  Left completely alone and bleeding to death, Simpson was able to

struggle a few hundred yards up the empty road before finally collapsing and dying.

Lawrence and Killen made off with $25, which they split evenly.  They reportedly

assumed that Simpson would survive the wound and were surprised by news reports the

next day that he was dead.

The newspaper stories on August 8, the day after the arrests and confessions,

exposed the homosexual nature of the crime and also instigated a tactic found all the way

throughout the trial of confusing Simpson—because he was gay—as a perpetrator rather

than a victim.  The Herald dwelt on the story provided by Charles Lawrence, in which he

portrayed himself as a naïve victim of a sexual predator.  Omitting all mention of

Lawrence’s and Killen’s scheme to rob Simpson—these details came to light too late to
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make the Herald’s early morning deadline—the story profiled instead Lawrence’s claim

that he shot Simpson in self-defense, to prevent Simpson from molesting him: “When

they parked, said the youth, Simpson ‘made advances and offered me money, and tried to

assault me.’”  Lawrence then allegedly fired the shot “to ward off the steward’s advances,

by ‘scaring him’…”217  Thus, morning audiences in the city were left to think that

Lawrence’s actions may have been justifiable self-defense, even as the article proceeded

to note that police would attain a warrant charging first-degree murder against him.  Yet,

the Daily News’ afternoon headlines clarified the situation considerably, adding evidence

from Lewis Killen’s subsequent admission of guilt that contradicted Lawrence’s one-

sided version.  With Killen’s story, it became clear that “the killing was the result of a

badly-executed attempt to rob the steward.”  The article proceeded to note that “[Killen]

and Lawrence for several weeks had been working a racket to ‘roll’ men who gave rides

to Lawrence.”  With the Daily News account, then, the burden of guilt was shifted back

upon Lawrence and Killen.

This fact was confirmed the next day in the Herald, which revised its version of

the killing to conform to new information provided by Lawrence himself: Lawrence

consented to the oral sex, then stepped out of the car and drew the gun.  According to

Lawrence, “I just meant to scare him with [the gun] by shooting through the window.

But I guess I turned too far on one foot, because I shot him instead.”  The gunshot left

Simpson writhing in pain, screaming, “Leave me alone, leave me alone.”218  Lawrence,

however, savagely ordered him out of the car and forced him to surrender his wallet and
                                                  
217 Bert Collier, “Youth Admits Slaying of Airline Employee,” Miami Herald, Aug 8, 1954, 1A.
218 Richard Rundell, “Youth Tells How He Shot Steward,” Miami Herald, Aug 9, 1954, 1A & 10A.
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keys.  As much as the Herald account from the previous day made Lawrence out to be

the helpless victim of a sexual predator, the August 9 edition portrayed Lawrence as a

ruthless predator in his own right, enjoying his sexual dominance of Simpson before

shooting him and ruthlessly robbing the dying man, who helplessly pleaded with his

murderer to set him free.

From Simpson as victim to “perverts” as a menace

The newspapers—and presumably the public at large—were still loathe to

surrender the notion that Simpson somehow deserved his fate.  Moreover, both papers

quickly expanded the scope of their investigations to incriminate the entire gay

community in Miami, which allegedly was growing at an alarming rate and fostering

criminality of all sorts.  Indeed, the editorial staffs at both papers found in the Simpson

murder a vehicle for demanding a “clean-up” drive against Miami’s increasingly visible

gay venues, suggesting that the murder was the natural offshoot of such tolerance.  The

opening salvo in this orchestrated campaign to convert Simpson from victim to symbol of

depravity came in the August 8 edition of the Herald, the same edition that published

Charles Lawrence’s claims that Simpson’s “improper advances” led to the shooting.  On

the letters to the editor page, readers found an alarming account that showed how the gay

underworld threatened public safety and damaged Miami’s reputation as a respectable

tourist destination.  The letter was headlined, “’Male’ Club Is Shocking to Visitors” and

was written by a married couple, who signed the letter “The Wife and I.”  Their letter

detailed their embarrassment at unwittingly entering a downtown gay bar:



164

The wife and I were quite shocked and appalled at the actions of
approximately 35 men there—behaving in an effeminate manner, drinking
to excess and actually in some cases embracing each other.

We left immediately, embarrassed, and then wondered as to whether
places like these—which are permitted—could be breeding places for men
and boys to develop distorted and confused minds that result in emotional
frustrations that start them on the way to [sex-related] crimes.

Officials should do something about these clubs, for I am sure
Miamians are not proud of them.219

As media scholar Fred Fejes has noted, the efforts of the Herald and the Daily News in

the aftermath of the Simpson murder followed the outline contained in this letter: use the

murder and the disgust against gays that it unleashed as a means of forcing Miami

politicians and police to get tough on public gay venues.  It did not matter at all that

Simpson ostensibly did not frequent the gay bars on the night of his murder (EAL

employees largely avoided the bars, since police often took license plate numbers or

checked IDs of patrons and informed their employers of their actions).  It also was

immaterial that Simpson’s foray on Lovers Lane—ostensibly consensual—was hardly

different from the behavior of the straight couples frequenting the area on a nightly basis.

What ultimately mattered for civic boosters such as the newspapers was Miami’s

reputation as a tourist destination.  Just as the Herald’s editors in particular fought

throughout the early 1950s to clean up the city’s gambling and prostitution rackets, it

now exploited Simpson’s death to clean up Miami’s gay bars and beaches.

                                                  
219 “’Male’ Club Is Shocking to Visitors,” Miami Herald, August 8, 1954, 3F.  The writers don’t mention
the Simpson murder, but instead the murder of young Judy Roberts—who was sexually abused and
murdered a month before—as their example of the sexual crimes gay men might commit.  The Roberts case
was never solved, but no gay men were ultimately among the top suspects in the murder.  See Fejes for an
analysis of how the press effectively merged the Roberts murder and the Simpson murder into an
orchestrated campaign to clean up Miami’s gay nightlife.
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Thus, on August 9, both papers refocused their coverage of the Simpson murder,

largely neglecting further discussion of the case against Lawrence and Killen and instead

adding sensational stories on the size of the gay community in the area.  The Daily News

on the afternoon of the 9th ran the front-page headline “Pervert Colony Uncovered In

Simpson Slaying Probe”220 and revealed to the public the bizarre inner workings of this

“colony.” The article begins, “A colony of some 500 male homosexuals, congregated

mostly in the near-downtown northeast section and ruled by a ‘queen’ was uncovered in

the investigation of the murder of an Eastern Air Lines steward.”  The details in the

article became ever more salacious, as it quoted Justice of the Peace Edwin Lee Mason:

I certainly learned a lot during this investigation I never knew before.  I
not only was surprised at the number of homosexuals turned up…but I
was amazed to find out that there were distinct classes, not only based on
age groups, but also on the ages of the persons with whom they liked to
consort and groups based on the type of perversion.

Further shocking the paper’s readership was the testimony from various police

investigators, who were very forthcoming in implicating Simpson in a steamy underworld

of gay sexual and criminal drama.  Deputy Sheriff Manson Hill of the sheriff’s homicide

division told the paper, “In seeking a motive for the slaying, we theorized that possibly

the killing was caused by jealousy.  We learned—among other things—that Simpson was

bisexual.  We also learned that there was a nominal head of the colony—a queen.”

Investigators even pursued the theory that “the murder might have been for succession of

the title, and that Simpson may have been the ‘ruler.’”  While the article later affirmed

that Simpson was not in fact the “queen” of the “colony,” the assassination of his
                                                  
220 Milt Sosin, “Pervert Colony Uncovered in Simpson Slaying Probe,” Miami Daily News (Final Home
Edition), Aug 9, 1954, 1A & 8A.
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character, coupled with the excessive sensationalizing of the inner workings of a gay

neighborhood, had been accomplished. The ground had been laid for a month-long attack

by media, politicians, and cops designed to drive homosexuals out of the city—or at least

further out of the public eye.  Meanwhile, the prospects for justice in the Simpson case

were severely compromised by the paper’s character assassination of the murdered man.

The August 10 edition of the Herald upped the ante in the stakes against the gay

community, reporting that there were not just 500 gays in Miami (the number who

allegedly resided in the “queen’s” colony), but rather “at least 5,000 perverts in the

Greater Miami area, and at least 20 bars and night clubs cater to them.”221  After spurring

the increasingly orgiastic paranoia about gays, both papers’ editorial boards finally

demanded action from the city’s police and politicians.  The August 10 Daily News

published an editorial demanding a grand jury investigation into the crisis of

homosexuality and the previous failures of the city to clean up the problem.  Their main

venom was focused on gay bars, which “not only cater to local perverts, but serve as a

magnet to draw associates from other cities.”  Furthermore, the editors claimed that the

bars, “constitute a legalized ‘red light district’ for the seduction of innocent youth.”222  Of

course, in light of the recent killing of Simpson at the hands of two youths well versed in

the practice of “rolling homosexuals,” the editorial seems grossly off-base, again

confusing the roles of victim and perpetrator in the events surrounding Simpson’s death.

The Herald editorial the following day likewise attacked the police’s alleged protection

of “Powder Puff Lane,” a blanket term referring to downtown’s gay bars and the public
                                                  
221 George Southworth, “5,000 Here Perverts, Police Say,” Miami Herald, Aug 10, 1954, 1B.
222 “Let’s Do Something About It,” Miami Daily News, Aug 10, 1954, 14A.
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cruising venues in the city’s Bayfront Park.  In demanding action, the editors again

confused Simpson’s killers as victims, by echoing the shocked sentiment of Lewis

Killen’s 18-year-old wife, who was appalled that making money off homosexuals was so

tempting to young men like her husband. “’Why don’t they clean this place up?’ asked

the 18 year old bride of a youth charged with murder in a Lover’s Lane stickup.”  The

Herald’s response to Donna Killen’s pleas for mercy on her husband was its editorial

headline, “Clean This Place Up!”223

For the next month, virtually every edition of both newspapers contained vivid

stories involving the gay menace in Miami and the ensuing crackdown on gay haunts,

now that the police and politicians were on board.  Because it was one of the largest

pogroms against a gay community in America, the harassment even gained the attention

of the nascent gay rights activist organization centered in Los Angeles.  Members of the

Mattachine Society, especially those on the editorial board of ONE Magazine, the

nation’s first homophile publication, made events in Miami a focal point of their

activism.  Readers of ONE’s November 1954 edition could follow a chronology of the

unfolding cleanup campaign that began with Simpson’s murder: bar raids, arrests of gays

and lesbians at known gay beaches, collecting files on Dade County “perverts” arrested

previously, calls for forced hospitalization or imprisonment of all “deviates,” and passage

of a new law forbidding bars to serve homosexuals.224  ONE editor Jim Kepner, writing

under his pseudonym Lyn Pedersen, ended his account of the events in Miami with a

                                                  
223 “Clean This Place Up!” Miami Herald, Aug 11, 1954, 6A.
224 Lyn Pedersen (Jim Kepner), “Miami Hurricane,” ONE Magazine, Nov 1954, reprinted in Jim Kepner,
Rough News—Daring Views: 1950s’ Pioneer Gay Press Journalism (New York: Haworth Press, 1998), 49-
55.  Further details of the pogrom are found in both Sears and Fejes.
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cautionary tale to gay activists and their allies: “Miami illustrates that corrupt politicians

and opportunistic demagogues can herd any community into a pogrom.  National policy

nowadays makes Negroes and Jews less likely targets for hate orgies.  Open season still

on Communists, but with so many hatemongers it’s hard for a new man to get a stake.

Gays seem top candidates for any new, large-scale witch-hunt in America.”225

For all of the terror inflicted on the gay community in the month following

Simpson’s murder, the cleanup campaign could have easily been much worse.  As Fred

Fejes notes, it ended as quickly as it began, roughly in mid-September, when the

newspapers stopped reporting on the storyline with the same regularity and fervor.

Indeed, Fejes compellingly argues that the overall campaign was orchestrated by the

Miami elite—foremost the editorial staff of the Herald—to achieve somewhat modest

goals: overcoming the reticence of the mayor and chief of police to force the bar scene

and beach life underground.  Once that goal was accomplished, as it was by mid-

September, the city could present itself on the national stage as a town of upright morality

that refused to tolerate homosexuality.  And the elite could call off the witch-hunt before

things got out of hand.  After all, as Police Chief Walter Headley noted, “If I ran all the

homosexuals out of town, members of some of the best families would lead the

parade.”226

                                                  
225 Kepner, 55.
226 Quoted in Kepner, 51.
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The Simpson murder and the airlines

 Consistent with Fejes’ thesis is the fact that the press-driven homosexual hysteria

never implicated Eastern Air Lines or the flight attendant corps as a hotbed of

homosexual activity.  Eastern, along with Pan Am and Ryder trucks, was one of the three

largest employers in Miami and a source of immense wealth and prestige for the business

community.  Thus, never once did either paper run an article that implicated the airlines

in the city’s homosexual problem.  The city’s residential “colonies” of homosexuals were

demonized in the newspapers, but never was there mention of what jobs such men held to

afford living in a decent neighborhood, nor were there ever any investigative reports

about Simpson’s work at Eastern and the preponderance of gay men holding senior

positions in the flight attendant corps.  Homosexuality, oddly, became an identity that

manifested itself only in the leisure world—in neighborhoods, bars, beaches, and public

parks—rather than at work.227

Since the newspapers were purposely protecting the airline’s reputation, Eastern

found a surprising amount of latitude to weather the Simpson public relations crisis

without totally jettisoning its male flight attendants. Instead, the company forged a new

status quo with its male flight attendants after the murder that resisted the extremism of

Delta’s reaction, while nonetheless growing more hostile to men serving in the

                                                  
227 It is an interesting to note how much gay scholarship replicates this omission of the workplace in
consideration of the gay community and its genesis.  So many excellent histories of the gay community
focus on the demimonde of leisure—the bar scene and cruising venues that garnered the attention of vice
squads and newspapers—rather than the workplace.  See George Chauncey, Gay New York (New York:
Basic Books, 1994) and Elizabeth Kennedy and Madeline Davis, Boots of Leather, Slippers of Gold (New
York: Routledge, 1993) as but two examples of such scholarship.
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profession.228  One former flight attendant suggested that the airline undertook what he

called a “purge” of its existing flight attendants, strongly encouraging stewards to take

jobs elsewhere in the company, in positions out of the public eye.229  While men were not

necessarily fired in this purge, the overall effect was to make the flight attendant position

more solidly female at Eastern, thereby removing the stigma tied to the steward as a

result of Simpson’s unwelcome publicity.  At roughly the same time, in fact, the airline

started a new policy for its most lucrative route between New York and Miami: it now

required at least one stewardess on board every flight.230  The move reflected not only

concern with the Simpson murder, but also a significant loss of market share to National

Airlines.  By the mid-1950s National also offered New York-Miami non-stops to

compete with Eastern and was attracting customers with its all-female flight attendant

corps.  Yet, because Eastern’s new policy circumvented the collective bargaining

agreement, the airline eventually had to withdraw the initiative, staffing the New York

flights according to seniority rather than sex.  Clearly, though, the airline had begun to

see their stewards as a significant liability in the aftermath of the Simpson murder and

was looking for ways to cut back on their presence.

                                                  
228 A lack of union documents regarding the Simpson scandal prevents me from investigating another
hypothesis regarding the difference between Delta’s and Eastern’s treatment of male stewards.  Namely, I
suspect that union representation—which Eastern and Pan Am flight attendants had, but Delta’s
lacked—prevented these airlines from firing their entire steward corps during the late 1950s, when their
business plans made stewards no longer desirable.  At most, I have hearsay evidence that Eastern’s union
fought for particular stewards when their jobs were threatened after the Simpson murder.  I also have heard
that Pan Am’s union intervened on behalf of stewards during other homophobic crises in the late 1950s.  Of
course, the unions could have been playing such a positive role for their gay stewards without ever
endorsing homosexuality, defending instead those clauses of the bargaining agreement which prevented
firings or deferential treatment for any reason other than documented poor performance.  Nonetheless, it is
possible that labor union membership, even in the 1950s, was serving as protection for gays and lesbians.
229 Anonymous D interview.
230 Ibid.
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The easiest way to diminish the number of men at Eastern, especially given the

presence of a relatively strong union with a heavy representation of senior stewards, was

to stop hiring new stewards.  And indeed, of any reaction to the Simpson murder, this

area was the most direct and verifiable step taken by the airline.  Whereas men were still

being hired at a consistent rate before August 1954, their numbers diminished to a

negligible trickle thereafter.  Particularly telling is the plight of Pedro Muniz, whose

application as a steward was accepted a few weeks before the Simpson murder.  Instead

of getting called back by the airline to start training, however, Muniz received a letter

informing him of a freeze on new hires of stewards.  As Muniz writes in his memoirs,

“Eastern all of a sudden put a freeze on the hiring of stewards and this was due to a

somewhat big scandal that made the headlines of all the Miami newspapers, when an

Eastern steward was assassinated in Miami.”231  Muniz waited all of August and

September 1954 before finally finding a way to begin flight attendant training in October.

But to attain the job that would have been given him in due course before the Simpson

murder, Muniz needed a special favor.  He had befriended an Eastern pilot who “was a

very good friend of the Superintendant of In-Flight Services.”  With the pilot’s

recommendation, perhaps even including assurances that Muniz was straight, Muniz was

allowed to start flight attendant training, the lone man “together with twelve lovely young

females.”232

Muniz’s hiring, the first since the Simpson murder, also set a new precedent for

all subsequent male hires: only men who had connections in the company—especially
                                                  
231 Pedro Muniz, My Book: Tales of Travels and Tribulations (Santo Domingo: Editora Corripio, 1987), 77.
232 Muniz, 77.
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current employees of the airline working in other departments—would be hired as

stewards.  Two stewards whose tenures began in late 1955 both were working at the

Miami base before asking for a transfer (one was a security guard at the airport, the other

worked a ticket counter).  As part of the application process, recalls one of the men, his

current boss was called to vouch for his character, including any observed tendencies

towards homosexuality.233  The airline was now being far more scrupulous in their hiring

practices for stewards and was directly confronting the issue of homosexuality in the

application process.   Moreover, the window even for these company men to apply for

steward jobs was closing rapidly.  The flight attendant training program in Miami, which

trained a new class at least once a quarter during busy times, now accepted men just once

a year.  The men who trained in late 1955 therefore had to wait through several months of

women-only classes before finally beginning their training.  The flight attendant class of

November 1955 contained five men and thirty women.234

Pan Am records are unclear regarding the size of flight attendant classes around

1954 and whether the company reacted as decisively against stewards in the wake of the

Simpson murder.  Of course, the airline’s policy towards hiring stewards was in constant

flux, especially around the time of the Korean War.  Yet, as the decade drew on, the

percentage of men in Pan Am’s flight attendant corps declined as well, since women

were being hired at a much faster pace.  Such a trend, however, just as easily reflected the

changed economics of the flight attendant corps in the 1950s, which made stewardesses

less costly and more desirable as public relations tools, as it did any entrenched
                                                  
233 Anonymous D interview.
234 Anonymous B interview.
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homophobia.  The lone Pan Am policy that was in fact homophobic in nature during the

mid-1950s involved the Beirut base, not US-based flight attendants (though, of course, a

majority of the flight attendants stationed in Beirut were American).  By the mid-1950s,

the Beirut base had become a hotbed of homosexual activity, so much so that it drew the

attention of the corporate office.  The men stationed there, according to a former steward,

were virtually all gay and had a company-wide reputation for engaging in unprofessional

behavior.235  In response, the company temporarily refused to transfer any stewards to

Beirut—a blanket exclusion on all men, without any attempt to distinguish between their

gay and straight personnel.  The company lifted the ban on stewards in Beirut in 1958,

though the base closed entirely that same year, when US Marines invaded Lebanon to

quell an armed uprising against the government.  While this example from Pan Am’s

history is admittedly somewhat far afield from the discussion of the Simpson murder, it

nonetheless reflects that the two carriers most committed to hiring men in the immediate

postwar years were increasingly cognizant of the potential for gay scandal as the 1950s

drew on.  Both were also growing more willing to implement anti-male policies as a

result, with the ultimate consequence of categorically excluding all men from jobs at

Eastern and Pan Am.

                                                  
235 The individual who shared this information with me did not reveal particular details of the behavior
which attracted such attention from the company.  Instead, he noted, “Beirut Base got pretty scandalous.
There were several gays out there and [the company] wanted to tone that down.  In fact they refused to
transfer any males there for a while…because it got to be too much.”  Anonymous A interview.
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“Homosexual panic” on trial

The final element of the Simpson murder to discuss is the trial itself, in which the

two defendants were found guilty not of first-degree murder, but manslaughter.  There is

strong evidence just from the newspaper descriptions of the November 1954 trial that the

verdict depended greatly on the fact that Simpson was gay.  After all, public opinion,

whipped up by the newspaper coverage already discussed, was quite willing over the

previous months to render Simpson (and all homosexuals) an aggressive sexual predator

rather than a victim of an unnecessary crime committed during an attempted robbery.

I conclude with this use of “homosexual panic” against a steward, because it

relates to the future legal proceedings on behalf of aspirant male flight attendants covered

in the next two chapters.  By the late 1960s, as we shall see, men wishing to be stewards

fought their way through the courts to win access to the job after it had been denied them

for over a decade, overcoming in the process homophobic-inspired intransigence from

politicians, judges, the EEOC, the airlines, the press, and even flight attendant unions.  In

1954, however, the legal picture was far bleaker for gays and gender transgressors, as

steward William Simpson became an unfortunate accessory to the legalized victimization

of homosexuals.  Indeed, a jury found his sexual identity enough of a provocation to

exonerate his killers of murder.

 For the manslaughter verdict to hold in this case, the jury had to be convinced

that Simpson had provoked the killers.236  Usually provocation involves a violent act,

                                                  
236 The other way of justifying a manslaughter verdict in the case was to find the slaying accidental (or
provoked) and that it did not take place during the commission of a robbery. The jury, however, clearly
found that the two youths were in fact engaged in robbery, since they convicted Killen (who was several
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generally a fight between two individuals, before the murder takes place.  In this case,

however, there was no scuffle or violence.  Instead, the jurors seemingly found another

form of provocation in Simpson’s actions: Lawrence’s claim during his trial testimony

that he jumped out of the car and drew his gun on Simpson because, “I was afraid he

would attack me—make a sexual attack on me.”237 This claim echoed words from

Lawrence’s earlier confession that was also read into the trial transcript: “He wanted me

to commit an act and I didn’t want to…[I] was out to hurt him because I don’t like these

perverts.”238  Thus, while the Simpson trial predates the creation of the legal terminology

by a full decade, it is clear that the jurors were persuaded by a defense now known as

“homosexual advance,” or even “homosexual panic.”239

These innately homophobic legal tactics were stretched to the limit to protect

Charles Lawrence and Richard Killen from murder convictions and possible death by

electrocution.  After all, their conspiracy to rob from gay men required that Lawrence

himself seduce other men.  And Lawrence’s repeated choice to submit to oral sex as a

part of the robbery scheme embodied an acquiescence to same-sex overtures that make

his subsequent assertions of fear vis-à-vis Simpson’s sexual advances seem contrived.

                                                                                                                                                      
yards away and not involved in the shooting itself) along with Lawrence.  The only way Killen could be
found equally guilty, which he was, is if the jury found him complicit in the plot to rob Simpson.
237 J. L. (Dixie) Smith, “Jurors Weighing Verdict in Slaying of Air Steward,” Miami Herald, Nov 7, 1954,
2A.
238 J. L. (Dixie) Smith, “Confessions Put in Record At 2 Youths’ Slaying Trial,” Miami Herald, Nov 6,
1954, 1B.
239 The distinction between homosexual advance and homosexual is discussed in the Introduction.  This
case nowadays would more likely employ a “homosexual advance” defense, though “homosexual panic”
might also be applicable.  After all, Lawrence exhibited some signs of repressed homosexuality, since he
allowed Simpson—and others before him—to perform oral sex on him before allegedly getting spooked by
Simpson’s advances. For critiques of these defenses as illogical and homophobic, see Gary David
Comstock, “Dismantling the Homosexual Panic Defense,” Law and Sexuality Review 2 (1992) and Robert
Mison, “Homophobia in Manslaughter: The Homosexual Advance as Insufficient Provocation,” California
Legal Review 80 (1992).
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Only the most sympathetic of juries could find a sex-phobic hustler to be credible,

especially in a situation where Lawrence was armed and had backup barely 100 feet

away, while his victim was unarmed and alone.  And yet, such was the power of the

media campaign and public uproar against homosexuals in Miami that a helpless victim

of an orchestrated robbery scam could be read as a threat.  A juror who shared with the

Herald the inner workings of the 4-hour deliberation was quite blatant about the most

crucial piece of evidence in their verdict: “He said he believed the youths’ accusations of

homosexuality against Simpson ‘made a big difference’ in the jury’s thinking.”240  In

sentencing the two defendants to the maximum 20 year sentence allowed for

manslaughter, Judge Grady Crawford justified his perceived harshness with a rare call to

objectivity, indirectly scolding the jury by noting that the “record of the trial was such

that it would support a first degree murder conviction.”241

By then, however, the damage was done.  Not only was Simpson dead, but the

city of Miami’s elite had succeeded in driving gay nightlife underground, forbidding gays

and lesbians from their right to congregate freely in bars and beaches, and making a

mockery of a “deviate” community who lived in “colonies” lorded over by a “queen.”

Meanwhile, stewards at Eastern found pressure to surrender their jobs that offered them

steady paychecks and the excitement of travel, while the men who aspired to such work

found it increasingly difficult to gain entry into a profession that had always included

male flight attendants, even before a stewardess was ever hired.  Finally, and perhaps

                                                  
240 Richard Rundell, “Youths Guilty of Manslaughter In Fatal Shooting of Steward,” Miami Herald, Nov 8,
1954, 1B.
241 “Youths Get 20 Years in Slaying,” Miami Herald, Nov 11, 1954, 1D.
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most tragically, the Simpson murder allowed a pernicious legal defense unimaginable

without homophobia to gain more notoriety on its way to becoming a codified part of

American jurisprudence.  The notions of “homosexual panic” and “homosexual advance”

would assure that even more gay men like William Simpson would find second-class

status in the courts, just for being gay.
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Chapter 4 Making Civil Rights Work for Queers: The
Male Flight Attendant and the 1964 Civil Rights Act

By the 1960s, the airlines had solidified an industry-wide norm of young, white,

female beauty for the flight attendant corps.  Men could no longer apply (except in very

limited circumstances), black women were still barely considered, and the white women

working as stewardesses lost their jobs in their mid-30s and largely sacrificed their

prerogative to marry or become pregnant.  And yet, just as the airlines were consolidating

these norms, the legal terrain that allowed them to maintain such egregious hiring and

firing practices was changing.  Starting in the late 1950s, the civil rights movement

started to score major gains against discriminatory employment practices.  Pressure from

the NAACP, coordinated with actions by the New York State Commission on Human

Rights (founded in 1945, this was the first state regulatory agency to forbid race

discrimination in employment), succeeded in forcing the airlines to hire the first African

American pilot and stewardess in 1957-58.242

The legal momentum from such innovations continued over the next few years

and culminated in the 1964 Civil Rights Act.  Title VII of the Act covered the workplace

and outlawed any discrimination in hiring, promotion, or firing based on race, national

origin, religion or sex.  In time, Title VII and various court battles inspired by it would
                                                  
242 From 1945 until 1957, the NYSCHR received 18 grievances against the airlines from African Americans
denied employment.  The agency in 1957 finally secured a commitment from various airlines that they
would not discriminate, then also succeeded in placing the first African American pilot and flight attendant
in their jobs.  Dorothy Franklin became the first African American stewardess, starting work with TWA in
1958.   “Bias Inquiry Begun at Four Major Airlines,” New York Times (May 10 1956), 33.  “TWA Will
Hire a Negro Hostess,” New York Times (Feb 10 1958), 44.  By 1965, however, the results of this first
breakthrough of the color line in the air had proven to be quite meager.  Only 50 African American
stewardesses were working for US airlines that year, demonstrating the need for additional federal
legislation (i.e., the 1964 Civil Rights Act) to complement the work of state regulatory agencies in this
realm.  Christina Kirk, “Negro Girls Win Their Wings,” Sunday News (Sept 5 1965), sect II, p 8.



179

force airlines to accept a workforce that included whites and blacks, women and men,

unmarried and married, young and old, even—though more tenuously—straights and

gays.  Patt Gibbs, the former President of the American Airlines flight attendants union

(the Association of Professional Flight Attendants), deemed these developments in the

late 1960s and early 1970s a sea-change for the flight attendant corps: “At the time we all

looked alike; [we were all] fair-skinned females…A lot of exposure to people talking

about human rights helped us articulate [new] goals” of incorporating greater diversity.243

The following two chapters examine civil rights era legal proceedings regarding

men, especially male flight attendants, which arose alongside the battles over

discrimination against African Americans and unfair treatment of women.  I thereby

highlight a neglected aspect of the civil rights struggle of the 1960s, especially as the true

beneficiaries of this victory were not just men, but disproportionately gay men.  After all,

as the courts finally forced airlines to hire men in 1971, gay men entered this job in large

numbers and became a very visible presence to managers, co-workers, and customers

alike.  In this immediate post-Stonewall moment, the male flight attendant thereby

became a representative of a gay community on its way out of the closet, not just in

America’s largest cities, but in every major city with passenger air service—even in

traditionally conservative realms like the South, Midwest, and Mountain West.

Writing men, especially gay men, back into the legal history of the civil rights

struggle corrects our understanding of civil rights in two key ways.  Firstly, flight

                                                  
243 Patt Gibbs, interview with the author, August 30, 2005, Euless, TX.  Gibbs had been active in union
affairs since her flying career began in 1962.  She was President of APFA for two separate tenures
beginning in 1980 and ending in 1988.
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attendants’ victories in the 1960s and early 1970s exemplify that civil rights has always

been a three-pronged struggle in the United States, as racism, sexism, and homophobia

have coalesced to produce a singular web of discrimination.  This fact stands, even as

homosexuality was an invisible partner in almost all of the legal proceedings and

discussions on civil rights in the 1960s.  The court cases and legislation that ultimately

benefited male flight attendants are no exception to this fact of invisibility.  These cases

arose primarily due to women’s concerns regarding marriage and age restrictions, not

men’s grievances over being refused work as flight attendants.  Furthermore,

homosexuality per se was hardly ever explicitly invoked in the legal proceedings or the

related media discussions, being deployed as a source of derisive humor and hysterical

alarm in those rare occasions when it was mentioned.

Secondly, even without an explicit articulation of gay rights—either inscribed in

the law or advocated by gay rights activists at the time—lesbians and gays benefited from

the civil rights movement of the 1960s, especially from Title VII.  While the law did not

countenance homosexuality, it did implicitly, though begrudgingly, protect gender

transgression on the job, i.e., women seeking access to “men’s work” and men desiring to

undertake “women’s work.”  This aspect of queerness found new legitimacy under the

law, even as many of the law’s framers and the judges who interpreted it would have

been mortified by such a consequence.  Title VII thus stands as a cornerstone of the

contemporary gay rights movement.  After all, the protection it afforded to the likes of

female blue collar workers and male flight attendants provided queers—many of whom

were gays and lesbians—just the sort of inclusion in the public sphere that mainstream
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gay activist groups in the 1970s (whether the Gay Activists Alliance, Lambda Legal, or

the National Gay Task Force) actively agitated for.244

I have divided my analysis of these legal developments in the 1960s into two

separate chapters, even though they fit together to tell one coherent story.  Each considers

this “stealth victory” for queers under civil rights law at different stages in the legal

process.  This chapter looks at both the legislative and executive practices that eventually

led to the reintegration of men into the flight attendant corps, while the next examines the

judicial decisions—especially Diaz v. Pan Am—that definitively interpreted Title VII in

favor of these men.  The first few sections of this chapter barely mention flight

attendants, focusing instead on the elaborate (and, at times, surreal) legislative intrigue

that ended with the inclusion of sex discrimination protection in a bill that was inspired

by America’s racial crisis.  I include these sections because they are nonetheless essential

in telling the history of flight attendants and the law between the time of William

Simpson’s death (and the failure of justice that followed) and the return of male flight

attendants by court order in the early 1970s.

Furthermore, the congressional deliberations clearly establish that this eventual

victory for queers under the law was itself the unintended product of what we might call a

“queer” (in the sense of unusual and unintended) miscarriage of justice.  The advocates of

inserting sex discrimination into Title VII had no intention of seeing the provision

                                                  
244 The groups mentioned here represent the “liberal” wing of the gay rights movement (i.e., those who
sought inclusion into US society as it was).  Other groups that formed in the immediate post-Stonewall
moment, such as the Gay Liberation Front or the Radicalesbians, had more radical agendas. See John
D’Emilio, Sexual Politics, Sexual Communities: The Making of a Homosexual Minority in the United
States, 1940-1970 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1983).
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become law, and they certainly did not endorse its future use by men to enter female-

oriented careers such as the flight attendant corps.  Furthermore, the executive branch’s

authority for enforcing Title VII was no more inspired than members of Congress to

make the Civil Rights Act work for gender-transgressing queers.  And yet, despite

numerous delays, the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) eventually

did opt to endorse the plight of Celio Diaz and other men desiring to enter women’s

work.  They did so, however, to support the plight of gender-conforming female flight

attendants, rather than the suspect men who sought their help.

Civil rights “conceived out of wedlock”

The history of how the male flight attendant returned to work can be told in a

linear, clear-cut way, by referring to the legislative and judicial history of the 1964 Civil

Rights Act.  This history comprises not only the legislation itself, but also litigation that

began soon after the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission opened its doors in the

summer of 1965.  Numerious grievances by female flight attendants, coupled with a few

cases of men seeking to be flight attendants, wound their way through various

proceedings at the EEOC before entering the federal court system.  From 1966 until late

1971, various courts acted on the question of whether men could work as flight

attendants. The decisive case was Diaz v. Pan Am, in which a 33-year-old family man of

Cuban heritage, Celio Diaz, Jr., sued Pan American Airways for the right to be hired as a

flight attendant.  Diaz lost his case at the federal district level in Miami, but won his

appeal in the 5th Circuit Court of Appeals in 1970.  When Pan Am appealed to the US
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Supreme Court in a final attempt to keep their workforce female-only, the Court refused

to hear the case.  Thus, starting in early 1971, male flight attendants were once again

accepted into flight training.  And yet, this linear synopsis only hints at the convoluted

path leading to this moment when Title VII worked on behalf of men, gay and straight.

While the logic behind the Diaz victory is clear-cut, the ruling nonetheless struck many

observers as a disorienting perversion of the law’s original intent.  As the Wall Street

Journal noted, “To the extent male stewards replace glamourous stewardesses, the case

also may prove to be one of the more controversial interpretations of the 1964 law among

members of the male-dominated Congress.”245

The misgivings about such gender bending being permitted by the Civil Rights

Act clearly pre-dated the imposition of male flight attendants in the cabins of US

airliners.  In fact, discomfort with protection for any form of sex discrimination in

employment was evident from the very moment that the Civil Right Act was being

crafted in Congress.  Including sex in a bill designed to address race-based discrimination

was very much an after-thought, even an accidental addition.  Even many supporters of

civil rights found the sex discrimination clause troubling.  For example, Herman

Edelsberg, the man designated to enforce the Act’s measures in his role as director of the

Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, considered the sex provision, “a

fluke…conceived out of wedlock” and initially resisted using EEOC resources on sex

                                                  
245 “Court Lets Stand Order That Airlines End Anti-Male Bias in Hiring Cabin Attendants,” Wall Street
Journal, Nov 10, 1971, 2.
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discrimination cases.246  Examining how the Act was crafted on Capitol Hill—especially

the inclusion of the sex provision—exposes a kernel of truth to Edelsberg’s claims.

Passage of a civil rights bill was one of President John F. Kennedy’s top priorities

when a new Congress was seated in 1963.  However, the Kennedy bill, mindful of the

need to overcome an anticipated Southern filibuster in the Senate, omitted Title VII—the

employment discrimination chapter—altogether.247 The notion that the federal

government would prevail upon private employers to compel non-discrimination, and

establish a new governmental bureaucracy (the future EEOC) with extensive powers to

do so, was seen as too controversial.  Not only Southerners opposed to racial equality, but

also Republican representatives from the Midwest and Mountain West objected to this

major expansion of federal government activity.248  For Kennedy, the bill’s most poignant

pieces would be Title I, which bolstered blacks’ voting rights in the South, and Title II,

which outlawed racial segregation in all public accommodations around the country.

These two aspects of the Civil Rights Bill directly assaulted the South’s Jim Crow

regime, and were themselves controversial enough for Kennedy to fret about passage in

the Senate.

                                                  
246 Ruth Rosen, The World Split Open: How the Modern Women’s Movement Changed America (New
York: Penguin Press, 2000), 72.
247 Senate rules on the filibuster at the time required 67 votes (a 2/3 majority) to suspend debate.  One of the
reasons this number was since reduced to 60 (a 3/5 majority) was the intransigence of opponents to the
Civil Rights Act in the spring and summer of 1964. See Anthony Lewis “The Strategy of Closure” New
York Times (Jun 11, 1964), p. 21.
248 Sen. Barry Goldwater of Arizona, who was successfully positioning himself for the 1964 Republican
presidential nomination during the Civil Rights Act drama, would ultimately vote against ending the
filibuster for precisely this reason.  He declared himself an advocate of civil rights, but an opponent of the
expansion of governmental activity over the private sphere, as embodied by Title VII.  His balancing act
aptly embodies the quandary felt by the entire Republican Party, whose representatives overwhelmingly
voted for the Civil Rights Act, but simultaneously sought to exploit misgivings with the civil rights
movement, in both the North and South, to break the Democrats’ dominance at the polls.
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Title VII, then, was not Kennedy’s creation.  Instead, it was added to the

bill—against the President’s cautious political judgment—by liberal members of the

House Judiciary Committee, who felt that African Americans required explicit

protections in employment for their civil rights to be protected fully.  The liberals knew

that the bill as a whole, and Title VII in particular, had more than enough votes to pass

the House.  If there was to be a casualty to a Senate compromise to overcome the

filibuster, however, Title VII was the prime candidate.  As originally worded, Title VII

only protected workers or applicants for jobs from discrimination based on race, religion,

or national origin.  There was no consideration of sex whatsoever.

After the addition of Title VII, the pragmatic coalition cobbled together by

Kennedy, and later sustained by President Johnson, resisted further amendments to the

bill while it was deliberated in the House.   Their strategy by January 1964 was to pass

the bill speedily on to the Senate.  The Southerners in the House, however, sought to

overwhelm the bill with amendments, so that the Senate would inherit the least coherent

piece of legislation possible. The cadre of very senior Democrats that Southerners

consistently reelected gave their region a disproportionate influence over congressional

proceedings.  Foremost among these powerful Southerners in the House was Howard W.

Smith of Virginia, the 81-year-old Chairman of the House Rules Committee.  As the

Rules Committee determined whether bills should be forwarded to the House floor,

Smith enjoyed disproportionate power to influence every piece of legislation.

In the winter of 1963/4, Smith was intent on using this power to kill, or at least

stall, the Civil Rights Bill.  As the bill nonetheless made its way to the House floor for
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final debate, Smith joined his Southern colleagues in a last-ditch attempt to dilute the bill

through amendments.  The amendments themselves were designed at times to defang the

civil rights bill, but at other times were more benignly intended to create controversy in

the Senate, so that the 67 votes necessary to overcome a filibuster would be even harder

to attain.  Overall, the Southerners would introduce 483 amendments to the bill, with over

100 of them coming up for roll-call votes.249  Yet, the progressive coalition of Democrats

and Republicans by and large fended off these amendments, allowing the Senate to

receive a bill almost completely identical to the one passed by the House Judiciary

Committee.

One change that did occur in the House, however, was the addition of sex to Title

VII.  This move came at the hands of none other than Howard W. Smith, the same

conservative who fought so strongly against civil rights legislation and gave his name to

both the act outlawing communism (the Smith Act of 1940) and another depriving unions

of much of their bargaining power during World War II (the Smith-Connally Act of

1943).  Smith’s politics were, however, quite a bit more complex on women’s issues, as

he had been a co-sponsor of the Equal Rights Amendment as far back as 1945 and was in

contact with the National Women’s Party throughout the final deliberations on the Civil

Rights Bill.  Yet, as historian Carl Brauer points out, Smith’s commitment to ERA may

have just as well been fed by his fervent anti-unionism as by his commitment to equality
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of the sexes.  Unions were a primary opponent of the ERA at the time, as they instead

supported protective labor laws for women, which ERA ostensibly threatened.250

Smith’s motivations in supporting the sex provision were clearly ambivalent.  He

had absolutely no desire to see the civil rights legislation pass in any form.  Yet,

supporting equal rights for women had also become more acceptable to those opposed to

Kennedy’s “New Frontier” legislative program, especially since the President’s

Commission on the Status of Women announced their opposition to ERA in November

1963.  Ultimately, though, the guiding force behind Smith’s support for inserting sex into

Title VII was coldly practical, as he knew that women’s rights exacerbated divisions

within the progressive camp itself (as seen even within feminist circles like the

President’s Commission).  Smith ultimately hoped that sex would so divide the

progressive coalition’s ranks that the entire civil rights bill would falter.  His amendment

also bespeaks a tertiary motive: a cynical sense of defeatism shared by the diminished

minority of Southerners in the House and Senate.  With their voting numbers reduced to

no more than a quarter of Congress, these representatives felt increasingly futile in their

opposition to the progressive majority.

The churlish manner in which Smith introduced his sex amendment on the

morning of February 8, 1964, clearly bespeaks this tertiary motive of exasperation.

Smith opened his remarks on a serious note, noting the various forms of discrimination

against women in society, including the “indisputable fact that all throughout industry
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women are discriminated against in that just generally speaking they do not get as high

compensation for their work as do the majority sex.”  After this point, however, Smith’s

tone changed dramatically, as he turned his attention to a letter he received from a female

constituent, “This lady has a real grievance on behalf of the minority sex,” he noted.  The

letter Smith read regarded not sexual discrimination per se, but rather the greater number

of women than men in the US population.  Smith picked out the particularly absurd

aspects of the letter to read into the congressional record:

Just why the Creator would set up such an imbalance of spinsters, shutting
off the ‘right’ of every female to have a husband of her own, is, of course,
known only to nature.  But I am sure you will agree that this is a grave
injustice…to womankind and something the Congress and President
Johnson should take immediate steps to correct…especially in this
election year…
       Would you have any suggestions as to what course our Government
might pursue to protect our spinster friends in the ‘right’ to a nice husband
and family?

 At each ellipsis noted above, Smith had to pause in his reading to address the

laughter breaking out on the floor of the House.  He feigned annoyance at these

interruptions, reminding his listeners, “the reason why I am reading [the letter] to you [is]

because this is serious.”  Smith reiterated this point after finishing the letter:

I read that letter just to illustrate that women have some real grievances
and some real rights to be protected.  I am serious about this thing.  I just
hope that the committee will accept it.  Now, what harm can you do this
bill that…is so imperfect today—what harm will this do to the condition
of the bill?251

The progressive majority initially seemed prepared to thwart Smith’s half-hearted

attempt to “improve” the Civil Rights Bill.  Committee Chairman Emmanuel Cellar
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began by quoting Esther Peterson, the head of the President’s Commission on the Status

of Women, who felt that such an amendment to Title VII, “would not be to the best

advantage of women at this time.”252  Even prominent female members of Congress, such

as Edith Green of Oregon (who also was a member of the President’s Commission),

voiced opposition, despite her fear that, “after I leave the floor today, I shall be called an

‘uncle Tom’—or perhaps an ‘Aunt Jane.’”253  On the other side of the argument, the

conservative Southerners followed Smith’s lead in lockstep, arguing for women’s rights,

yet in an often disingenuous way.  Rep. James Russell Tuten summed up his support this

way: “Mr. Chairman, the main purpose of my rising is this: Some men in some areas of

the country might support legislation which would discriminate against women, but never

let it be said that a southern gentleman would vote for such legislation.”254  Of course,

Tuten followed most of his fellow Southern conservatives in voting against the Equal Pay

Act which passed Congress less than a year before.  The Act required that women be

given equal pay when they did the same work as men.

Just as crucial for the success of the amendment as Southern support, however,

was the endorsement of several progressives, especially outspoken Congresswomen from

both political parties.  Their input contrasted sharply with the Southerners’ comments, in

that it was both impassioned and appealed foremost to reasoned notions of fairness and

equality.  Republican Katherine Price Collier St. George eloquently argued, “Why restore

civil rights to all and fail to give equal opportunity to all?  My support and sponsorship of
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this amendment and of this bill is an endeavor to have all persons, men and women,

possess the same rights and same opportunities.  In this amendment we seek equal

opportunities in employment for women.  No more—no less.”255  Others, such as Detroit

Democrat Martha Griffiths risked the wrath of labor supporters back in her home district

by advocating the amendment.  She, like many progressives and Southerners supporting

the amendment, couched her equality-based argument in terms of race:

If you do not add sex to this bill, I really do not believe there is a
reasonable person sitting here who does not by now understand perfectly
that you are going to have white men in one bracket, you are going to try
to take colored men and colored women and give them equal employment
rights, and down at the bottom of the list is going to be a white woman
with no rights at all.256

In the back-and-forth between chivalrous Southerners, pro-ERA progressives, and

anti-ERA progressives, the plight of stewardesses as a particularly aggrieved group of

women workers was even raised.  Tennessee Democrat Ross Bass held a very unique

position in the debate that day.  Of the dozen Southern men who rose in support of adding

sex to Title VII, he was the only one to actually vote in favor of the Civil Rights Bill as a

whole.  Quite possibly, then, Bass intended his intervention on behalf of stewardesses to

have a substantive impact on the debate.  His exchange with Representative Frances

Bolton (R-Ohio), who also supported the amendment and was far more progressive

overall in her politics, clearly illustrates another key aspect of the sex amendment: even

progressives such as Bolton who supported the amendment envisioned that Title VII

would have only a limited effect on changing gender norms in the workplace.  Bass noted
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that he had just gotten off an airplane before the proceedings began, and related the plight

of a stewardess he met: “A young lady works for an airline company, and she is worried

about discrimination against married women because she is about to get married.  Then

she will lose her job.  So she wants something done to prevent discrimination against

married women.”

Rather than embrace the Southerner’s support for married women’s rights, Bolton

instead diminished the problem, “May I suggest to the gentleman that married women get

along very well because they usually, after they have had their children and brought them

to a certain age, go back into business to really protect the family against too little

money.”  Clearly, Bolton envisioned no basis in the amendment to protect stewardesses

and other women forced out of their jobs through marriage restrictions.  Rather than press

Bolton on this point, Representative Bass quickly yielded the floor, adding only, “I am

for all women, I want the record to show that I am for both the unmarried and married

woman.”257  Of course, without having gone through any sort of consideration by House

committees, the sort of uncertainty raised by Bass (would the amendment protect married

women?) persisted.  Future EEOC commissioners and federal judges were left with

virtually no legislative history to consult when stewardesses, and other women, sued for

protection under Title VII with such grievances.

Only 301 Representatives cast their vote on Smith’s amendment.  There was no

roll call requested, so the counting was conducted by use of tellers, who recorded 168

ayes and 133 nays.  While there is no exact record of who voted for the measure, the
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tellers designated to tally the votes—Martha Griffiths and Chairman Celler of the

Judiciary Committee—confirmed that the amendment’s supporters were predominantly

Southerners and Republicans.258  EEOC director Edelsberg’s notion that the sex clause of

Title VII was “conceived out of wedlock” certainly bears some truth, given that the

amendment’s parentage included an unusual admixture of the House’s most conservative

and most progressive members.  Indeed, one of these progenitors, the Southern

Democrats, had no desire at all for the amendment actually to become law.

Queerness and the BFOQ

Even as the House had now approved the sex amendment to Title VII, its work

was not completely finished.  Two days after Smith’s amendment was accepted, the

House was forced to revisit the issue, since Smith had neglected to add the term “sex” to

various places in the bill where it seemed necessary.  Smith deferred to Rep. Frances

Bolton to propose an additional amendment altering Title VII with the additional

references to sex.  As Smith noted, “In the hurry of preparing that amendment, I went

through the title pretty thoroughly, and I thought I did have the word ‘sex’ inserted

wherever the categories [race, religion, and national origin] occurred.  It was a mistake on

my part in overlooking that, and I very much hope that the gentlewoman’s amendment

will be accepted.”  The House then corrected Smith’s oversights by unanimous consent.

This procedure was meant to be minor, with no design of altering the bill’s overall effect.

In fact, however, the brief exchange on February 10, 1964—the very day that the Civil
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Rights Bill finally passed the House—later had momentous legal consequences for

women and men in various professions, including those seeking to become flight

attendants.

While Bolton and Smith moved to add sex to just two places in Title VII,

Representative Charles Goodell, Republican of New York, requested yet another

addition.  Goodell recommended that sex also be included in the “bona fide occupational

qualification” (BFOQ) clause, which granted certain employers an exemption from Title

VII’s ban on discrimination.  The BFOQ read as such,

It shall not be an unlawful employment practice for an employer to hire
and employ employees…on the basis of his religion or national origin in
those certain instances where religion or national origin is a bona fide
occupational qualification reasonably necessary to the normal operation of
that particular business or enterprise.259

The wording of the BFOQ certainly provided ambiguity that future employers, labor

unions, and judges would find troubling.  Especially the clauses “reasonably necessary”

and “normal operation” were unclear, and it was uncertain who had legal authority to

judge the “reasonable necessity” of an employer’s choice to discriminate based on

religion or national origin.  This uncertainly was hugely problematic for Title VII, since if

employers were given this prerogative, the act would have lost most of its power to end

such discrimination.  Seemingly aware of how nettlesome the BFOQ could prove to be,

legislators consciously chose not to permit any use of a BFOQ based on race.  This

choice demonstrates how egregious the framers of Title VII found race-based
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discrimination to be; employers would never be able to claim that hiring members of only

one race was “reasonably necessary to the normal operation” of their business.

The fact that Chairman Smith had omitted sex from the BFOQ thereby alarmed

Representative Goodell and others interested in minimizing the effect of Smith’s

amendment.  As the bill stood on the morning of its approval in the House, there would

be no justification for an employer to hire only men or only women for any job.  The

strongly enforced divisions in so many workplaces that created sex-segregated careers

risked being dismantled.  Thus, Goodell rose to add sex to the BFOQ, a move which

seemingly caught Representative Bolton off-guard.  When Goodell proposed the addition,

Bolton responded, “I have not studied that.  It was not brought to my attention by the

staff.”  Rather than thwart what seemed at the time to be Goodell’s innocuous inclusion,

Bolton quickly acquiesced with no counter-argument, “But if that is the sense of the

House, I will be very glad to accept it.”  With this, Goodell’s addition was included with

Bolton’s proposals and was added to Title VII by unanimous consent of the House.

Goodell’s intervention on the House floor comprised just five sentences, and his

appearance surely lasted no more than three minutes:

I wonder if the gentlewoman would not intend that the requirement for no
discrimination against an individual on the basis of sex would also be
subject to a bona fide occupational qualification exception.  Would she not
accept adding the word “sex” on page 70, lines 7 and 8, after the words
“national origin” and on page 71 in two instances on line 7.  There are so
many instances where the matter of sex is a bona fide occupational
qualification. For instance, I think of an elderly woman who wants a
female nurse. There are many things of this nature which are bona fide
occupational qualifications, and it seems to me they would be properly
considered here as an exception.260
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And yet, Goodell’s words would be scoured by interpreters of the law for years to come.

After all, in the absence of committee hearings, his three-sentence interpretation of the

BFOQ regarding sex would be one of just two references in the entire legislative history

that lawyers and judges could invoke in future court battles. The only other mention of

the BFOQ for sex in the legislative record is an equally brief note from the Senate.

Goodell’s comments were troubling for equal rights advocates in a variety of

ways.  First, his wording—unlike the Senate’s view of the BFOQ as a “limited

right”261—proposes an expansive reading of the BFOQ for sex (“there are so many

instances…”), and second, his example of the elderly woman clearly implies that

customer preference should be considered as a basis for hiring only men or only women.

Each of these ideas would neuter the effect of the sex amendment, especially in a society

in which the majority of people still preferred strong gender divisions in certain

occupations.

Furthermore, Goodell’s words also are tremendously significant in that they

subtly raise the specter of gender-transgressing anomalies.  After all, lurking

unmentioned in the background of this comment by the Congressman is a rather ominous

figure: the male nurse, who might seek to serve, comfort, even per necessity touch, the

vulnerable elderly woman, all in the name of the Civil Rights Act.  Goodell’s comment
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attempted to make it clear that Congress was not intending, nor would it allow, such

unwelcome forays across the gender divide as embodied in the male nurse.  His words

thereby were meant to provoke two contrasting responses in his listeners among the

Congress and the general public: alarm at the gender bending that Title VII might allow,

and reassurance that the legislation would not be implemented to such an unacceptable

degree.

Queerness—at least in its form of gender transgression—thereby made an

appearance at the heart of civil rights legal discourse in 1964, a fact which historians and

legal experts have yet to acknowledge.  Of course, however, Goodell by no means

suggests that queers ought to benefit from the Civil Rights Act.  Unlike African

Americans and gender-conforming women, whose grievances would now have standing

before the EEOC and the federal courts, Goodell wanted to keep queerness condemned in

the court of public opinion.  If the elderly woman does not want a male nurse, however

qualified, she need not have one.  And, presumably, if airline customers do not want male

flight attendants, they won’t be subjected to their presence either.  In a loose yet

undeniable way, Goodell’s interpretation of Title VII and queerness echoes the legal

defense of “homosexual panic.”  Queers might be able to seek redress in a court of law,

but the law will rule against them, as long as public opprobrium against queerness

persists.  While the Civil Rights Bill sought to free gender-conforming African

Americans and women from the onus of vigilante justice, gender benders and gays would

still have to appeal for their rights to public opinion, not the law.
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Persistent Battles over Title VII

The unthorough manner in which the House legislated the sex amendment to Title

VII reflects two major factors governing their sentiments on the bill.  First of all, a vast

majority of representatives and the US public continued to see the Civil Rights Bill as a

race bill.  Thus, even as the sex amendment clearly required more deliberation to fortify it

with a meaningful legislative history, representatives simply were unwilling to provide

that sort of consideration, given the urgency of passing the bill on to the Senate.

Secondly, even strong supporters of the bill as a whole and the sex amendment in

particular were skeptical that Title VII would survive the Senate.  The moderate

Republican Everett Dirksen, Senator of Illinois, was pinpointed as the man able to deliver

enough votes to overcome a Southern filibuster.  Notably suspicious even of Title II,

Dirksen had already made his antagonism towards Title VII quite clear.  He had allied

himself with small-government libertarian Republicans who decried the federal

government’s massive intrusion into private companies’ hiring practices required by Title

VII.  The strong sense in the House was that Title VII would be sacrificed in the Senate,

so that the sex amendment never really would become law.

Dirksen, however, ultimately contradicted this conventional wisdom.  During the

course of the 75-day Southern filibuster, Dirksen slowly let go of his opposition to both

Title II and Title VII of the Civil Rights Bill.  He would require changes to the House

version of the bill, but these changes allowed only for small concessions to those seeking

to curtail federal government power.  In requiring only cosmetic changes to the bill to

deliver his own support and that of other small-government Midwestern and Western
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Republicans, Dirksen fell in line with President Johnson and the bipartisan progressive

coalition’s desire to pass a Senate bill that did not substantially alter the House version.

Indeed, by May, the progressive coalition had rallied behind all aspects of the House bill,

including Title VII and its sex amendment, arguing that it was more important to keep the

bill in tact rather than re-open debate in the Senate on these controversial parts.  Until

Dirksen’s change of heart, however, that strategy seemed doomed to fail in the face of the

filibuster.

When asked to explain his reversal, Dirksen demurred that the time for a strong

civil rights bill had finally come:

    A colored man and his family set out from Blytheville, Ark., for
Jackson, Miss.  He says to himself, ‘Here is a highway I helped pay for
through Federal and state taxes.  They tax my gas.  They tax my tires.
They tax my car.  This is really my highway.  But if I go any distance and
take the kids into a comfort station, I do so at my peril.’
     It has altered my thinking a little.  The states and localities are entitled
to have the first chance to work it out if they can.  If they can’t work it out,
there has to be some place to go.262

 While his example clearly stems from the Title II arguments over public

accommodations, Dirksen applied the same logic to Title VII as well.  He allowed these

titles to remain in the bill, requiring only that state agencies be given more time to resolve

employment issues before the EEOC or Justice Department got involved.  The Dirksen

compromise was solid enough to garner 71 votes to override the filibuster, thereby

assuring passage of the bill in the Senate on June 20 and, once again, in the House on

July 2.  President Johnson signed the bill into law on the very day the House passed the
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revised version, in a televised signing ceremony that coincided with the start of the July 4

weekend.  The Civil Rights Act of 1964 was now the law of the land, along with its quite

controversial sex amendment to Title VII.

But the passage of the law was only the beginning of the battle over the BFOQ

and the extent to which the sex amendment would end workplace discrimination.  The

EEOC and the federal courts, along with the various state regulatory agencies monitoring

employment discrimination, would now inherit these questions from the Congress.  And

even though lawmakers left such an incomplete record of the sex amendment’s intent and

scope, the early considerations especially of the EEOC notably followed the same

trajectory as the limited House deliberations.  In particular, the EEOC showed itself just

as reluctant as the Congress to embrace the far-reaching call for equality of Title VII.

Likewise, their reluctance commonly expressed itself in the form of Congressman

Goodell’s vilification of queer gender transgressors.  Executive director Herman

Edelsberg most vividly maintained this line in a November 1965 press conference, in

which he noted, “There are people on this Commission who think that no man should be

required to have a male secretary—and I am one of them.”263

While Edelsberg’s comment was designed as a joke to elicit laughter from the

press corps, EEOC chairman Franklin D. Roosevelt (the son of the former President)

pronounced the EEOC’s policy in more official tones, though with an equally alarmist

disposition towards gender bending in the workforce.  Roosevelt, in making public the

Commission’s guidelines on interpreting sex discrimination, proclaimed, “common sense
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will be the rule in interpreting Title VII.”  To demonstrate how “common sense” would

guide policy, he noted that there would be no “‘revolution in job patterns’ such as more

male nurses or secretaries.”  And, of course, other erotically-charged potentials of gender

bending were out of the question as well: “It is still legal under the Title’s ban on sex

discrimination to advertise for, and to hire, a masseur for a men’s Turkish bath and a

masseuse for a women’s establishment.”264  Clearly, “common sense” was a code word

for something else entirely—namely, a desire to placate the public opprobrium against

gender transgressions and to utilize the visceral feelings of revulsion against such

perversions to maintain the status quo.  “Common sense,” if neutrally applied, would

have immediately acknowledged the vast environmental differences between work as a

secretary and work in a Turkish bath.  Seeing the two as equally alarming might have

been “common” at the time, but it was clearly more phobic than “sensible.”

Not surprisingly, the EEOC’s “common sense” approach translated into a record

on sex discrimination that was very timid.   More and more women’s advocates found the

Commission to be obstructionist, unwilling to exert the same effort on sex cases as on

race cases.  Moreover, commissioners seemed preoccupied with the rather exceptional

cases of men desiring to enter women’s work rather than the far more numerous cases

brought by women facing unequal pay, marriage restrictions, and prohibitions against

entering certain fields reserved for men only.

Representative Martha Griffiths, who broke with the progressive Democrats to

support the sex amendment on the House floor, returned there in June 1966 to call the
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EEOC to task over their neglect of sex issues.  The immediate cause of her critique was a

decision published by the EEOC in April 1966 that seemingly contravened the exact

wording of Title VII regarding advertisements for jobs.  The act forbade ads that

indicated any preference for persons of a particular race, religion, sex, or national origin.

However, despite this wording, the EEOC decided on April 28, 1966 that,

“Advertisers…may place advertisements for jobs open to both sexes in columns

classified by publishers under ‘Male’ or ‘Female’ headings to indicate that some

occupations are considered more attractive to persons of one sex than the other.”265  This

decision contradicted an EEOC decision on race-based advertising, which forbade the

practice of specifying “Colored” or “White” in help-wanted ads.  Clearly, though, the

venom of Griffiths’ remarks demonstrated a hostility towards the EEOC that runs much

deeper than this one affront:

The whole attitude of the EEOC toward discrimination based on sex is
specious, negative, and arrogant.  The Commission is failing in its duty to
educate the public toward compliance with the law, to inform working
women of their rights under the law, and to show an affirmative and
positive attitude of encouraging employers, employment agencies and
unions to comply with the prohibitions against discrimination in
employment based on sex.266

Griffiths went on to criticize the “common sense” approach of the EEOC and its

corresponding tendency to highlight the most extreme gender bending possibilities of the

law:

Surely, I thought, when the evidence of discrimination began to pile up in
the form of case histories and statistics, these men would understand the
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necessity of prohibiting discrimination because of sex…But their negative
attitude has changed for the worse.  They started out by casting disrespect
and ridicule on the law.  At the White House Conference on Equal
Opportunity in August 1965 they focused their attention on such silly
issues as whether the law now requires “Playboy” clubs to hire male
“bunnies.”…The current issue of the EEOC Newsletter, May-June 1966,
emphasizes such oddities as whether a refusal to hire a woman as a dog
warden, or a man as a “house mother” for a college sorority house,
violates the law.

After identifying the ways in which the EEOC had shirked their duties through

mobilizing hostility towards the queer gender transgressor, Griffiths went on to lay bare

the real agenda behind the EEOC’s “common sense” approach to sex discrimination:

This emphasis on odd or hypothetical cases has fostered public ridicule
which undermines the effectiveness of the law, and disregards the real
problems of sex discrimination in employment.  By emphasizing the
difficulties of applying the law in these odd cases, the impression is
created that compliance with the law is unnecessary and that its
enforcement can and will be delayed indefinitely or wholly overlooked.267

Griffiths’ speech was a key moment that galvanized women’s advocates to

confront the EEOC in a far more vocal way.  Her words circulated through women’s

networks and directly aided in the formation of the National Organization for Women,

which occurred just a few months later, in October 1966.  A key aspect of NOW’s agenda

would be to pressure the EEOC to enforce Title VII in a way that supported women.

Griffiths, however, also foreshadowed another trait of the new women’s rights

movement: an ambivalence towards the queer gender bender.  Faced with conservative

opponents who mobilized the prospect of male secretaries, nurses, and sorority moms to

delegitimize Title VII, women’s groups would necessarily seek to steer clear of such

examples in their work for equality.  Yet, in the case of flight attendants’ discrimination,
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women’s groups found that they couldn’t avoid an alliance with just such a gender

pariah: the male steward.  And the stakes of winning this battle for flight attendants had

enormous repercussions in desegregating numerous careers, since the flight attendant

cases, especially Diaz v. Pan Am, established a narrower interpretation of the BFOQ.

Flight attendants and the EEOC

Stewardesses inundated the EEOC with their grievances from the moment the

Commission opened its doors on July 1, 1965, and they filed over 100 cases against the

airlines by mid-December 1966.268   Flight attendant and national union official Barbara

“Dusty” Roads, who was present at the EEOC to help file the first set of grievances,

remembered the scene this way:

The bill said that the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission would
begin operating on July 1, 1965.  We were on their doorstep…We walked
in and looked around at a sea of black faces.  Their typewriters were still
in boxes.  This woman came up to us, two blondes in stewardess uniforms,
and she said “What are you doing here?” And I said, “Well, we have a
problem.”  She said, “You’re white, you’re free, and you’re 21.  What is
it?”  I said, “Honey, sit down, I got a long story to tell you.”…We sat
down and told them the story of discrimination in the airline industry and
they just, oh, they couldn’t believe it.269

Roads’ account accentuates a key tension in stewardesses’ relationship with the EEOC.

Initially, they would be perceived by a wide variety of EEOC officials—not just the male
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Barry, 418-499 (quote 418ff).  The videotaped interview with Roads was included in the “Half the People,
1917-1996,” episode in the People’s Century series, PBS, Jun 17, 1999.
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chauvinists such as Herman Edelsberg—as undeserving of the Commission’s help.  And

yet, the egregiousness of their treatment was compelling even to those who viewed the

mission of the EEOC as a race-based one.

This tension within the EEOC led to decidedly contradictory attitudes within the

ranks of EEOC officials on whether stewardesses’ grievances were legitimate.  As a

result, the Commission proved to be inconsistent at best in backing these women.

Historian Kathleen Barry has uncovered at least two cases in which the EEOC sided with

aggrieved stewardesses by July 1966 and allowed them to pursue cases in federal courts

that would have undone certain airlines’ practice of firing women when they married.

Only one of these cases, Cooper v. Delta Air Lines (1967) was heard in court, and it was

decided against the stewardess involved.270  Yet, these were two exceptions to an

otherwise unbroken policy of refusing to rule on the merits of individual cases brought by

stewardesses.  This moratorium on flight attendant cases lasted from September 1965

until late February 1968.

This delay in addressing stewardesses’ grievances was not entirely a result of

EEOC intransigence on sex issues.  In fact, the stewardesses’ adversaries, the airlines,

were just as guilty for this delay, as they were well-heeled and willing to undertake a

                                                  
270 The EEOC allowed the case of Evenson v. Northwest Airlines, which claimed discrimination based on
marriage, to proceed in October 1965. Evenson’s case, however, was bogged down in the federal courts
and never received a ruling.  See Barry 455.  The EEOC ruled on Cooper v. Delta Air Lines in mid-1966.
Yet, even as they granted Cooper the right to sue Delta for firing her upon marriage, the EEOC
commissioners nonetheless maintained that they had not “made a determination” on the legal validity of her
case regarding marriage prohibitions. The court ultimately ruled against Cooper, holding that, “By reading
the [1964 Civil Rights Act] it is plain that Congress did not ban discrimination in employment due to one's
marital status and that is the issue in this case.”  Cooper intended to appeal, but withdrew her case when
Delta changed their marriage policy and reinstated her soon after the district court case was decided.  Barry
474-476.  Quotes from Cooper v. Delta Air Lines, 274 F. Supp. 781 (E.D. La. 1967).
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protracted legal battle to maintain their hiring and firing policies.  Ultimately, though, the

main problem for flight attendants and their unions was the limitations of Title VII itself.

There was, in fact, no obvious legal basis in Title VII for ending discrimination based on

marriage or age, the stewardesses’ main grievances against the airlines.  Of course, it was

clear that these restrictions were sexist, hindering the earning potential and livelihoods of

women, and only women.  After all, none of the all-male pilot corps were fired for

marrying or reaching their mid-30s, and even the men still serving as flight attendants

(their numbers reduced to just four percent of the total by 1967, since virtually no airline

was hiring them) were free from such onerous restrictions.  Yet, the courts in the early

years of Title VII, as in the case of Cooper v. Delta, fixated on the fact that these women

were being fired because of an additional trait (marriage in the Cooper case) beyond just

their sex.271  According to this literalistic logic, these women were not discriminated

against because of their sex, and thus could not appeal directly to the protection of Title

VII.  It would have been more helpful for stewardesses if additional legislation from

Congress specified that discrimination based on these additional criteria of age and

marriage was illegal, but this did not happen. Even when the Age Discrimination in

Employment Act was passed in 1967, it outlawed age discrimination only for workers

aged 40-65; stewardesses reeling from absurdly low age caps of 32 or 35 were

completely overlooked by this legislation.

With both the EEOC and the courts rebuffing stewardesses’ complaints based on

age and marriage, stewardesses found themselves relying on a second legal battleground

                                                  
271 This notion, known as  “sex plus” is discussed in Barry, 481.
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with the airlines, one which was far more circuitous but was actually more effective in

the end.  This strategy involved coalescing their concerns with the far less numerous and

far more publicly controversial claims of the aspirant male flight attendant.  Oddly, the

grievances of these gender-bending men fighting to enter a heavily feminized workplace

had more solid legal footing under Title VII than those of gender-conforming women.

Beautiful, courteous, and nurturing stewardesses such as Dusty Roads couldn’t seem to

make the Civil Right Act work for them until they embraced the gender and sexuality

“deviate” embodied in male flight attendant.

It was an EEOC decision from September 1965 that began the labyrinthine path

towards forcing these women’s interests into embracing (however half-heartedly) the

cause of male flight attendants.  The decision stated that, “an employer’s rule which

forbids or restricts the employment of married women and which is not applicable to

married men is a discrimination based upon sex prohibited by Title VII of the Civil

Rights Act.”272  Of course, the labor unions representing flight attendants were delighted

by this pronouncement, as it gave them a very solid legal basis for arguing that

discrimination based on marriage should be ended, especially since stewards and pilots

were free to marry.273  However, just twelve days after publishing this marriage guideline,

the EEOC gave the unions some unwelcome news.  In response to a direct query from the

airlines as to whether this guideline from the EEOC affected their treatment of

stewardesses, the EEOC General Counsel, replied:

                                                  
272 “Sex as a BFOQ”, 72.
273 This ruling should have also carried weight in the Cooper v. Delta federal trial, but it did not.  The judge
chose to disregard the pronouncements of the EEOC in interpreting Title VII.
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Subject to a further interpretation of Title VII by the Commission, it
would be my opinion that the rule announced by Chairman Roosevelt
would not apply to airline stewardesses…If an airline may give preference
to females only as stewardesses, i.e., if sex is a bona fide occupational
qualification for the job of airline stewardesses, it would follow that an
airline company could impose further qualifications with respect to such
jobs and require that the employee be single and under a certain age.
These additional qualifications would be consistent with the original
qualification that the employee be a woman.274

The EEOC thereby offered to the airline industry the legal loophole of the BFOQ

to maintain their discriminatory hiring and firing practices.  The BFOQ’s key questions

as of 1965 were still very much unsettled: how expansive was the BFOQ meant to be,

how much could public opinion play a role in justifying a BFOQ, and how much latitude

would companies have to claim a BFOQ?  Given these uncertainties, and facing a

growing tide of disapproval against their practices on age, marriage, and pregnancy, the

airlines deemed this legal battle as their best shot to keep their labor force young,

beautiful, sexually available…and female.  If the airlines could secure a ruling from the

EEOC that the occupation of flight attendant was necessarily female-only, they could

maintain whatever other restrictions on women they felt were desirable.  Thus, in a

follow-up letter to the EEOC, dated March 25, 1966, Northwest Airlines—later joined by

the Air Transport Association of America (ATA), the umbrella advocacy group for all

commercial airlines—officially requested a written interpretation, accompanied by

hearings, from the EEOC on the question of whether “sex is a bona fide occupational

qualification for the position of airline stewardess.”275 The EEOC agreed to this request,

                                                  
274 Quoted by Barry, 451.
275 Note that the airlines had already succeeded in queering this investigation, simply in the act of entitling
the occupation as “stewardess.” The notion of a “male stewardess” was more than oxymoronic, it was also
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consenting as well to place the accumulating mass of grievances from stewardesses—and

the four grievances from men aspiring to be flight attendants—on hold until the question

of a BFOQ was settled.

Feminists and the flight attendant labor unions were quite bitter at the indignity of

being forced by the EEOC to examine the question of a BFOQ, not to mention the two-

year delay in grievances that resulted.276   From a feminist view, the case should have

been prima facie resolved in their favor without the burden of a hearings process.

Indeed, Representative Martha Griffiths, in her memorable attack on the EEOC from the

House Floor back in June 1966, cited the stewardesses’ BFOQ hearings as particularly

emblematic of EEOC intransigence on women’s issues.  Noting the airlines’ request for a

ruling on a BFOQ, Griffiths went on the attack:

This is a totally unwarranted request.  It is an excellent example of how
the EEOC brings on its own problems.  The airlines would not be making
such a ridiculous argument if the EEOC had not been shilly-shallying and
wringing its hands about the sex provision.  Since both men and women
are employed by the airlines as flight attendants, how in the name of
commonsense can it be argued that the employment of either sex alone is
“reasonably necessary to the normal operation” of the airlines?…Does
anyone at the EEOC believe that persons will travel by bus, train, or
private automobile in preference to a plane solely because they cannot
count on having a female—or male—flight attendant?  If any EEOC

                                                                                                                                                      
socially despised.  The title also provided legal cover for TWA and Northwest, who insisted that there was
a BFOQ for stewardesses to be female, but a BFOQ for pursers to be male.  Quoted in United States Equal
Employment Opportunity Commission, Commerce Clearing House EEOC Decisions,  (Chicago:
Commerce Clearing House, 1973), 4012.
276 The delay would not have been nearly as long, except for the intransigence of the airlines.  In November
1966, as the EEOC was poised to rule that sex was not a BFOQ for the job of flight attendant, the ATA
sued in federal court to throw out the decision.  Their basis for this request was that one commissioner on
the 3-member panel, Aileen Hernandez, was a feminist and had even recently joined NOW.  The court
sided with the ATA and forced the EEOC to re-evaluate the question without Hernandez, beginning with
entirely new evidentiary hearings.  For details on these legal proceedings, see Barry 465ff.
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official believes this kind of foolishness, then the headquarters of EEOC,
at 1800 G Street NW, should be called “Fantasyland.”277

EEOC judgment in absentia for the steward

Despite such consternation, however, the unions and their feminist supporters had

no choice but to continue the labyrinthine process with the EEOC.  The crucial

argumentation on the issue took place in September 1967, when all interested parties

were called to Washington for hearings (the second hearings on this issue, thanks to the

airlines’ legal maneuverings) on the question of whether female sex is a BFOQ for the

flight attendant job.  It is hardly surprising that these hearings involved two groups

speaking to seemingly different topics.  While the EEOC had set the legal agenda item,

the flight attendants union and their supporters deemed this question to be off-topic.  As

attorney Asher Schwartz of the Transportation Workers Union noted at the beginning of

the hearings, “…Our area of concern here is not whether the flight attendant is a male or

a female…but whether the female flight attendant is being illegally discriminated against

because of her sex.”278  In conjunction with such sentiments, the flight attendants filled

their part of the hearing’s docket with representatives who spoke exclusively of women’s

abuse under the age and marriage restrictions imposed by certain airlines.  Speakers

called to testify included not only union representatives, but also Betty Friedan of NOW

and Marjorie Marcous of the National Women’s Party, both of whom lent their clout as

                                                  
277 Congressional Record, 89th Congress, 2nd Session, 13694 (June 20, 1966).
278 “Transcript of Testimony Heard before the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, On September
12, 1967, on the Subject of ‘Occupational Qualifications for Position of Flight Cabin Attendant within
Meaning of Section 703 (e) of the Civil Rights Act,” 27.  Located in Diaz v. Pan Am  (case # 69-206)
folder, National Archives Southeast Region, Atlanta, GA.
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activists to the female flight attendants’ cause.  All of these witnesses’ testimony cohered

around the argument that a ruling against them by the EEOC would dismantle the

increasing number of victories gained by collective bargaining.279  Schwartz then

continued:

If this Commission should declare sex to be a bona fide occupational
qualification as requested by the carriers for the position of flight
attendant, it would put TWU’s fight against discrimination on account of
sex back to the frustrating days when the fight began and it would undo all
the progress that has been made thus far in eliminating such
discrimination.  Industry representatives would be…in a position to assert
as they have never been able to assert to this date, that the Equal
Employment Opportunity Commission’s determination is
justification—governmental justification, no less—for continuing and
even enlarging its discriminatory practices based on sex.280

In contrast to the flight attendants’ focus on women and their plight for justice,

representatives of the airlines contained their remarks to men and their shortcomings as

flight attendants.  Not wanting to justify the largely unpopular policies of age and

marriage discrimination, the airlines stuck strictly to the juridical issue at hand: asserting

that there were key reasons why women as a group were better at the flight attendant job

than men.  While thereby employing the male flight attendant as a sort of Trojan horse

(forcing the EEOC to focus on him would allow them to attain the victory they truly

sought: a young, unmarried corps of stewardesses), the attorney for the Airline Transport

Association, Jesse Freidin, accused the unions of exactly the same thing:

                                                  
279 What flight attendants could not win (not yet, at least) in the courts, they were increasingly winning
through collective bargaining.  Even though almost all US carriers at one time had marriage and age
restrictions, this was no longer the case in late 1967.  By then, American and United were the only US
carriers maintaining these practices.  Even though the key future court cases I discuss involved Pan Am, it
was American and United who had the most to gain from them.
280 EEOC Testimony, 25.
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And here I want to suggest to you, Mister Chairman and Members of the
Commission, that this question of sex as a qualification for the post of
flight attendant is…a synthetic issue.  The real issue is and always has
been the age and marriage practices of the airlines over which this
Commission has no jurisdiction.  It was put in the form of sex not because
sex was an issue in fact, but because the Unions thought that was the only
way by means of which the age and marriage questions could be brought
to the Commission’s attention.281

Freidin later goes on to note even more directly, though somewhat untruthfully:

Our view [is] that this sex is a sham issue…that neither the stewardesses
nor the Union believe we ought to hire men, men do not believe we ought
to hire men—we, as a matter of fact, are not aware of any complaint filed
with your Commission by a man that he has been improperly denied
employment as a flight attendant.282

In the course of the hearings, the specter of the male flight attendant was

thereafter mobilized by both parties in a variety of self-serving ways.  The unions

typically ignored aspiring male flight attendants and their interest in the case at hand, but

also depended on the existence of currently-serving stewards to have standing against the

airlines in the first place.  After all, according to the logic of the EEOC, attainment of the

right to marry and work into middle age for stewardesses relied on the stewards’ already

enjoying such rights.  Thus, in a typical deployment of the male figure by the unions, a

United Airlines pilot, on behalf of the flight attendants union, noted:

In my view, and you may agree, that the airline is no less attractive to us
as passengers from the sales point of view because it permits stewardesses
to continue their careers regardless of age or marital status.  Many airlines,
including my own, use male flight attendants as well as females.  While
the ladies far outnumber the men, the fact remains that in no case of which
I am aware is a male flight attendant disqualified by age or marriage from
continuing his career…[Y]et I can affirm having commanded flights on
which both male and female flight attendants were assigned, that the male

                                                  
281 EEOC Testimony, 16-17.
282 EEOC Testimony, 20.  Four men by that time had in fact filed such grievances, including Celio Diaz.
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flight attendant performs essentially the same function as the female
counterpart, but many airlines, including my own, use sex, age and marital
status as a basis for distinguishing between them.283

In this example, the male flight attendant simply stands in as the more-privileged

counterpart of the female, not at all as someone whose own dignity is compromised by

the airlines.

The airlines spent a good deal more time talking about the male flight attendant,

yet in no less self-serving ways.  To win the case, they had to accomplish two daunting

tasks: first, prove that men by their nature lacked the necessary skills for the job, and

second, explain away the fact that 700 men in 1967 were performing the job quite

satisfactorily despite their sex.  In their testimony, the airlines thereby unveiled a strategy

of focusing on the flight attendants’ duties as highly emotion-based and servile (and

thereby essentially women’s work), even more so in the jet age of the 1960s than it was

in the 1950s when the majority of the still-serving stewards were hired.  One of the

clearest articulations of the so-called “feminine attributes” of the flight attendant job is

found in a supporting document presented to the EEOC by United Air Lines.  In a

subsection of the report entitled “This is a Female Job,” the airline focuses on the

demands of the job beyond the mechanical tasks of providing for passengers’ safety and

serving them refreshments.  In their view, the job, “consists of achieving quickly a

personal relationship with passengers, gaining their confidence, nursing them, pampering

them, encouraging them, relieving their tensions, entertaining or distracting them.”  They

continue by categorically denying that men could undertake such a job:
                                                  
283 EEOC Testimony, 152-153.  The pilot is referring to Hawaiian men hired by United for their flights to
Hawaii.  This exception to United’s hiring policy is discussed in Chapter Five.
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In the course of the past thirty-six years the airlines, including United Air
Lines, have concluded that this job, embodying these objectives cannot be
fulfilled by men—men can carry trays, and hang up coats and assist in
event of the rare emergency—they cannot convey the charm, the tact, the
grace, the liveliness that young girls can—particularly to men, who
comprise the vast majority of airline passengers.  In short, men can do a
part of the job—the mechanical part; they cannot do all of the job—they
cannot create for the passenger the psychological impression of a
memorable occasion; they cannot, by their presence, their appearance,
their grace or their warmth, add to the pleasure of the trip, the loveliness of
the environment or the ego of the male passenger.284

As for how to explain the existence of men already serving as flight attendants,

several airline managers offered various rationales: flight attendants no longer needed to

carry baggage as in the early days of flight, and more and more women and children were

flying, requiring greater attention by female attendants.  Overall, however, Frank Sharp,

Vice President of Eastern Airlines, best summarized the airlines’ claims:

The change in the airline industry resulted in a change in the type of
applicants a carrier could expect for the flight attendant job.  The job no
longer appeals on the basis of danger, calling for an adventurous
spirit…The male applicant could no longer expect to be admired by his
friends as one holding a job that required a certain dash of spirit but rather
they as applicant[s] for the job, in the eyes of the public were more and
more thought of as taking a job for women…The adventure was gone but
to replace it was the glamour of travel, the smart, attractive uniforms, the
opportunity to meet and deal with broad segments of the public.285

Mr. Sharp’s view does better than simply ignore or erase the existing corps of male flight

attendants.  Indeed, he memorializes them as noble remnants of a bygone era, more in

tune with masculinity norms of the 1930s that allowed men to embody glamour and

fashion without losing face.  By the 1960s, however, any man seeking such a gender-

                                                  
284 “Sex as a BFOQ”, 11, emphasis in original.
285 EEOC Testimony, 101.
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bending position would be viewed as an emasculated, effeminate aberration out of touch

with the cultural expectations befitting manhood in the Cold War.

Thus, on a day when the EEOC decided to enable future men access to the flight

attendant corps, stewards’ voices were strikingly absent.  They were often talked about,

especially in condescending and patronizing ways by members of airline management.

But they never had the chance to defend their record nor prove their future worth.  The

unions’ choice to ignore these men may have reflected concern for public relations, so

that they did not become his advocate in the face of a public, a Commission, and a press

that found the concept of a “male stewardess” laughable.  Whatever their ultimate

motives, the unions clearly expressed that male flight attendants were not their concern,

especially at a time when only four percent of their membership was male—and when

such a high percentage of their women were losing their jobs for blatantly unjust reasons.

The airlines, of course, could expect that the same stigma of queerness

surrounding the “male stewardess” would play to their advantage in front of the

Commission and in the sphere of public opinion.  By trumpeting the emasculating aspects

of the job, they could reaffirm the commonly-suspected unnaturalness of a man who

would seek out such work.  As their argument so clearly lacked a solid logical integrity

(having to refute that any man could do the job well, even as men already were doing the

job quite satisfactorily), any reliance on queer-baiting would be essential for their

ultimate success in the proceedings.

Based on these hearings, the EEOC Commissioners—in a 3-1 decision dated

February 21, 1968—ruled that female sex was not a bona fide occupational qualification
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for the job of flight attendant.  A short while thereafter, the EEOC released a whole series

of grievances into the federal court system as a consequence of these hearings, including

those of Celio Diaz and a few other men suing to become flight attendants.  They also

released cases involving marriage and age restrictions brought by women, portending a

sizable legal mess for the airlines as a result of failing to secure the BFOQ.286  Of course,

the Commission was likely more swayed by the arguments regarding age and marriage

presented by the unions and women’s rights groups than by a genuine concern for male

applicants.  Yet, in a move befitting such an awkward proceeding, the actual judgment by

the EEOC displaced the women’s concerns to a footnote, while highlighting the males’

concern front and center:

The record reveals that, although a number of different approaches can be
taken to the question of whether sex is a bona fide occupational
qualification, the most important factor is whether the basic duties of a
flight cabin attendant—whether he or she be called a purser, hostess,
steward, or stewardess—can be satisfactorily performed by members of
both sexes.  Accordingly, an airline which refuses to hire and employ
members of a particular sex for the position of flight cabin attendant
thereby violates the Act.287

The footnote immediately follows these sentences, noting that, “the legality of various

other airline policies and practices,” including the age and marriage restrictions imposed

on females, would be considered in later EEOC decisions, all of which supported the

claims of flight attendants.

                                                  
286 Male cases included Diaz v. Pan Am (1969), Schrichte v. Eastern (1970), and Hailes v. Pan Am (1968).
In the Hailes case, court papers were filed, but the plaintiff withdrew the case before a hearing was made.
The Schrichte case would have been ruled upon, but was preempted by the Diaz decision.
287 United States, Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, “Flight Cabin Attendant: Opinion that Sex
is Not a Bona Fide Occupational Qualification for Position,” Published Feb 21, 1968, (33 Fed Reg 3361).
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Conclusion: Onwards to the Courts

The EEOC decision in favor of male flight attendants was a crucial hurdle for

flight attendants, both male and female, seeking redress from discrimination.  However, it

was not the definitive word on the issue.  Title VII gave the federal courts the authority to

adjudicate the Act’s provisions, providing the EEOC only with the power to authorize a

claimant to file such a court case.  Thus, the February 1968 ruling moved the legal

process one step further along, setting up a decisive battle over the BFOQ in the case of

Diaz v. Pan Am, which was filed in a Miami court soon after the EEOC ruling.  The

following chapter thoroughly discusses these court proceedings—which at times rivaled

the deliberations in Congress and the EEOC in their confusion.

 Clearly, even as Congress empowered women and men by forbidding sex

discrimination with the 1964 Civil Rights Act, they also weakened the standing of those

who needed the Act’s protection by failing to write a clear, reasoned, and fully

deliberated law.   This abdication of legislative responsibility placed an undue burden on

the EEOC and on the federal courts as well, who tackled the difficult task of interpreting

Congress’ will for a law that most members of Congress—including conservatives and

even a majority of progressives—had no desire to enact.  The tentativeness on display at

the EEOC was therefore a mixture of sexist intransigence and legitimate confusion

brought about by Congress’ dereliction of duty.  The following chapter conveys a similar

sense of paralysis in the Diaz v. Pan Am case, in which the judges and the lawyers

involved in the case sought to craft positions that were legally rigorous and logically

consistent, even as the law itself—especially on the question of a BFOQ—was self-
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contradictory.  After all, Congressman Goodell had strongly contended that Title VII

would not support the aspirations of gender-transgressing queers to dismantle America’s

system of gender segregation in the workplace, while the Senate suggested more

expansive consequences under the new law.

Overall, the 1964 Civil Rights Act legitimately stands as one of Congress’s most

dazzling progressive achievements.  The law helped spell the end of Jim Crow in public

accommodations and even rectified the most heinous forms of discrimination in the

workplace.  The inspired work of Presidents Kennedy and Johnson, not to mention the

legislative shepherds for the legislation (primarily Emanuel Cellar in the House and

Hubert Humphrey in the Senate) demonstrated the ability of both Republicans and

Democrats to work together for significant social change.  The Civil Rights Act finally

provided legal standing for the vast umbrella of activists coalescing around Dr. Martin

Luther King, men and women who worked for decades to create a racially integrated

public sphere.  And yet, even this most revered piece of legislation from the Kennedy-

Johnson era betrayed its own imperfections, which resulted from its origins in tenuous

political compromises and sustained white Southern resistance.  Perhaps, however, it is

precisely because the Civil Rights Act came to fruition in this indeterminate morass of

contention, confusion, and compromise that its passage had unforeseen and unintended

consequences.  After all, even a despised group like gender-transgressing

queers—symbolized by the male flight attendant—would ultimately find protection under

this law.
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Chapter 5 Diaz v. Pan Am: The Steward versus America’s
“Cultural and Psychological Heritage”

According to the 1964 Civil Rights Act, only the federal courts had the authority

under Title VII to impose a change in employment practices.  And while judges placed

great weight on the opinions of EEOC interpretations, they were not bound by them.

Thus, the airlines, even after the EEOC’s ruling of February 1968, could still hope for a

victory that would allow them to maintain a female-only stewardess corps, and ipso facto

a young, unmarried workforce as well.   Feminist groups and flight attendant labor

unions, meanwhile, were certainly pleased with the victory at the EEOC, especially as it

unleashed into the courts a whole new set of cases based on marriage and age.288  The

more cases that could work their way through the court system towards the Supreme

Court, as eventually happened with Diaz v. Pan Am, the more hope flight attendants had

that their grievances would finally be covered by Title VII.

With Diaz the legal battles for flight attendant rights—male and female—finally

reached the moment of truth.  Whatever verdict was reached by the courts would be

definitive.  As it turned out, then, Diaz spelled the end of age and marriage restrictions on

stewardesses, while also opening up the flight attendant career to men.  For many,

including representatives of the airlines, these changes represented more than the loss of a

protracted legal battle.  Indeed, the airlines cast their struggle to maintain a gender-

                                                  
288 Since American and United were the airlines still practicing this discrimination, the court cases that
arose were now directed primarily at them.  The cases included Sprogis v. United Air Lines (308 F. Supp.
959), decided Jan 1970, which contradicted the decision in Cooper v. Delta and gave married stewardesses
redress under Title VII.  Two other cases released by the EEOC against American Airlines never went to
trial, for reasons that are unclear.  They are June Dodd v. American Airlines, Inc. (regarding age) and
Christina J Neal v. American Airlines, Inc. (regarding marriage).  CCH EEOC Decisions, 4005 & 4010.
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segregated workforce—not to mention their right to hire based on youth and feminine

beauty—as an effort to protect fundamental traditions of US society, which were “rooted

in a deep cultural and psychological heritage.”289

Certainly, the defendants in Diaz were right to see the case as a significant front in

the “culture war” raging over issues such as race, gender, and sexuality.  The Diaz verdict

forced a narrow interpretation of the BFOQ onto American businesses, thus enabling

women and men to enter more careers that were previously off-limits.  Likewise, Diaz

also was a modest victory for gay rights, especially as the Appeals Court judges

dismissed Pan Am’s arguments that were tied to homosexual panic in their vilification of

stewards.  Diaz, then, unquestionably shunned traditional notions of American “heritage,”

particularly certain aspects that were decidedly sexist and homophobic.

Cases Before and Beyond Diaz

Diaz was not the only, or even the most obvious, option for becoming the test

case on the BFOQ.  In fact, another case that began in 1966, Roderick McNeil v. Pan

American World Airways, was actually more thoroughly researched and argued.  For

whatever reason, however, McNeil filed his grievance not with the EEOC, but rather with

the New York State Commission for Human Rights (NYSCHR).290  The McNeil case,

therefore, never entered the federal court system, but rather was litigated at the NYSCHR

under New York State law.  Sex discrimination in employment was as strongly protected
                                                  
289 “Brief Amicus Curiae on behalf of Air Transport Association of America and its Member United States
Carriers,” Nov 21, 1969, p. 23, in Diaz v. Pan Am District Court Documents, National Archives Southeast
Region Archives, Atlanta, GA.
290 The Commission changed its name to the New York State Division of Human Rights in 1968, when it
also gained increased judicial powers.  It is now known as the NYSDHR.



220

in New York as it was under the federal Civil Rights Act.  Interestingly, however, the

federal government’s sex discrimination ban under Title VII—thanks to Rep. Howard

Smith’s odd coalition—was passed before New York State could approve a similar ban.

In December 1964, Governor Nelson Rockefeller appointed the Governor’s Committee

on the Education and Employment of Women, which recommended that New York

replicate the more progressive federal law on sex discrimination in employment.   This

was done in June 1965, giving victims of sex discrimination in the state the right to press

their grievances with the state agency as well as the EEOC.

While there is no documentation detailing McNeil’s motivations for submitting

his claim to New York, there were several compelling reasons to do so.  First, McNeil’s

case began in April 1966, when he was denied an interview for the flight attendant

position because of his sex.  At the time, the EEOC had placed flight attendant grievances

on hold while it examined the BFOQ question.  By applying to the NYSCHR, McNeil

had greater potential of getting a quicker response than from the paralyzed EEOC.

Additionally, the NYSCHR had a proven track record on flight attendant issues, having

played a crucial role in the late 1950s in forcing airlines to hire the first African American

stewardesses and pilots.  Moreover, the Commission had initiated an investigation in late

1964 on the question of age discrimination against stewardesses.291  While that particular

                                                  
291 New York law forbid age discrimination even before it forbid sex discrimination, which allowed
stewardesses to press their grievances with the NYSCHR prior to 1965.  Various grievances on behalf of
stewardesses are detailed in the federal district court case Allegheny Airlines v. Fowler, 261 F. Supp. 508
(S.D. NY 1966).  This case was brought by the airlines against the NYSCHR to prevent the Commission
from ruling on whether airlines could discriminate on the basis of age.  The judge in the Allegheny case
refused to rule on the merits of the NYSCHR’s actions regarding age discrimination, but implicitly allowed
the Commission’s work to continue.  However, I could find no evidence on whether the Commission
ultimately ruled on the question.



221

question had not yet been resolved when McNeil filed his case (mainly due to the

airlines’ refusal to cooperate with the hearings), the initiative shown by the NYSCHR

was surely encouraging to men like McNeil.292

With McNeil’s case working its way through the New York Human Rights

Commission, flight attendants and their unions had therefore opened a second front on

the question of a BFOQ.  Even if the federal courts failed to side with them, they could

still hope to pressure the airlines based in New York and those doing business

there—which would include a vast majority of US carriers—with a favorable ruling from

the NYSCHR.  Nonetheless, the priority for all interested parties—whether the unions,

the airlines, the EEOC, and even the NYSCHR—was for the federal courts to rule on the

BFOQ.   Indeed, after the EEOC ruling that sex was not a BFOQ for the job, all of these

parties were quite eager to have a more definitive decision on the issue.  Alan Saks, the

New York Commission’s Senior Attorney responsible for the McNeil case, even wrote to

Clarence Hailes (one of the men who filed a grievance with the EEOC when he was

rejected as a flight attendant by Pan Am) to encourage him to file a case in federal court:

                                                  
292 A second case, James Robert Oetzel v. Pan Am (CS-13333-66) was also filed with the NYSCHR in
1966, but was dropped in 1968.  Oetzel was an employee of Pan Am, working as a port steward (caterer) in
San Francisco when he requested a transfer to become a flight attendant.  Because Oetzel was already a
member of the Transportation Workers Union, his case against the airline actually drew the strongest and
most explicit support from the union for any male grievance.  Indeed, the TWU actually forced Pan Am to
stop hiring men from Cornell University’s School of Hotel Administration as summer flight attendants:

In the summers of 1964 and 1965 the TWU had cooperated with PAA in its summer
program with Cornell which required the approval of the union for the hiring of this
temporary personnel.  However, in 1966…Mr. [James] Horst [Director of the Air
Transport Division of the TWU] had made it plain to the respondent that the union would
not be willing to cooperate with the Cornell summer program regarding the employment
of male temporary flight attendants unless the respondent adopted a non-discriminatory
policy with regard to the employment of permanent stewards.

Commissioner Francis X. Giaccone and Ronni Smith (Field Representative) “Supplementary Investigation
of Report,” dated Nov 18,1966, McNeil v. Pan American World Airways (CS-12975-66) case files, Box 1,
folder 1, New York State Division of Human Rights collection, New York State Archives, Albany, NY.
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“The New York Commission would be most happy to see you commence that suit since

we are anxious to have a federal decision on this issue.”293 Hailes would in fact file a case

in the federal courts before Diaz, but then withdraw it before going to trial.  When the

Diaz case arose in 1969, the NYSCHR was once again eager to defer to the federal

courts.  Thus, even though the Commission had begun its investigation into the McNeil

case well before Diaz, it suspended the proceedings to wait for a decision in Diaz.294

   The Diaz and McNeil cases involved the same legal questions and arose at

approximately the same time in the legal procedures involving flight attendants.  In terms

of the case proceedings, there are also great similarities, especially concerning the

evidence presented by Pan Am.  Indeed, Pan Am hired the same law firm in both cases.

The New York City law firm Poletti, Freidin, Prashker, Feldman & Gartner was

originally hired by the various airlines under investigation by the NYSCHR for practicing

age discrimination in 1964 and was then retained for all subsequent cases in the courts, at

the EEOC, and before the New York Commission.  Lawyer Jesse Freidin conducted the

Cooper v. Delta case, the Allegheny v. Fowler case, and the proceedings before the

EEOC on the question of sex as a BFOQ.  Upon his death in 1968, Herbert Prashker took

over Freidin’s duties.  In serving as the head lawyer for the airlines in both the McNeil

and Diaz cases, Prashker maintained the same line of defense developed under Freidin,

including the same roster of witnesses and experts.  Thus, the defense case in both

                                                  
293 Letter from Alan Saks to Clarence Hailes, dated Apr 23, 1968, McNeil v. Pan American World Airways
(CS-12975-66) case files , Box 1, folder 1, New York State Division of Human Rights collection, New
York State Archives, Albany, NY.
294 The McNeil case began in 1966, while Diaz was tried on the district level in 1969.  Yet, the Supreme
Court had ruled on Diaz by the end of 1970, whereas McNeil waited until April 1973 for resolution of his
case in New York.  Pan Am would actually appeal parts of the McNeil decision, thereby delaying full
resolution of the case until July 1974.
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McNeil and Diaz closely resembled each other, not to mention the testimony offered

before the EEOC that has already been discussed.

Overall, however, there is one key difference between the cases: the record in the

McNeil case was far more thorough.  Senior Attorney Alan Saks of the NYSCHR secured

more witnesses on McNeil’s behalf than did Robert Burns, the counsel for Celio Diaz.

Saks also was far more thorough in cross-examining the witnesses called by Pan Am.

Thus, when the NYSCHR ultimately deferred to the Diaz case, they surrendered their

own thorough work on behalf of McNeil to the mercy of a court whose proceedings were

heavily skewed in favor of Pan Am.  The Diaz district-level trial proceedings before

Chief Judge Charles Fulton in Miami lasted one day (September 23, 1969), while the

NYSCHR proceedings took place over 16 days (the hearings began in June 1967 and

continued sporadically through September 11, 1969).  The transcript of the Diaz

proceedings stretched to 535 pages, which included only about 150 pages generated by

counsel Burns and his witnesses.  Pan Am’s lawyers and witnesses generated about 400

pages of material.  The NYSCHR proceedings, in contrast, number thousands of pages.

This page imbalance also translated into significant deficiencies in Diaz’s claims

against Pan American.  Particularly crucial was the failure of Diaz’s attorney to address

the two main legal lacunae regarding BFOQ that the trial would determine: 1) what role,

if any, can customer preference play in declaring a BFOQ for sex, and 2) does the

company itself get to determine whether sex is a BFOQ for a given job.  Whereas the

NYSCHR under Attorney Saks had generated a solid case to answer both such questions

in the negative, Diaz’s attorney failed to do so.  Beyond the BFOQ, Diaz’s attorney also
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failed to counteract what was likely the most pressing emotional energy behind Pan Am’s

defense of the BFOQ: a vilification of effeminate and homosexual men.  Indeed, Pan

Am’s testimony gently exploited society’s homophobic fears in justifying the need to hire

only women for such service-oriented jobs.  Yet, while the NYSCHR deployed a variety

of means to help counterbalance this homophobia and create an alternative vision of a

mixed-sex flight attendant corps, Diaz’s attorney failed to do so.

The actors behind Diaz

While the law turns on abstract principles and logical application of legal

precedents, it also is heavily influenced by the concrete realities of any given case.  In the

Diaz case, the reasons for the ruling in favor of Pan Am at the district level become

clearer after considering the people involved in the case, the interest groups following the

case (including labor unions and feminist activists), and the disparity of financial

resources between Mr. Diaz and his adversaries.

Celio Diaz was not hand-picked by feminist groups or labor unions as a model

plaintiff for this important test case on the BFOQ.  He was not especially good-looking or

particularly well-spoken, and he was older—age 30 when he applied for the job in

1967—than most successful flight attendant applicants.  Diaz’s own lawyer at the Court

of Appeals, Eleanor Schockett,295 recalls,

As soon as he came into my office, I knew that he wouldn’t get the job.
And I knew he wouldn’t get a job, because he didn’t meet the other

                                                  
295 Diaz’s first lawyer, Robert Burns, elected to withdraw from the case after the district decision.  Eleanor
Schockett, now a retired Dade County Circuit Court Judge, took over the case for the appeal and also
represented the entire class of men not hired by Pan Am during the remand phase of the case.
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standards of appearance and so forth that were reasonable…Well, first of
all, you had to be of a slender build.  You had to have a very clear
complexion, no pockmarks or anything.  He tended to a sallow
complexion, his eyes were not clear and sparkling…296

But Diaz was driven to become a flight attendant.  He had worked in the commissary

department of Braniff Airlines at Miami Airport for several years and made it a point to

meet flight attendants, some of them men flying for Pan Am.  He also had an uncle who

worked for Pan Am in a management position, but whose career with the airline began all

the way back in 1929, when he was one of the airline’s first flight attendants.  It was this

intimate connection with the job through family and friends that convinced Diaz he

wanted the job.  His motivation, like so many other applicants for the job, was simply

put: “I wanted to travel.”297  Diaz felt that his fluency in Spanish and his experience with

food service would make him a strong candidate, especially given Pan Am’s numerous

routes to Latin America.  Certainly, his attraction to the flight attendant job was not about

money. By the late 1960s, he had found a higher-paying job, working as a tractor-trailer

driver, “I had my own truck, my own tractor.  And I hired loads from other companies.

That was the way to make money.  I made a lot of money that way.”  While Diaz knew a

flight attendant position would provide some financial security, it would not offer him the

income he was making as a trucker.

Rather than the unions and feminist groups choosing Diaz as their model plaintiff

in this key case, Diaz—by virtue of his persistence—finally found them. Having had

great difficulty securing a lawyer to represent him, Diaz eventually was put in contact

                                                  
296 Judge Eleanor Schockett, interview with author, March 14, 2006, Miami, Florida.
297 Celio Diaz, Jr., interview with author, March 15, 2006, North Miami, Florida.
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with the ACLU in South Florida, who referred him to a lawyer with experience in civil

rights cases, Robert Burns.  According to Diaz, Burns had previously been involved in a

high-profile case in which a woman won the right to become a professional jockey.298

Diaz retained Burns as his counsel, with the understanding that he himself, not the

ACLU, would pay for the legal fees.  Diaz recalls that the case cost him about $3,000 to

$4,000, a very modest sum for conducting a court case in the late 1960s. Burns thereafter

helped Diaz file a grievance with the EEOC in April 1967 and proceeded to file on Diaz’s

behalf in federal court on February 14, 1969.299  Only after these legal proceedings were

underway did the Diaz case draw attention from labor unions and feminist groups.  He

particularly recalls various offers of support from prominent feminist Roxcy Bolton, who

helped found the Miami chapter of NOW in 1966 and served as NOW’s National Vice

President in 1969.300  He does not recall, however, any concrete steps NOW took on his

behalf.

However interested the labor unions were in this case, they also resisted direct

involvement on Diaz’s behalf.  Lawyers for the Transportation Workers Union, which

represented Pan Am’s flight attendants, were intimately involved with the EEOC

                                                  
298 Diaz did not recall the details of the jockey case that Burns was a part of, and it may have been a local
Miami case.  Regardless, female jockeys were a cause célèbre of the feminist movement in 1968.  In that
year, Olympic equestrian Kathy Kusner began a successful legal process to become the first licensed
female jockey.  Kusner’s victory, followed closely by those of other women, made them the first
professional female athletes in a formerly all-male sport.  “Kathy Kusner Gets Jockey License” New York
Times (Oct 30, 1968), 56.
299 The long lag between Diaz’s grievance with the EEOC and his filing in federal court is due to the
EEOC’s moratorium on rulings regarding flight attendants.  Diaz’s case was put on hold until the EEOC’s
February 1968 ruling that sex was not a BFOQ.
300 Bolton became the most prominent women’s rights advocate in South Florida.  Her activism led to
several key victories in the 1960s and 1970s, including forcing the integration of male-only dining rooms in
Miami (1969), establishing South Florida’s first Rape Treatment Center (1974), and successfully lobbying
the National Hurricane Center to stop naming all hurricanes after women (1979).
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hearings on the BFOQ question.  In fact, Asher Schwartz, the lead attorney for the TWU

and a partner at a New York-based law firm, coordinated the various arguments on flight

attendants’ behalf at the EEOC.  He, thus, was intimately aware of the type of arguments

to present, and the most poignant forms of cross-examination to exploit, in the Diaz case.

Yet, other than writing an amicus brief for the case, the unions did not further collaborate

with Diaz.  Likewise there is no record of interaction between counsel Burns and either

the EEOC or NYSCHR, both of whom could have provided equally prescient advice.

Even when Burns was replaced by Eleanor Schockett for the appeal, no support of any

kind was offered by the unions, NOW, or the EEOC.  “No one paid me any attention at

all,” according to Schockett.  To her surprise, however, the EEOC sent a lawyer to the

Court of Appeals argument, “The EEOC didn’t even call me up to say that they were

filing a brief, and I met the person that they sent.  She was a young lawyer…and she

stood there and read her brief.  And I think that if she hadn’t been a young woman they

would have told her to sit down and just submit it.”301

Schockett’s own involvement with the case again illustrates the disarray of the

plaintiff’s case.  She had no previous experience with sex discrimination cases, though

her name was likely known to the ACLU due to her previous work (starting in November

1968) with the South Florida Migrant Workers, where she defended immigrant

agricultural workers against discrimination from the police and other legal authorities.

By the time she was asked by the ACLU to replace Robert Burns, however, Schockett

                                                  
301 Schockett interview.
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had moved on to a position in corporate law.  Moreover, the appeal from the ACLU for

her to take the case came at the last minute:

I got a call one day from someone with the ACLU and asked me if I would
file a notice of appeal.  And I said, “Well, can I see the transcript?” And
he said, “That’s the problem.  The appeal must be filed in two days, and
the transcript isn’t ready.  But if we don’t file the notice of appeal, we’ll
lose all rights.” So I said…It must have been a very weak moment.  I was
working as a corporate lawyer at that time...And so I said, “OK.”302

Schockett personally had never heard of the case before she took it, nor was she

deeply invested in the feminist activist groups that had arisen in Miami starting in the late

1960s.  Her own consciousness of empowerment as a woman came from two definitive

pieces of her biography: her southern heritage and her divorce in 1967.  The first element

gave her a modicum of contentment with the gender status quo in Miami: “There were

women in my law class; the University of Alabama has had women in their law class

since the 1880s, and I was very fortunate because I went to a school in the South and I

was treated with respect by my classmates.  That was not the case, from what I’m told, in

some of the Northern schools.”  Rather than entering a career after law school, Schockett

instead got married and became a stay-at-home mother.  Her divorce seven years later,

however, forced her out into the workforce, to begin a career as a female junior lawyer,

already 30 years old.  The tremendous difficulty entering the male-dominated profession

of law in Miami left an indelible mark on the future judge.  Her first job came via a

personal friend, since other firms were reticent about hiring a female lawyer.  Feeling

very much disadvantaged and underutilized at work helped shape a feminist

consciousness that was nonetheless uneasy with the more outspoken activism of NOW:
                                                  
302 Schockett interview.
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“You know, I came from the generation before…I was before that era.  But when you

can’t get a job because of your gender, that was a whole different story.”303

The contrast between the two legal teams in the Diaz case was extreme indeed.

At the Court of Appeals, the disparity was actually visible: “When I walked into the

room…there’s this great big table over there with the lawyers from Eastern, the ATA,

and the three or four lawyers from Pan Am, and then there’s me. And then there’s this

other girl I don’t know, who just only made the court angry because she read her brief.”304

Not only did Pan Am and the Air Transport Association have a larger representation of

lawyers, they were also very well seasoned on issues of the BFOQ.  Herbert Prashker,

Pan Am’s lead lawyer, knew the strengths of each witness and the ways to present the

airlines’ perspective on flight attendant hiring and firing practices.  He was also a fine

lawyer who earned the respect of judges and his fellow lawyers.  According to James

Armstrong, who represented Pan Am in Miami and worked alongside Prashker during the

district court hearings,

He was, you could tell, studious.  I liked him and I think the judge
[District Judge Charles Fulton] liked him…He could put you on edge if
you were in the witness stand.  He was rigorous in his examination, very
thorough, you’d better be ready when he cross-examined.  I don’t mean to
say he was a bully, but he was good.

Armstrong himself noted the disparity between the two legal teams. “I thought that we

were better off.  I felt that Pan Am was better represented than [Diaz] was…Obviously

there were people who knew the significance of what [Diaz] was doing.  You would have

                                                  
303 Schockett interview.
304 Schockett interview.
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thought that they [i.e., supporters of change, such as NOW or the unions] would have

stepped up and said, ‘We’re going to get you the best…’”305

 Rival Interpretations of the BFOQ

The overall legal question in Diaz, as in McNeil, was how expansive the BFOQ

was meant to be.  Going back to the very brief legislative history, the battle was between

the Senate’s wording that the BFOQ was a “limited right” to discriminate and

Representative Goodell’s House more expansive interpretation (“there are so many

instances where the matter of sex is a bona fide occupational qualification”).  In the end,

of course, both of these questions were decided in favor of a limited interpretation for the

BFOQ—by the NYSCHR in McNeil and the 5th Circuit Court of Appeals in Diaz.  Yet,

the district level ruling in Diaz stands in marked contrast to the findings in the other two

forums and deserves close consideration as well.

Just as in the hearings before the EEOC, Pan Am insisted that their choice to hire

exclusively women was driven not by anti-male bias, but rather by the wisdom gained

from decades of experience managing flight attendants.  Pan Am insisted that the airlines

were best qualified—and were legally permitted—to set the prerequisites for a job and to

determine who was able to undertake a given job.  Since the jet age had required flight

attendants to become more customer-service-oriented to an increasingly diverse flying

public, women were the best choice over men.  This claim, however, required two legal

                                                  
305 James Armstrong, interview with author, March 17, 2006, Coral Gables, FL.  Armstrong was a partner at
Smathers & Thompson in Miami, the law firm who handled all legal work for Pan Am’s Miami-based
Latin American Division.  His involvement in Diaz v. Pan Am was limited, since his main work involved
corporate law, antitrust, and some labor issues.



231

assumptions.  The first was that an employer had the right to demand that all potential

flight attendants possess the so-called “non-mechanical” service-oriented skills of

calming customers and serving them with kindness. There was ample evidence from the

legislative history and from previous court battles over Title VII to assert that employers

could establish such criteria for a job, so much so that flight attendants’ advocates never

questioned this prerogative.

Yet, the second underlying assumption was far more contested; namely, that an

airline itself could invoke a BFOQ when they believed women could provide these “non-

mechanical” skills better than men.  The airlines were adamant that they had this right, as

hiring only women safeguarded their high level of customer service.  To hire men, who

(as a group) were less capable of providing such non-mechanical services, would invite

economic hardship on the airlines: “That [airlines’] service would deteriorate is not a

matter of supposition or speculation as the EEOC has suggested—by the unanimous

verdict of an entire industry in the United States, it is what has been shown by years of

experience with both male and female cabin attendants.”306

One of the most essential pieces of evidence for the airlines to prove this point

was the testimony of various airlines’ executives, especially those who managed the

flight attendant corps.  A cadre of these men appeared at a variety of these hearings:

before the EEOC in 1967, at the NYSCHR from 1967 through 1969, and in the Miami

district court on September 23, 1969.  The Diaz trial received testimony from both Lloyd

                                                  
306 “Brief Amicus Curiae on behalf of Air Transport Association of America and its Member United States
Carriers,” Nov 21, 1969, 8, in Diaz v. Pan Am District Court Documents, National Archives Southeast
Region, Atlanta, GA.
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Wilson of Pan Am and John Anderson of Eastern.  These same men and a few others

appeared in the McNeil case.  Each testified to the fact that male stewards were

increasingly ill-equipped for the job, as jet technology placed ever greater emphasis on

service and less priority on safety and the other auxiliary services stewards formerly

provided (handling bags at Eastern, rowing passengers from the sea planes to the shore at

Pan Am).

Yet, a marked contrast appears between McNeil and Diaz in how the plaintiffs’

attorneys countered these arguments.  Diaz’s first attorney, Robert Burns, pointed to the

remaining  “mechanical” aspects of the flight attendant job, such as those that required

heavy lifting or involved safety.  He suggested that male flight attendants might have an

easier time opening the aircraft doors or carrying 35-pound wine coolers onto the

plane.307  In each instance, however, Pan Am’s In-Flight Service Director, Lloyd Wilson,

noted that these tasks, even of opening the aircraft door, were no longer performed by

flight attendants.  Throughout his cross-examination of Wilson, Burns raised no objection

at all to the claim that women performed the “non-mechanical” work better than men.

Burns’ only success came in pointing out that customer preference was for a male

steward in the case of emergencies.308

In the McNeil case, attorney Alan Saks went far further in countering Pan Am’s

claims that women make superior flight attendants.  He certainly highlighted the abilities

of men in the mechanical functions of the job, but he also claimed a niche for men in the

                                                  
307 Diaz v. Pan Am, 311 F. Supp. 559 (S.D. Fla. 1970), transcript of trial proceedings, 161-164, Diaz v. Pan
Am District Court Documents, National Archives Southeast Region, Atlanta, GA.
308 Ibid. 166-167.
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non-mechanical realm as well.  Indeed, Saks was able to generate a quite coherent

argument advocating for a diverse flight attendant corps of both men and women, who

together would be able to provide even more satisfying customer service than women

alone.  One aspect of this strategy was to show the high percentage of foreign carriers

who employed a mix of male and female flight attendants.  The Air Transport

Association (ATA) had generated a survey of five foreign carriers back in 1966 for the

EEOC.  Even their survey showed that men were in fact employed on carriers such as

British Overseas Airways, Air Canada, and Air France, but only in the capacity of purser,

which (so they argued) involved less customer contact.  Saks, however, deemed this

selection of just five airlines too limited and proceeded in 1968 to solicit information

from 53 foreign carriers flying to New York City.  The results of his survey demonstrated

a far more diverse practice of hiring men and women, sometimes without any distinction

between pursers and stewards.309  The model of service advocated by the NYSCHR was

well expressed in an advertisement for Lufthansa (the West German flag carrier) that

appeared in Time magazine in 1969:

WHAT CAN A STEWARD DO THAT A STEWARDESS CAN’T?
Absolutely nothing, in the line of Lufthansa duty.  Our stewards were
trained in the same rigorous school as our stewardesses.  Which means, for
example, that our stewards diaper babies just as well as they serve
cocktails.  But, if there’s no difference in what they can do, why does
Lufthansa staff all its flights with both stewards and stewardesses?
Because sometimes a woman passenger wants help only from a woman,
and a man only from a man.  (Can you imagine an eleven-year-old boy,
for instance, willingly calling a stewardess to the men’s room because he’s
having trouble zipping up his fly?)  When it makes no difference who

                                                  
309 This survey became Complaintant’s Exhibit 23 in the McNeil v. Pan Am hearings.  “Alan J. Saks Survey
of Practices on Foreign Airlines” Box 1, folder 2, McNeil v. Pan Am papers (CS-12975-66), NYS Division
of Human Rights Collection, NYS Archives, Albany, NY.
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serves you, the service on most airlines is pretty good.  But sometimes it
makes a great deal of difference who serves you.  And that’s when you
realize that the service on Lufthansa is pretty special.310

The ad very aptly lends itself to a counter-interpretation of the BFOQ than that

promoted by the US airlines.  It suggests that there are indeed certain workplaces that

require members of only one sex, but only where there is bodily exposure, as with a boy

needing assistance in the restroom.  Saks would invoke this interpretation of the BFOQ

more explicitly in later portions of the trial.  He advocated that employers should have “a

tremendous amount of latitude” to invoke a BFOQ in jobs involving sexual appeal or

bodily intimacy.  He then added, however, that there should be “limitations” to this

freedom in service jobs that are not essentially related to sex.  “If the statement were

without limitation, an employer could so design any public contact job such as cashier or

receptionist to have it appeal to ideas of sex and surround that job with an aura which

could only be filled by a woman or a man, as the case may be.”311  Inasmuch as the job of

flight attendant was not explicitly a sexual job or one that involved bodily intimacy, the

airlines, Saks argued, should not be allowed to make sexual characteristics a part of the

job’s prerequisites.  Of course, however, this was a debatable point in the 1960s, given

the ways the airlines were commodifying their stewardess’ bodies by that time.

                                                  
310 This ad originally appeared in Time, Latin American Edition (Apr 8, 1969).  Respondent’s Exhibit TT
“Lufthansa Ad” Box 3, Folder 1, McNeil v. Pan Am papers (CS-12975-66), NYS Division of Human
Rights Collection, NYS Archives, Albany, NY.
311 Testimony from March 3, 1969, p. 1519ff, Box 2, Folder 1, McNeil v. Pan Am papers (CS-12975-66),
NYS Division of Human Rights Collection, NYS Archives, Albany, NY.
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One American “Cultural and Psychological Heritage”?

While Pan Am strongly disagreed with Saks’ narrow limitation of the BFOQ to

overtly sexual realms of work, they were seemingly happy to concede the other aspect of

Saks’ defense: that foreign carriers employed a sexually mixed workforce.  In the Diaz

trial, Pan Am portrayed this alternative as a legitimate choice by individual carriers in

response to unique cultural identities.  As Pan Am executive Lloyd Wilson testified,

“Each of the foreign carriers attempts to provide a service that…best meets its own

national characteristics, its own capabilities, its own interpretations of what flight service

should consist of.”312  The European airlines’ embrace of male flight attendants,

according to Wilson, reflected these nations’ acceptance of the male butler or maitre d’ as

symbols of elegance.  Pan Am, however, promoted a uniquely American version of

service: “we are striving for what might be called a relaxed attitude of informality.”

Rather than aspiring to European elegance, Pan Am embraced “an American attitude

toward the hostess rather than the waitress, the guest being welcomed into our own

home.”313

With this rhetorical move, Pan Am invoked the gender essentialisms of Cold War

America, claiming for itself the national ethos of strongly defined gender roles and a

culture built around the home, replete with a mother catering to her husband and

children.314  Merely invoking the domestic sphere as their service paradigm would mark

US airlines’ choice of a female-only flight attendant corps as obvious, desirable, and
                                                  
312 Diaz v. Pan Am, trial transcript, 120.
313 Ibid,, 123-124.
314 For an analysis of the retrenchment of more traditional patriarchal gender roles during the Cold War, see
Elaine Tyler May, Homeward Bound: American Families in the Cold War Era (New York: Basic Books,
1988).
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completely natural.  Of course, a male purser serving as maitre d’ was imaginable, even

desirable, but not for carriers like Pan Am seeking to create an American sense of

“home” in the sky.  This fact allowed the airlines to excuse some carriers, such as TWA

and Northwest, which hired men as pursers on their international routes, since these men

were allegedly serving as elite maitre d’s to a cosmopolitan clientele. (TWA even called

its service “Royal Ambassador Class”, marking it as more European than American in

inspiration.)  However, a man playing the role of hostess/mother in the domestic sphere

was for many Americans downright queer and unallowable.  Indeed, in its amicus brief

for Diaz v. Pan Am, the Air Transport Association boldly exclaimed that, “The preference

for a female attendant, expressed by a passenger seeking acceptable personal service

performed with warmth, discretion, grace and attractiveness, is rooted in a deep cultural

and psychological heritage.”315

This intertwining of nationalism (“cultural and psychological heritage”) and a

commitment to defend against gender perversion placed the battle over male stewards at

the crux of the culture wars.  Indeed, the airlines’ defense—of themselves and of the

nation—resembles the rhetoric of Senator Joseph McCarthy’s “Lavender Scare” from 20

years earlier. When placed in this context, the airlines’ invocation of American “heritage”

and its defense of female stewardesses are seen as a typical deployment of the culture war

rhetoric that pervaded US postwar society.  The airlines were able to portray themselves

as a bulwark against intrusions by subversives (gender subversives, tantamount to

national security subversives) seeking to undermine the American way.  Quite naturally,

                                                  
315 ATA amicus brief, 23.
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then, the ATA could claim that Americans’ fondness for female stewardesses, “is just

[the] kind of preference which Congress intended to allow employers to recognize and

accommodate when it framed the BFOQ exemption.”316

Of course, the notion of a uniform “cultural and psychological heritage” in the

United States has always been difficult to assert, given the country’s sizable immigrant

communities and its imperial conquests in the Western US, the Caribbean, and the

Pacific.  By 1969, however, the notion of a unitary heritage was even more under assault.

The Cold War consensus achieved in the 1950s was rapidly unraveling in the face of such

perilous events as the Vietnam War and the race riots following Martin Luther King’s

assassination.  For airlines to invoke a unitary culture at the time was, therefore,

downright defiant and escapist.  Yet, flight attendants were in fact—as they always had

been—an escapist fantasy of American homogeneity.  As a corps that was nearly all-

female, almost exclusively white, and prized as paragons of female heterosexual virility,

flight attendants very much embodied a notion of American success that stressed racial

purity and gender conformity (at least since stewards were effectively phased out of the

job in the 1950s).  In this way, these women of the late 1960s played the same role as in

the 1930s, offering a vision of virility and prosperity tied to whiteness, even as American

society on the ground was riddled with upheaval and anxiety.317

                                                  
316 Ibid.
317 Particularly telling of how flight attendants were left out of the brewing cultural upheaval is TWU
representative Patt Gibbs’ recollections of the Poor People’s Campaign of 1968.  Gibbs was in Washington,
DC, at the time as part of the union’s negotiating team with American Airlines, but union representatives
did not leave their hotel during their stay, for fear of violence from the African American protesters
residing on the Mall.  This experience stands out for Gibbs as a clarion call for her union to start working
harder to diversify the flight attendant corps. Patt Gibbs, interview with author, August 30, 2005, Euless,
TX.
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In the absence of a compelling paradigm for a diverse flight attendant corps in the

continental US—and with the experiences of foreign carriers dismissed as irrelevant to

American heritage—attorney Alan Saks of the NYSCHR sought to emphasize examples

of flight attendant diversity from the US “periphery.”   Indeed, in America’s colonial

possessions of Hawaii and Puerto Rico, the Commission found that certain airlines were

still hiring male flight attendants.  These carriers were US airlines, governed by US law

and licensed as members of the Air Transport Association of America.  Yet, their practice

of hiring men set them apart from what the US carriers were asserting to be the American

cultural norm.  Indeed, at a time when airlines were refusing employment to men in the

“mainland” US, the fact that they were hiring men in the country’s other territorial realms

placed yet another major hole in the airlines’ argument for a BFOQ.  It also significantly

undermined the ATA’s invocation of the nation’s “cultural and psychological heritage”

as a reasonable basis for excluding men.

Particularly telling is that United Airlines—the first airline to hire women and one

of the strongest defenders of the BFOQ—actually employed a cadre of stewards for its

flights to Honolulu.   These men served only the flights to and from Hawaii and were

treated as a separate personnel pool (stationed in Honolulu, rather than San Francisco or

Los Angeles) from the stewardesses they served with.  United stressed the uniqueness of

these “flight stewards” when challenged about them by the NYSCHR, noting that these

men received separate training and composed a completely separate seniority list than the

stewardesses.  Nonetheless, they performed virtually the same work aboard the aircraft
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and were governed by the same collective bargaining agreement as United’s

stewardesses.318

Indeed, it seems the only aspect differentiating these men from the stewardesses

was their ethnicity, as United hired only native Hawaiian men and dressed them in

“colorful Hawaiian attire” for these flights.  In so doing, United re-inscribed colonial

discourses familiar to a variety of empires (not least the United States), which placed the

allegedly inferior men of conquered cultures in positions of servility to whites. The effect

for United’s middle-class American customers of having Hawaiian men serve them was

both to exoticize the islands (and thereby enhance their allure as a tourist destination) and

to establish a comforting master-servant relationship for mainland Americans to better

negotiate Hawaii’s unfamiliar social and ethnic makeup.

In defending this exceptional hiring practice, United noted that their stewards

would  “lend local color in order to create an image of the Hawaiian Islands.”  And,

indeed, in United’s view, “only males are qualified for the flight steward job since they

were added to the Hawaiian Operation to perform [this] unique function distinct from that

performed by the stewardesses.”  The airline’s claim that only men could serve as

Hawaiian flight attendants confused NYSCHR attorney Saks, especially given Pan Am’s

and the ATA’s spirited defense of women as essential to the psychological well-being of

their American customers.  He therefore pressed John Courtright, United’s Director of

Stewardesses and Cabin Service Development, to clarify the airline’s position:
                                                  
318 Interestingly, the CBA between United and the Air Line Pilots Association-Steward and Stewardesses’
Division allowed these men to marry and work beyond their 30s, unlike the stewardesses.  As of 1967,
United employed 62 of these men, compared to 3400 stewardesses.  Letter from Daniel E. Kain, Director-
Personnel Field Services, United Air Lines, to Alan J. Saks, dated May 10, 1967.  Located in McNeil v.Pan
Am, box 1, folder 1, NYS Division of Human Rights Records, NY State Archives, Albany, NY.
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“You say that is why these stewards are provided—one of the reasons, is
to provide the atmosphere of Hawaiian tradition—or whatever, but do
you mean, the Hawaiian girls could not provide it?”

“I guess they might.  I wouldn’t know.”
“What?”
“I presume they might, yes.  But—”
“But you prefer Hawaiian males?”
“That’s why I wanted to trace the history, that’s why I wanted to give you

a little bit of the background, to show you why--.”319

Courtwright then proceeded to detail how Hawaiian men served in this role since 1950,

three years after United began service to Honolulu.  Yet, he never addressed the

unpleasant question of what exactly in the nature of Hawaiian men made them so

desirable as exotic servants, as emasculated embodiments of “local color.”320

Interestingly, neither Aloha nor Hawaiian Airlines, which were based in Hawaii and

catered to a larger Hawaiian customer base, hired men.  Thus, United’s deployment of the

Hawaiian male stands out as all the more imperialistic, done for the sake of mainland

American expectations and apprehensions, rather than as an “authentic” touch of native

Hawaiian culture.

                                                  
319 Testimony of John Courtright, Director of Stewardesses and Cabin Service Development, United Air
Lines, Jan 24, 1968.  Labeled as Exhibit 25 in McNeil v. Pan Am files, Box 2, Folder 3, NYS Division of
Human Rights Records, NY State Archives, Albany, NY.
320 United was not the only US airline to break their taboo on male flight attendants by employing
Polynesian Americans.  When American Airlines won their first international routes in the South Pacific in
September 1970, they elected to use Polynesian men for these routes as well.  The airline amended its
contract with the TWU to allow them to “hire men but only internationally.”  This contract provision lasted
only about a year, until the Supreme Court’s ruling in Diaz forced American to hire men on all routes.  The
experiment with the Polynesian stewards was also a failure, according to Patt Gibbs.  American’s service
between Honolulu, American Samoa, Fiji, Australia, and New Zealand ended in 1975.  American’s contract
provision allowing for male flight attendants is found in: “Letter of Agreement between American Airlines,
Inc. and The Air Line Stewardesses in the service of American Airlines, Inc. as represented by the Air Line
Stewards and Stewardesses Association, Local 550, TWU, AFL-CIO,” October 9, 1970 in Box 70
[unprocessed], folder “ALSSA-American Airlines Negotiations ‘71”, Transportation Workers Union
Archives, New York University, New York, NY.
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None of these considerations seemed to matter in the Diaz district trial, however.

Judge Fulton, in his ruling for Pan Am, did mention the Hawaiian stewards (as well as the

male pursers on TWA and Northwest), but he dismissed these exceptions as

inconsequential.  In the case of the Hawaiian men, Fulton contended that they held

“duties which were thought to be consistent with male attributes.”321  Of course, the

attributes these colonized men possessed were the same ones Fulton deemed could only

be provided by women elsewhere in the United States: servility, attention to detail, and an

aestheticized presence that conveyed a non-threatening exoticism to the customer.

Puerto Rico as a progressive periphery?

While the federal court thereby dismissed these exoticized men, the New York

Commission on Human Rights afforded them significant attention.  Indeed, even more

crucial for the Commission’s case against the airlines was the practice of Trans

Caribbean Airlines, which flew the busy air route between New York City and San Juan,

Puerto Rico.322   As a US company that nonetheless embraced an alternative (i.e., Puerto

Rican) “cultural and psychological heritage,” TCA stood out as having a truly unique

vision of flight attendant service in the 1960s.  Theirs was the model that the NYSCHR

ultimately advocated for all US airlines, since it created a total equality between men and

                                                  
321 Diaz v. Pan Am, 311 F. Supp. 559 (S.D. Fla. 1970), footnote 6.
322 Trans Caribbean Airlines began as a charter (“non-sched”) airline in the 1950s, but established
scheduled service by 1958.  Its original route was New York-San Juan, but it had added a San Juan-Aruba
run by 1968.  A majority of its flight attendants in 1967 were Puerto Rican, though a good many were
actually hired in New York City, where TCA did its hiring in the late 1960s.  The airline’s customers were
roughly half Puerto Rican and half mainland Americans.  Because the airline was officially based in New
York City, it fell under the jurisdiction of US federal and New York state law.   Ultimately, TCA and its
Caribbean routes were purchased by American Airlines in March 1971.
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women, in which both were considered equally for the job and entered a workplace that

was de-gendered in several key ways.  Quite significantly, TCA also employed a

management model that better (though still imperfectly) accommodated the “problem” of

homosexuality among its stewards.

Indeed, in terms of equality between men and women, TCA by 1967 had

successfully created an effectively gender-blind workplace.  When the NYSCHR first

interviewed members of Trans Caribbean’s management, the airline employed roughly

100 flight attendants, one-third of whom were men.  Men were free to apply for the job,

and they did so in modest numbers (about 15% of all applications).  Meanwhile,

stewardesses were permitted to marry and could work as long as they chose.  TCA also

promoted women to purser positions in the same manner and timeframe as stewards.

Thus, the airline had attained an ideal in which men and women were virtually

interchangeable.  As a consequence, it became the first US airline in which the two sexes

stayed in their jobs for an equal average duration; women served almost four years, rather

than the two-and-one-half-year average at other US carriers.  TCA was also the first US

carrier to use the term “flight attendant” rather than “stewardess” and “steward,” an

innovation that the EEOC in 1977 (nearly a decade later) would apply to the entire

profession.323  Finally, to create an environment in which male flight attendants would

not be hampered by complaints regarding their care of children, TCA formalized work

                                                  
323 Pan Am hurriedly amended their contract in February 1977 to strike out the terms “Stewardess” and
“Steward” and replace them with “Flight Attendant”.  The reason for this change was feared legal action:
“Enclosed are…Letters of Agreement…modifying certain job titles in order to eliminate a formal
complaint which will be filed by the Equal Employment Opportunity authorities because the current titles
are considered to be sexist in nature.” Letter from Wyatt Fisher to Ernest M. Mitchell, Feb 8, 1977, box 67
[unprocessed], folder: “Pan Am Agreements other than Basic Agreement 1977”, TWU Collection, New
York University, New York, NY.
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rules to neutralize this customer preference for stewardesses. The new guidelines also

liberated both male and female attendants from some of the more onerous aspects of

childcare:

If a child is under 8 years of age, he must be accompanied by a responsible
adult.  [In cases of children over age 8] when the child is a boy, a male f/a
is assigned to watch him; when a girl, a female f/a is assigned.  The
company refuses to allow a flight attendant to be placed [in charge of a
young child]…Flight attendants do not change diapers for infants.324

Amidst the immense fear and derision directed toward gender transgressors as the

Civil Rights Act was applied, Trans Caribbean’s cautious embrace of queerness in its

flight attendant corps also stands out as significant.  Representatives of TCA testified in

the McNeil v. Pan Am case that they did indeed have some homosexuals and effeminate

men working as flight attendants, but that this created few problems overall.  As New

York Attorney Saks noted after interviewing William Moree, TCA’s Director of

Personnel, “In fact, he said that the best purser of the entire system is a homosexual and

is not ashamed to admit the fact if asked…[T]here has been no particular adverse

passenger reaction to being served by males as such.”325  This ready acknowledgement by

a member of management that gay men worked for the airline—and performed their jobs

well—is quite unique in all of the legal proceedings regarding male flight attendants,

second only to Delta’s confession to the EEOC in 1966 that it employed gay men.  The

question never arose in the Diaz case directly, since homosexuality played a different role

in that trial, being only hinted at as a scare tactic by the defense.  The NYSCHR,

                                                  
324 Memo from Alan Saks, re: Nelson v. TWA and McNeil v. Pan Am, dated August 10, 1967. McNeil v. Pan
Am files, box 1, folder 1, NYS Division of Human Rights Records, NY State Archives, Albany, NY.
325 Memo from Alan Saks, re: Nelson v. TWA and McNeil v. Pan Am, dated May 23, 1967. McNeil v. Pan
Am files, box 1, folder 1, NYS Division of Human Rights Records, NY State Archives, Albany, NY.
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however, did question other US airline executives, who were considerably more

defensive on the issue of homosexuality.  When asked whether “the presence of male

homosexuals among its male cabin attendants” was ever a problem, Pan Am executive

Lloyd Wilson sharply responded,

If ever there is a provable case of overt homosexuality, we would consider
this cause for immediate dismissal.  To the extent that we have been
perhaps unsuccessful in proving or detecting this, we have not been able to
take any action against an individual, but if we are aware of
homosexuality as a trait or characteristic of an individual that can be made
to stand up in a labor hearing with our union, there would be immediate
dismissal.326

Wilson’s response, of course, contradicted the lived experience of Pan Am stewards and

their managers since the 1950s.  As already noted, these men insisted that the airline

never went after gay employees, as long as their behavior was kept private.  Nonetheless,

in the case at hand, Wilson’s response to the question of homosexuality was

unambiguous.

It would be inaccurate to consider Trans Caribbean a completely gay-tolerant

airline.  While their representatives testified to their acceptance of certain gay men, they

also shared with the NYSCHR a desire to keep effeminate men out of the job.  Indeed,

Mr. Moree of TCA “readily acknowledged that a large number of the male applicants

attracted to flight service are effeminate.  When he first became director of personnel,

little had been done to screen these applicants out.  Since then, conscious effort has been

made to eliminate them as new hires.” At the same time, any sort of sexual behavior

                                                  
326 Testimony from Feb 14, 1969, Lloyd Wilson, Director of Flight Service, Pan American Airways, 1190,
McNeil v. Pan Am files, Box 2, Folder 1, NYS Division of Human Rights Records, NY State Archives,
Albany, NY.
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displayed by gay flight attendants was a basis for dismissal, even as flirting by

stewardesses was de rigueur on many flights.  Moree, for example, noted that one gay

steward was dismissed after he “made overt sexual advances to a service man” on one of

TCA’s military charters.327   Potentially, then, TCA was simply more upfront than Pan

Am and other US carriers about the issue of homosexuality, readily admitting that a gay

corps of workers brought advantages to the airline, but only when they were not too

visibly obvious in their looks or mannerisms, nor overt in pursuing their sexual desires.

And yet, there is reason to read this greater tolerance of homosexuality (despite its

limitations) as a cultural difference as well.  Even more than with their equal treatment of

women, TCA’s officials directly attributed their tolerance of male flight attendants to

Puerto Rican culture. As TCA’s Personnel Director noted, “the problem of effeminacy in

male cabin attendants is somewhat diminished by the fact the Latin-American customs

are more tolerant in this area.”328

Overall, Trans Caribbean officials’ testimony compromised Pan Am’s vilification

of the gender-bending steward.  Pan Am tried to avail itself of the “cultural and

psychological heritage” of the United States to insist that such gender benders belonged

at the margins of US society.  However, TCA—at once American and Puerto

Rican—suggested that this witch-hunt mentality was unnecessary.  Passengers, including

the sizable numbers of non-Puerto Ricans who flew TCA, tolerated male flight attendants

without complaint.  Even the more effeminate men among the stewards, if they made it

                                                  
327 Memo from Alan Saks, re: Nelson v. TWA and McNeil v. Pan Am, dated May 23, 1967, McNeil v. Pan
Am files, Box 1, Folder 1, NYS Division of Human Rights Records, NY State Archives, Albany, NY.
328 Ibid.
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through a notably biased selection process, found a modicum of tolerance on the job.

Thus, inasmuch as the Trans Caribbean experience held sway with the NYSCHR in the

McNeil case (and perhaps indirectly affected the Court of Appeals decision in Diaz), male

flight attendants owed their victory in this particular battle of the culture war to Puerto

Rican Americans.

Thus, gay rights—the third prong of civil rights in the postwar United

States—boasts a unique and quite unexpected progeny.  Its pathway towards legal

protection runs through a US territory which most Americans in the 1960s deemed

impoverished and deficient in its practice of democracy, hardly the cradle of social

innovations worthy of emulation.  Puerto Rico, however, expressed a “psychological and

cultural heritage” more in sync with the Civil Rights Act in its acceptance of alternative

masculinities in the workplace.  By virtue of the Diaz decision, this “progressive

periphery” established the norm for corporate culture across the United States.

A “homosexual panic” defense for the BFOQ

While the McNeil v. Pan Am case in New York focused significantly on TCA’s

alternative to business-as-usual amongst US airlines, the Diaz case failed to consider—or

even mention—this more progressive workplace model.  The fact that Judge Fulton at the

District level was left totally unaware of Trans Caribbean’s gender-integrated flight

attendant corps further highlights the disparity in resources that existed between Celio

Diaz’s self-financed case and the NYSCHR’s state-financed prosecution of McNeil.

Devoid of testimony from the lone US airline hiring men as part of its regular flight
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attendant corps, Diaz instead centered on evidence brought forth by Pan Am rather than

the plaintiff.  Not surprisingly, then, much of the evidence addressed the culture’s fear of

gender deviance and homosexuality, which supposedly was only exacerbated by the

presence of male flight attendants.  Indeed, the defense at times echoed the homophobic

panic from other moments discussed previously, from the 1954 Simpson murder trial to

the vilification of male nurses and secretaries by Congressman Goodell and EEOC

Director Edelsberg.

While still contextualizing their argument around an invocation of America’s

“cultural and psychological heritage,” Pan Am focused its most homophobic line of

defense on the latter aspect of this assertion—the psychological—by employing a star

witness from the US psychiatric community.  Dr. Eric Berne had become a household

name in the US by virtue of his 1964 best-selling treatise Games People Play.  Berne

analyzed human interaction as a series of formulaic performances, in which people

subconsciously assume a predictable role in their interactions with others that ultimately

ends with one person winning (or acquiring) a desired thing from the other.  Berne had

also published extensively on group dynamics, and his work The Structure and Dynamics

of Organizations and Groups became the basis for his testimony in the Diaz case.329  For

the benefit of Pan Am (which paid him about $2500 for each of his appearances before

the NYSCHR and the Miami District Court),330 Berne analyzed the subconscious

interactions between flight attendants and passengers occurring aboard a plane.  The

                                                  
329 Eric Berne, The Structure and Dynamics of Organizations and Groups (Philadelphia: Lippincott, 1963).
330 When testifying before the NYSCHR, Berne received $1500 plus travel expenses, while for the Diaz
trial he received $2500 and paid his own expenses.
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overall thrust of his analysis was that the flight attendant, per necessity, must be female.

Male flight attendants, according to Berne, would dramatically increase the anxiety levels

of both female and male passengers, potentially even evoking responses of aggression

from other men.

Berne’s claims relied on the notion that the airplane itself was a particularly

anxiety-ridden space for passengers, sealed off from the outside world and then

suspended in the air. The experience of being in a levitated, sealed-off “enclave” would

“arouse primitive feelings,” such as increased anxiety and a reversion to a child-like

assertion of one’s egoistic desires.331  As a result, Berne claimed that flight attendants

ended up playing a parental role to the passengers, whose regression to childlike status

made them desirous of special pampering.  Thus, rather than seeing the mechanical

functions of the job as central to flight attendants’ work, Berne suggested the real

psychological core of the work involved emotional mothering.  The flight attendant

“really acts like a mommy, even more so than when she is bringing the trays, [when she

provides] the pillows, blankets, and tucks them in…[F]rom my experience, as a

passenger, they are very appreciative of having the pillow put under their head and

having the blanket tucked in a little bit.”332

Berne intentionally displaced the core work of the flight attendant from safety or

even serving food to a task that didn’t even expressly appear in the job description:

helping passengers get comfortable for sleeping aboard a plane.  He seized on this

example precisely because it showed the job as one of potential physical intimacy

                                                  
331 Diaz v. Pan Am, trial transcript, 320.
332 Ibid., 331.
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between flight attendants and passengers, where actual touch would be involved, even at

moments of vulnerability such as the barely conscious state of near-sleep.  This focus on

physical vulnerability and touch was not at all an accidental ploy.  As Pan Am attorney

James Armstrong recalls, “We knew it was coming, and we knew it would come from

[Berne].”333  Indeed, in case the judge were to miss this mention the first time, Berne

mentioned the scenario an additional four times in the next ten or so minutes of his

testimony.

The effect of the pillow scenario was to equate the male flight attendant more to

the male nurse, rather than the maitre d’.  As Berne noted, the steward would be “playing

a rather female role and…might be regarded askance…in the same way as male nurses

are not entirely accepted…”  Berne then added, “I think that there is a good analogy

there,” since both nurses and flight attendants engage in bed care, of a sort.334  While

women in Berne’s view would also prefer female flight attendants to tuck them in, this

was even more true of men, due to deeply entrenched psychological dynamics.  Berne

characterized the male passenger as constantly needing affirmation of his masculinity and

seeking it in his interactions with others. According to Berne, “the thing that makes a

man feel most masculine is the attention of a young girl or even the presence of a young

girl.  Let’s say that another man might make him feel unmasculine in some way, and that

means uncomfortable.”335  While catering to these insecure men in a high-stress enclosed

                                                  
333 James Armstrong, interview with author, Mar 17, 2006, Coral Gables, FL.
334 Diaz v. Pan Am, trial transcript, 337.
335 Ibid., 334-5.
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enclave, even an older woman serving as stewardess could threaten a man’s masculinity

in undesired ways.

Most certainly, however, a male flight attendant would arouse feelings of

inadequacy in male passengers, especially by touching them.  According to Berne, it

made no difference at all whether the male flight attendant was extremely masculine or

quite effeminate.  A masculine flight attendant would make the vulnerable passenger feel

less masculine himself, while an effeminate male “might arouse feelings in him that he

would rather not have aroused.”336  Berne then offered a more detailed Freudian analysis

of how homosexual panic operates in men.  “Since it seems that almost every human

male passes through a homosexual phase of his development, the effeminacy tends to

make almost every man uncomfortable, unless he is an overt homosexual and is

accustomed to responding openly to the effeminacy.”  Thus, any proximity to effeminate

men would “arouse varying degrees of discomfort” not just for latent homosexuals, but

for all men.337

To counter this famous and well-paid psychiatrist’s expert testimony, the Diaz

team hired a local Miami psychologist, Dr. Alan Gregg, who had a private practice in the

area and formerly taught as an adjunct professor of psychology at the University of

Miami.  Given that Dr. Gregg’s three publications covered issues related to schizophrenia

rather than group dynamics, his pedigree for the trial was far from commensurate with

Dr. Berne’s.  Gregg did, however, aptly point out the tenuous nature of Berne’s many

claims.  He noted that Berne’s “enclave theory” and his assertions about the gendered
                                                  
336 Ibid., 369.
337 Ibid., 370-1.
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interactions between passengers and flight attendants were not based on actual research,

either in the laboratory or any other form of scientific observation.  Thus, Gregg pointed

out that all of Berne’s assertions had to be treated as theoretical speculation, rather than

fact.  His fullest critique of Berne’s testimony is telling not only for its poignancy, but

also because it simultaneously betrays how poorly versed Gregg was in the facts of the

case:

This is not to say that, perhaps, if the research were done, that some of
[Berne’s assertions] might not be borne out.  I suspect that some of it
probably would, but when it comes to the matter—I am really not even
clear what the trial is today—I think it is about whether or not men should
be hired as cabin stewards as opposed to women, or, whatever, but I think
when it affects people’s lives, and it affects people’s livelihoods, that we
ought to have much more than just theory to go on.338

When the judge’s decision came down, however, it was clear that he placed great

credence in Berne’s testimony, however speculative it was.  Pan Am attorney James

Armstrong remembered the Berne testimony to be decisive in the case. “Berne said that

in my field, it’s a given that women put women and men more at ease than men.  Having

said that, and on top of that, after having just written a best-seller, we thought we

couldn’t lose.  And we didn’t lose.”339  This sentiment is borne out in Judge Fulton’s

opinion as well.  Fulton relied on the Berne testimony to assert that “there are basic

psychological reasons” to explain passengers’ preference for stewardesses, even citing

Berne’s assertions that men would “subconsciously resent” and potentially “respond

negatively” to a male flight attendant.  Fulton’s decision also indirectly blamed Diaz’s

attorney for failing to counter Berne’s testimony in a more compelling way.  Noting that
                                                  
338 Ibid., 407.
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attorney Robert Burns had received a copy of Berne’s testimony at the NYSCHR several

months before the Diaz trial began, Fulton asserted, “plaintiff failed to produce any

significant evidence challenging Dr. Berne's conclusions; the plaintiff's psychologist did

no more on this point than urge that Dr. Berne's view that an aircraft cabin is a special

environment rests on something less than adequate data.”340

It says a great deal, however, about the tenuous legal status of gender transgressors

and homosexuals that Judge Fulton forgave Dr. Berne’s lack of “adequate data” as

inconsequential.  Indeed, in a rhetorical sleight of hand, Fulton actually exonerated

Berne’s speculative evidence—including his reliance on unproven Freudian theories of

how homosexual panic works—by citing the Diaz team’s own lack of “significant

evidence” in response.  The status of the queer, then, is thrown into a Catch-22: the

inability of queers to prove that they are not a threat to society becomes evidence in itself

for the claim—however speculative and outlandish—that they do threaten society.  There

is no presumption of innocence for the queer, according to the proceedings in the Diaz

case.  Of course, the fact that leading psychiatrists such as Dr. Eric Berne were complicit

in entrapping gender transgressors and homosexuals in such legal conundrums

profoundly incriminated the psychological community as well.  Only in December 1973

(three years after the Diaz case was heard in Miami) did the American Psychiatric

Association finally remove homosexuality from its manual of illnesses, implicitly

admitting that its various Freudian-inspired theories regarding homosexuality needed

rethinking.  Yet, up to that point the psychological community employed its pedigree as
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scientific professionals to badger queers in profoundly unscientific ways, even when—as

in the case of male flight attendants—there was no evidence to do so.

The Diaz appeal: Establishing order out of chaos

When Eleanor Schockett took over as Celio Diaz’s attorney for the appeal, one of

her top priorities was to neutralize the testimony of Dr. Berne.  Even though the Court of

Appeals was unable to hear new testimony and had to confine itself to the evidentiary

record generated in the district court, Schockett sought a way to add more voices from the

psychological community that would counter Berne’s views.  She located two

psychologists with national reputations, Jane Loevinger and Nevitt Sanford, who were

willing to write amicus briefs in support of Diaz.  Since the Berne testimony was itself

devoid of conclusive evidence and instead relied on his authority in the realm of

psychology, Schockett felt these briefs would expose his views as more arbitrary and

even minoritarian in his profession.  At the same time, however, Schockett knew that Pan

Am would refuse to grant Loevinger and Sanford standing to write such letters and that

the judges would be compelled to refuse them. As Schockett recalls, “We knew what was

going to happen with that.” Nonetheless, she had the psychologists compose the letters

and submitted them to the court, “As I figured, they’re going to have to read the brief just

to throw it out!”341

Even without the amicus briefs from Drs. Loevinger and Sanford to support her

case, Schockett found a very sympathetic hearing in front of the 5th Circuit Court of
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Appeals.  Within the first few minutes of the hearing, she sensed that the judges had

already begun to articulate their opinion on the case and were immensely skeptical of the

district court’s decision:

When I first came in and stood up to introduce myself, the chief judge
stood up and turned to the press and said, “We find it very interesting that
this class of men is being represented by a young woman.”  That put me at
ease.  And the next thing I remember about that hearing was that I said,
“My name is Eleanor Schockett and I represent the plaintiff below and the
appellant in this case, Celio Diaz, and the question presented in this case
is…” And the chief judge stopped me, and he said, “Isn’t the question
presented: Just how important are cosmetics in the cabin?”…And I said, “I
couldn’t have said it better, your Honor.”…That was the shortest twenty
minutes of oral argument in my life!342

Schockett was also prepared to address the Berne testimony on the issue of gender

bending and homosexuality, but the judges expressed very little interest in this

discussion.  According to Schockett, “They asked me questions about the homosexuality

issue, or I brought that up, and one judge said, ‘Well, if that’s a concern here, we have

more problems in this country than we ever thought of.’”343  Clearly, the Appeals decision

would be based on something other than the homosexual panic defense employed in the

Miami court.

The Court of Appeals actually reached a decision that did not explicitly counter

the evidence submitted by Berne, while nonetheless overturning Judge Fulton’s decision

in Diaz.  Indeed, the Court allowed Judge Fulton’s findings based on the evidence to

stand, choosing instead to re-interpret the BFOQ exemption in Title VII itself.  In the

process, the Court significantly clarified the confusion surrounding the implementation of
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Title VII that had haunted the law since the day Congressman Howard Smith proposed

the sex amendment.  Rather than heeding the “common sense” approach of the early

EEOC, which left vast room for employers to decide for themselves whether sex was a

BFOQ and even cite customer preference as a reason for doing so, the Court of Appeals

now offered a very strict basis for a BFOQ.  Whereas the law itself noted that a bona fide

occupational qualification would exist in cases when a particular sex was “reasonably

necessary to the normal operation” of a business, the court now further clarified this

point:

The use of the word "necessary” in Section 703(e) requires that we apply a
business necessity test, not a business convenience test. That is to say,
discrimination based on sex is valid only when the essence of the business
operation would be undermined by not hiring members of one sex
exclusively.344

The court then proceeded to assert that the essence of an airline’s business is “to transport

passengers safely from one point to another.”  Once it had established this more

restrictive rubric for understanding the BFOQ, their conclusion in Diaz followed as a

logical consequence:

While a pleasant environment, enhanced by the obvious cosmetic effect
that female stewardesses provide as well as, according to the finding of the
trial court, their apparent ability to perform the non-mechanical functions
of the job in a more effective manner than most men, may all be
important, they are tangential to the essence of the business involved.345

Pan Am now found itself unexpectedly in the position of losing a court case it felt

was well-argued in its favor.  What was most galling to attorney James Armstrong was

that the Court chose to define for itself what Pan Am’s “essential” business was, rather
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than allowing the individual company, based on its vast experience and expertise, to

make such rulings.  Thus, while providing clarity to the BFOQ and the Civil Rights Act

as a whole, the Appeals decision also smacked of an intrusion into the free market:

What they essentially said was, “You are in the business of transporting
people from place to place.”  And the whole issue of comfort…was beside
the point.  And I was outraged about that…I remember thinking that had
we known it was going to go off on that [the Act’s wording of
“necessary”], we might have developed testimony to show that if we were
to have had men flight attendants, we would have risked losing business to
railroads or buses.  That might have been pretty hard to prove, but there
was no thought given to that…[since] the district court record was
overwhelming.346

Pan Am made precisely these sorts of free-market-based assertions in their appeal brief to

the US Supreme Court, hoping that the Court would adjust the Appeals verdict and

restore to the airlines the prerogative to govern their businesses as they chose.

On November 9, 1971, however, the Supreme Court announced that they had

denied Pan Am’s appeal.  The 5th Circuit’s interpretation of Title VII and the BFOQ

hence became binding throughout the country, especially since other circuits over time

adopted the 5th Circuit principle.  With this final act by the Supreme Court, feminists

finally secured the restrictive interpretation of the BFOQ that they had sought from the

very beginning of the EEOC’s tenure and that had kindled the anger of Rep. Martha

Griffiths back in 1966, leading to the establishment of the National Organization for

Women in the same year.  Diaz was hailed in feminist circles as one of the greatest legal

victories to date for the women’s movement, and flight attendant labor unions finally
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contemplated the definitive end of age and marriage restrictions on stewardesses, as well

as access to the male-only purser corps at TWA and Northwest.

Of course, these victories for women came with an additional prerequisite: that

men would enjoy equal consideration and equal standing in this formerly female-

dominated career.  Pan Am and the other US airlines thereby opened their flight attendant

training programs to men immediately after the Supreme Court’s decision, and—as

though defying conventional wisdom—large numbers of men indeed applied for this

women’s work.  Pan Am’s first flight attendant class of 1972 actually boasted an even

mix of men and women, a trend which continued for a while, before men became a

sizable, but nonetheless smaller, minority of applicants.

The one man with the most invested in this case, however, never got to fly.  Celio

Diaz was deemed too old for Pan American, since his application back in 1967 was filed

when he was age 30.  Pan Am’s cutoff at the time, except for those warranting special

consideration, was 26.  Thus, a man originally kept out of the job by virtue of sex

discrimination finally gave up because of age discrimination.  As Diaz recalls, “I was

very disappointed…I wanted the job more than anything.”347  Diaz would have to settle

for a career as a trucker, while also finding satisfaction that his daughter served as an

airline stewardess several years later, entering a workplace that had become far more

equitable thanks to the perseverance of her father.

Roderick McNeil had to wait even longer for justice in his case before the

NYSCHR.  Even though he filed his case in 1966, two years before Celio Diaz, a final
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decision was first reached in April 1973.  Pan Am then appealed the New York verdict,

forcing McNeil to wait until July 1974 before the case was completely resolved. When

the Commission finally ruled on the merits of the case, it sided very strongly with

McNeil.  Yet, unlike the federal courts, which sidestepped the question of whether men

would make good flight attendants, the NYSCHR addressed the question head-on:

[Pan Am’s] argument that in limiting its hiring of flight attendants to
females it was entitled to the exception of a BFOQ is frivoulous [sic], to
say the least.  Respondent failed completely to show that females could
perform these duties better than males.  As voluminous as this record is,
there is no evidence whatsoever presented by the respondent to negate the
fact that it discriminated against the complaintant because of his sex…348

Given the far more extensive record in the New York case—including the Trans

Caribbean Airlines testimony and the more thorough cross-examining of airline

witnesses—it is hardly surprising that the NYSCHR sided with McNeil based on the

evidence itself, unlike the federal courts.

Like Celio Diaz, Roderick McNeil also never entered the flight attendant corps

with Pan Am.  By 1973, McNeil seems to have lost interest in the job, though there is no

record detailing exactly why he didn’t seek such a position.  One thing that is clear,

however, is that McNeil—like Diaz—was never in it for the money.  Calculations made

by attorney Alan Saks in 1968 showed that McNeil would have taken a pay cut to enter

the flight attendant corps, compared to the salary he was already earning as a part of Pan

Am’s ground operations in New York City.
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Perhaps the most surprising aspect of the McNeil case was that Pan Am appealed

the NYSCHR’s original ruling of 1973, which found it in violation of New York State

law.  Why would a company go to such expense to contest a ruling that only echoed the

decision already made in the federal courts?  The answer was that the airlines wanted to

be free from the jurisdiction of state and local anti-discrimination laws.  As a company

engaged in interstate commerce, Pan Am—along with the entire Air Transport

Association—foresaw potentially nightmarish scenarios of perpetual legal battles if

forced to abide by the whole patchwork of anti-discrimination laws that arose in various

places where they flew.  Since the NYSCHR’s original ruling in the case failed to address

whether the State of New York even had jurisdiction over Pan Am’s employment

practices, Pan Am felt obliged to appeal, albeit unsuccessfully.

Yet, even while Pan Am lost its appeal on the question of jurisdiction, the issue

itself did not die, especially since it was only a New York State body which ruled on the

matter.  Indeed, a different airline would go to court 25 years later to contest the

jurisdiction of another anti-discrimination law.  This time, however, the aggrieved airline

was United Airlines, and the case was brought in the federal courts.  Yet, just as in the

McNeil case, the issue before the court in 1998 involved queers, as United was resisting a

mandate by the San Francisco City Council that all companies doing business in the city

provide their employees with domestic partner health benefits.
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Conclusion: “Gay Rights are Civil Rights”

When gay rights advocates in the post-Stonewall era invoke the legacy of civil

rights to fortify their claims of legitimacy, they are often greeted with skepticism.

Activists in race-based civil rights groups or even the feminist movement tend to view

gays as later successors of (or, worse, as infiltrators in) the civil rights legacy.  Those

who know their history might indeed smirk at the slogan, “Gay rights are civil rights,”

just as much as they might intellectually dismiss another gay activist slogan, “We are

everywhere.”349  After all, gay activist groups first arose in the US in the 1950s, and gay

rights only gained a wider currency in the civil rights world after the 1960s.  Meanwhile,

African American’s and women’s civil rights struggles pre-date the Civil War.

Thus, even the 1960s—the zenith of the civil rights era—commonly gets treated

as though homosexuality and homophobia were inconsequential to the larger civil rights

movement.  Though gay rights groups were active at the time, their larger connections to

the civil rights communities were minor, forged via isolated individuals in the mold of

Bayard Rustin, who happened to be both black and gay.350  Certainly, gay activists

learned volumes and benefited handsomely from the patronage of race- and gender-based

civil rights activism.  But, so the conventional historical wisdom goes, this interaction

with gays was a one-way relationship.

                                                  
349 John D’Emilio’s groundbreaking essay “Capitalism and Gay Identity” attacks this latter slogan, for
suggesting that gay people have been present in all times and all cultures.  D’Emilio compellingly argues
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market under capitalism.  John D’Emilio “Capitalism and Gay Identity” in The Lesbian and Gay Studies
Reader, eds. Abelove, Barale, and Halperin (New York: Routledge, 1993), 467-478.
350 For a poignant analysis of Rustin’s role in the civil rights moment, see John D’Emilio, Lost Prophet:
The Life and Times of Bayard Rustin (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004).
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This chapter and its predecessor, however, expose a more complex truth by

retrieving the presence of homophobia at every stage of the legislative and judicial

process involving the 1964 Civil Rights Act.  Arguably America’s most significant piece

of civil rights legislation, the Act was first and foremost a race bill, and then only

begrudgingly (even accidentally) a sex bill.  From the moment sex was added to Title

VII, however, it also had tremendous implications for gender transgressors and

homosexuals across the country.  And, indeed, queerness was even addressed at the

conceptional moment of Title VII’s sex clause, on the floor of the US House of

Representatives.  Congressman Charles Goodell’s backhanded invocation of the male

nurse is a significant—though unintended—milestone for queers, representing perhaps

their first inclusion into mainstream civil rights legal discourse.

Of course, given the context and the intent of this inclusion, this is a dubious

honor for America’s male nurses.  Goodell’s invocation began an elaborate chain of legal

and extra-legal moves designed to exclude such people from protection under Title VII.

The BFOQ became an “escape clause” from the otherwise too controversial piece of

legislation.  Certainly, a major goal of the BFOQ was to keep even gender-conforming

white women—such as stewardesses—in their proper place (i.e., out of the workforce, at

least once they had a husband and a family).  Yet, Goodell’s nurse reference assured that

the brunt of the BFOQ would fall even more harshly upon gender non-conformists.

“Common sense” (in the parlance of the EEOC) dictated that some jobs would remain

male-only and others female-only.  And yet, “common sense” meant that such arbitrary

criteria as customer preference would dictate when this system of gender segregation
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could be dismantled or remain in tact.   Thus, as long as the gender-bending queer was

ostracized in society at large, redress before the law under Title VII was off-limits.

“Common sense” would dictate that such gender pariahs as aspirant male flight

attendants or female electricians were subjects of the court of public opinion, not the law.

Only begrudgingly did the male flight attendant gain access to a court of law

where he could seek redress from sex discrimination.  Indeed, he won the right to sue in

federal court without ever convincing the EEOC that he actually possessed the skill set

necessary to perform his work well, piggybacking instead on the grievances of

stewardesses that the EEOC deemed far more legitimate.  In the end, though, these

women needed men like Celio Diaz just as much as he needed them.  His victory, after

all, ultimately forced the airlines to stop their discriminatory practices based on marriage,

age, and pregnancy.  The narrow interpretation of the BFOQ generated by the 5th Circuit

Court of Appeals in Diaz has been normative law since 1971, assuring that a wide swath

of careers have been sexually integrated.

In time, too, the alarmist tone with which Congressman Goodell and EEOC

directors demonized the queer gave way to more progressive (though still flawed)

articulations of diversity.  Even in the two flight attendant cases discussed in this chapter,

there were at once panicked homophobic responses (enabled by professionals such as Dr.

Eric Berne), but also more accepting acknowledgement that queers and homosexuals

could make excellent employees.   New York State’s Commission on Human Rights even

actively undermined the airline’s attempts to shroud their sexist, homophobic

employment practices in the mantle of America’s “cultural and psychological heritage.”
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Seriously considering cultures on the US national periphery, especially Puerto Rican

gender practices, allowed the Commission to propose a vision of American “heritage” in

its McNeil ruling that was more in line with the civil rights values of gender diversity and

equality.

Celio Diaz and Roderick McNeil themselves were hardly gender non-conformists.

Both were married and raised children.  The only way in which they were “queer” is that

they aspired to be flight attendants…male flight attendants.  This single transgressive

desire nonetheless made both of these men—and male flight attendants as a

whole—important figures in the civil rights moment of the 1960s.  Such men embody the

victory of civil rights over forces that vilified male nurses, female dog catchers, and

effeminate men offering pillows to air passengers, in an attempt to maintain an unjust

gender segregation in the workplace.  They also point to a reality that was as true in the

1960s as it is today: civil rights is per necessity a three-pronged struggle, combating not

only racism and sexism, but also homophobia.
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Chapter 6 The Legacy of Diaz: Flight Attendants,
Feminism, and Gay Rights in the 1970s

US society had changed considerably from the time Celio Diaz filed his complaint

against Pan Am in 1967 until male flight attendants actually started flying as a result of

the case, especially regarding questions of gender.  The largest feminist activist group,

the National Organization for Women, had grown not only larger but more radical as

well.  Composed originally of legally savvy women seeking to lobby the EEOC for better

enforcement of Title VII, NOW over time adopted more broad-based goals learned from

more radical “women’s liberation” groups.  By the mid-1970s mainstream feminism was

increasingly engaged with ending patriarchy at all levels of a woman’s life—in the

personal and family realm, as well as the political and legal sphere.   Even members of

NOW had incorporated such things as consciousness-raising into its retinue of advocacy

techniques, thereby complementing its congressional lobbying, court interventions, and

media reform activities.

Meanwhile, Congressional representatives had greatly evolved in their thinking

towards women’s rights since 1964.  The laughter and derision that greeted Congressman

Howard Smith’s sex amendment to the 1964 Civil Rights Act might still have been

typical in some of the Capitol’s backrooms.  Yet, when it came time for Congress to vote

on the most expansive women’s rights initiative to date—the Equal Rights Amendment to

the US Constitution—significant majorities from both chambers and both political parties

approved the measure, which then moved to the states for an unsuccessful ratification

battle.  In the same month that Pan Am’s first stewards since the 1950s began their
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careers (March 1972), the Senate approved the Equal Rights Amendment by the lopsided

margin of 84 to 8.  Given the timing of their debut, Pan Am’s male flight attendants knew

they were intertwined with the women’s liberation momentum of the day.  Though men,

they stood as harbingers of a new gender order that was less tied to male privilege.  New

steward Barry Shelby confessed that his career choice was greeted quizzically by some

men.  Nonetheless, he humorously but presciently claimed for himself the mantle of

progress: “When people kid me about my job, I say this is man’s liberation.”351

Culturally speaking, men were indeed experiencing a form of liberation,

especially from the strict militaristic norms of manliness imposed during the Cold War.

The Greatest Generation’s embrace of aggressiveness, physical prowess, and

unquestioning loyalty to the nation was discredited by the upheavals of the 1960s.  Black

civil rights leaders compellingly preached the paradoxically unmanly message of power

through nonviolence, while the thousands of American deaths in Vietnam led many

young men to refuse military service and question authority.  Abandoning military-

inspired crew cuts and manly uniforms—whether army khakis or the corporate gray-

flannel suit—more youth appareled themselves in ways that openly defied Cold War

manhood, with androgynous long hair and jewelry, unkempt facial hair, and clothing

inspired by Native Americans and other non-European cultures.

Certainly, much of this New Left culture of masculinity remained wedded to male

privilege, so much so that women struggled to find an equal voice in groups like SNCC

                                                  
351 Robert Lindsey, “U.S. Airlines Seek Stewards to Work Aloft,” New York Times, April 7, 1972,  37.



266

and SDS.352  Yet, at the same time, a good number of men not only embraced

androgynous fashion, but also adopted novel constellations of behavior that were

previously deemed unmanly.  In their private lives, some men attempted to build more

equal relationships with their wives and partners, accepting a greater share of household

and family responsibilities—even the tasks previously deemed women’s work.  Others

embraced a life built upon same-sex desire, opening themselves to potentially severe

ostracism not normally experienced by men, especially white middle-class men.  And in

the workplace, many men accepted women as equals in previously male-only realms,

while others—such as male flight attendants—entered careers that formerly were off

limits.  Thus, the labor force in the 1970s, like the culture in general, shifted gradually

towards a more gender-neutral framework that welcomed both men and women as

equals.

The impulse towards women’s liberation pulsating through the culture certainly

brought gains to flight attendants, but it was heavily resisted by the airlines as well.

Thanks to Title VII and court victories such as Diaz, stewardesses had already won

several crucial battles.  By 1972, the airlines had surrendered their prohibition on

marriage, rescinded their gallingly low age limits for stewardesses (forced retirement at

age 32 or 35), and began revising their policy of firing stewardesses when they became

pregnant.  The situation for stewardesses had indeed dramatically improved since the

mid-1960s, such that women could now contemplate their jobs as a life-long career.  At

                                                  
352 The fissures in the New Left along gender lines are discussed in Ruth Rosen, The World Split Open:
How the Modern Women’s Movement Changed America (New York: Penguin Press, 2000) and Sara Evans,
Personal Politics: The Roots of Women's Liberation in the Civil Rights Movement and the New Left (New
York: Knopf, 1979).



267

the same time, however, other sexist employment practices not only remained into the

1970s, they even intensified.  Stewardesses still endured strict weight limits that required

them to be 25 pounds lighter than a steward of the same height.353  They also continued to

face girdle checks and were forced to share hotel rooms on layovers, while pilots and

stewards got their own rooms.  Finally, even as stewardesses were now allowed to work

into their 60s and after their marriage, the airlines continued to market them as available

sex objects.  The most crass examples of the airlines selling sex—National Airlines’

famous “Fly Me” advertising promotion and Braniff’s “Air Strip” campaign (in which a

stewardess removed a piece of clothing every time she walked down the aisle)—were

both thriving in the early 1970s, a time when men as well as women were finally allowed

to work as flight attendants.

In response to such indignities, stewardesses in the 1970s became more

radicalized in their demands for just treatment from their employers.  Flight attendant

unions increasingly agitated for feminist goals, while another advocacy group,

Stewardesses for Women’s Rights (SFWR), organized to promote such priorities in even

more forceful ways than the unions could.354  Not only were weight restrictions a target,

but so were the various forms of sexual eroticization that—while technically not

illegal—rendered the workplace degrading for women.  Flight attendants, especially

those active in SFWR, also lent their voices to progressive political causes for women’s
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rights, including the ERA.  Increasingly, flight attendants were recognizing their potential

for practicing a more radical politics centered on their workplace, which was one of

America’s few woman-identified, unionized spaces.  Stewardesses’ modest economic and

political clout, coupled with their immense popularity with the American public,

encouraged some flight attendants to transform their workplace into a pillar of the

feminist movement.

Meanwhile, as became clear over the course of the 1970s, the men who became

flight attendants after the Diaz decision often had liberationist goals of their own, tied to

their status as gay men.  A former flight attendant with American Airlines, Sharlene

Martin, worked on the New York-based hiring committee when the airline employed its

first men for domestic service.355  While it never occurred to her or her colleagues that

they were hiring gay men in large numbers, she notes, “It became obvious within a year

or so that probably 85 percent of the men we hired were gay.”356 Of course, these gay

flight attendants were not generally politically engaged, nor even publicly out.  Yet, the

1970s marked the first step in a gradual process whereby flight attendants began to

openly identify themselves as gay or lesbian and demand equal treatment from their

unions and employers.  By the late 1990s, these dynamics were in full swing.  The 1970s,

on the other hand, saw far more subtle—though nonetheless significant—movements

towards greater openness and assertiveness among gay and lesbian flight attendants.

                                                  
355 These men would not, however, be the first male flight attendants for American.  As noted previously,
the airline hired Polynesian men starting in late 1970 for their short-lived flights in the South Pacific, and it
inherited a large corps of male flight attendants when it purchased Trans Caribbean Airlines in March 1971.
356 Interview with Sharlene Martin, by phone, Dec 5, 2006.
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Thus, at the same time that flight attendants were increasingly self-aware as

instruments of feminism, they also were quietly becoming essential players in gay rights.

As Sharlene Martin claims, “The collision of the outing of sexuality and women’s

liberation created an explosion that changed the airline industry beyond recognition.”357

Indeed, the whole of American society experienced a similar explosion in the 1970s, the

heyday of women’s liberation and dawn of gay rights.  Yet, because the flight attendant

corps was disproportionately female and gay male, it experienced this culture shock

much sooner and more acutely than the rest of US culture.  Regardless of how apolitical

individual flight attendants might have been, they could not escape imbrication in the

“culture war” that accompanied this explosion.

This chapter accounts for a variety of ways that the flight attendant corps

cooperated with the rise of both feminism and gay rights in the years after the Diaz

decision.  I first consider the ways that male flight attendants were deployed as symbols

in the emerging culture war, especially how they were vilified by groups resisting

feminism and gay rights.  I then consider the lived reality of the flight attendant corps in

the 1970s, paying particular attention to the ways that the Diaz decision and the

introduction of men into the flight attendant corps fostered a gay-tolerant workplace and

also enhanced stewardesses’ dignity on the job.  Finally, I continue the ongoing

discussion of homophobia and the law that began in Chapter Three.  The post-Diaz era

marked a significant change in gay rights legal strategies, as gays and lesbians

increasingly demanded—with only limited success—rights in their own names from the
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courts.  The 1970s also recorded the first legislative victories for gays and lesbians, which

in turn opened an entirely new front in the culture war: electoral and legislative politics.

“Homosexual panic”—which, in this moment, I use to describe a general attitude of

homophobia evident in the practice of the law—did not disappear in the 1970s, but it did

become far more contested.

Stewards and the Conservative Backlash

Just as the airlines feared, the prospect of male flight attendants created a sizable

public relations crisis when it became a reality in the early 1970s.  In fact, the discomfort

of the mainstream press with the innovation was evident all the way through the

proceedings of the Diaz case.  An opening salvo occurred when the EEOC considered the

question of whether sex was a BFOQ in late 1966, as the New York Times story ran under

the title “A Pillow Please, Miss…Er, Mister.”358  The headline itself, captured a moment

of misrecognition, maybe even panic, caused by a male flight attendant.  It also

successfully foreshadowed the phobic testimony of Dr. Eric Berne in the Diaz trial that

concentrated so intently on stewards positioning pillows for sleeping, physically

vulnerable male passengers.  From thereon, much of the mainstream press embraced the

salacious potential of both scaring and delighting their readers with the prospect of “male

stewardesses.” When the Wall Street Journal announced the EEOC decision supporting

men’s claims against the airlines, it opened by noting: “A broad-shouldered six-footer
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with a crew cut may be serving you inflight martinis in the future and telling you to

fasten your seat belts and observe the no-smoking signs.”359

Other mainstream media feasted on male flight attendants with even greater vigor.

The Miami Herald in particular harshly attacked the EEOC ruling.  Soon after the

decision came from Washington, the Herald’s weekly Tropic Magazine ran a full-page

image of a burly man in a mini-skirt, knee-length stockings, beret and purse, with the

headline, “…Is This Any Way to Ruin an Airline?”  The article’s author, Jon

Nordheimer, began his rant in this manner: “Here’s the worst thing that could happen to

commercial airlines…The male stewardess, that’s what!  Lurking in unemployment lines

all over the country are men who are plotting to wrest control of the coffee-tea-or-milk

trade and kick those gorgeous girls out of the aisle.  Blame the whole mess on

Washington.”  He concluded his diatribe against the EEOC in a testosterone-laden fit:

“Anybody who calls a stewardess a ‘sexless attendant’ is not a gentleman and deserves a

punch in the nose.”360

Another churlish but equally political critique came from James Kilpatrick on the

Herald’s Viewpoint page of March 4, 1968.  His article was headlined, “Down With

Equal Opportunity: Day of the He-Stewardess Is Upon Us” and questioned the EEOC’s

legitimacy as a corrective to discrimination.  Embracing William Buckley’s derisive

designation of the EEOC as the “Equempoppocom” (surely a play on the word

poppycock) and his corresponding desire to abolish the organization, Kilpatrick

                                                  
359 “’Coffee, Tea or Milk’ Can Be Served Aloft by Men, Agency Rules” Wall Street Journal, Feb 26, 1968,
15.
360 Jon Nordheimer, “Is This Any Way to Ruin an Airline?” Miami Herald: Tropic Magazine (April 14,

1968), 18-20.
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bemoaned the loss of his “right to girl-watch.”  And he employed outright homophobia

directed at the “he-stewardess” in his highest rhetorical critique of sex-based civil rights:

“Can you imagine a male in one of those Braniff costumes?…Is there anything less

aesthetic than the masculine rear end?  But the Equempoppocom has spoken…”  Not

surprisingly, Kilpatrick completely neglected the age and marriage restrictions that the

airlines were really defending before the EEOC and in the Diaz trial.  He seemed far

more comfortable deploying homophobia rather than defending his sexist predilection for

highly stimulating sexual thrills secured at unjustly low wages.361

The sleight of hand evident in such articles—supplanting discussion of gender

equality to improve women’s lot with sensationalized homophobic caricatures—became

a central element of conservative politics in the 1970s, especially in the campaign against

the ERA.  The amendment itself was written to emulate the language of Title VII and to

echo the 15th Amendment to the Constitution, which guaranteed the right to vote

regardless of one’s race.  The ERA stated quite simply, “Equality of rights under the law

shall not be denied or abridged by the United States or by any State on account of sex.”

ERA supporters like NOW stressed that the benefits of the amendment would principally

be economic, finally ensuring women of “equal pay for equal work.”362  NOW’s most

                                                  
361James Kilpatrick, “Down With Equal Opportunity: Day of the He-Stewardess Is Upon Us,” Miami
Herald (March 4, 1968), 7A.
362 Political scientist Jane Mansbridge compellingly questions NOW’s central claim that ERA would rectify
the wage differential between men and women.  There was nothing in the amendment itself that would
have rectified women’s wage disparity beyond the legal protections already offered by Title VII of the
Civil Rights Act and the 1963 Equal Pay Act.  Instead, the impact of the ERA, according to Mansbridge,
would have been more indirect, providing women an additional constitutional support when they
articulated demands before the courts and in the realm of public opinion.  See Jane Mansbridge, Why We
Lost the ERA (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1986), 36-44.
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popular slogan supporting ERA was “59¢,” a reference to the fact that women earned just

59 cents for every dollar earned by a man.363

However, conservatives associated with Phyllis Schlafly’s STOP ERA activist

group suggested that more pernicious designs lay behind the seemingly innocuous

amendment.  STOP ERA effectively hijacked the debate on economics, diverting the

nation’s attention to alleged gender and sexuality perversions that would spread as a

result of the amendment.   As with the uproar over male flight attendants, conservatives

vilified a variety of queer characters, including women desiring to enter into military

combat, advocates of coed bathrooms, and homosexuals desiring to marry—all of whom

would allegedly get their way under the ERA.  Schlafly insisted that the amendment was

virtually limitless in the ways it would dismantle boundaries between men and women

(even their separate bathrooms) and also suggested that homosexuals would exploit the

amendment to gain equal rights for themselves.  In the ratification process in Maine, for

example, Schlafly’s local organization, Maine STOP ERA, unleashed a newspaper ad of

two men embracing during New York’s Gay Pride parade.  The text read:

What does the word “sex” [in the language of the ERA] mean?  The sex
you are, male or female, or the sex you engage in, homosexual, bisexual,
heterosexual, sex with children,…or whatever?…One thing is for sure:
Militant homosexuals from all over America have made the ERA issue a
hot priority.  Why?  To be able finally to get homosexual marriage
licenses, to adopt children and raise them to emulate their homosexual
“parents,” and to obtain pension and medical benefits for odd-couple
“spouses.”….Vote NO on 6!  The Pro-Gay E.R.A.364

                                                  
363 NOW had settled on the “59¢” slogan by the late 1970s.  Mansbridge, 36.
364 Quoted in Mansbridge, 137.
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Of course, the logic of Schlafly’s rhetoric so closely resembled the trajectory of

Pan Am’s defense in Diaz and the media’s attack on stewards that flight attendants were

indirectly implicated by the STOP ERA movement.  Any sort of queer gender

transgression became symptomatic of the dystopia that the amendment would render if

passed.  And Schlafly did in fact unleash attacks specifically on flight attendants as

phobic figures at least once during the anti-ERA campaign.  In 1982, after the

amendment had failed to receive approval for the necessary number of states in the

allotted 10-year time limit, Congress once again considered approving the amendment for

a second attempt at ratification.  As gay men by then were increasingly gaining media

attention as a high-risk group for contracting AIDS—and even as the potential source of

the epidemic—Schlafly advocated a purge of homosexuals from certain careers and

suggested that ERA would prevent such a move.  In a flier entitled, “The ERA-GAY-

AIDS-CONNECTION,” Schlafly’s organization Eagle Forum articulated its growing

fears about the AIDS crisis and its links to homosexuality:

If the E.R.A. puts “sex equality” into the constitution…[w]ould police,
paramedics, dentists, health personnel and morticians be permitted to take
adequate precautions to defend themselves against AIDS and other
homosexual diseases?…Could we restrict homosexuals from working in
the food handling business, such as restaurants and as flight attendants on
airlines?365

Clearly, for conservatives, male flight attendants represented just the sort of gender

transgression and homosexual depravity that made the ERA a threat to the traditional,

family-based ethic they sought to enshrine as the national norm.

                                                  
365 Quoted in Ellen Goodman, “At Large” National NOW Times (Jan/Feb 1984), 9.
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Flight attendants and gay liberation

It might be expected that the gay community would have been particularly

enthusiastic about the victory won for male flight attendants thanks to the Diaz case.

After all, thousands of gay men would find gainful employment in a fairly well-paying,

unionized job as a result of the court decision.  Furthermore, it stands to reason that a job

which accommodated a high percentage of gay men in the immediate post-Stonewall

moment would become a focal point of gay rights activism.  The fact that the job entailed

such nationwide visibility and involved direct contact with the public only enhanced

stewards’ value to the gay community.  In fact, however, the opening of this newly-

liberated gay career registered hardly any notice in the nation’s nascent gay media.

Rather than becoming a public face for post-Stonewall gays in publications such as the

Advocate—which was one of the few news-oriented gay publications seeking a national

audience at the time—flight attendants were mainly invisible.  In the occasional mentions

of the career, the Advocate focused instead on the career’s sexualized overtones and

resorted to objectifying stewards just as much as the mainstream America objectified

stewardesses.

The Advocate itself was only beginning to be published as the EEOC heard

grievances from flight attendants on sex discrimination.  The newspaper debuted in

September 1967 as the Los Angeles Advocate, inheriting ONE magazine’s two-pronged

focus on Los Angeles’ local gay issues and a more national scope.366  Even as the

                                                  
366 The details of the Advocate’s early history are found in Mark Thompson (ed), Long Road to Freedom:
The Advocate History of the Gay and Lesbian Movement (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1994).  See
especially Mark Thompson, “Introduction,” xvii-xxvi.  The fact that the Advocate began publication over a
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Advocate was just an 8-page newsletter composed on a used IBM typewriter, the EEOC

decision in February 1968 favoring men’s claims to the flight attendant job attracted the

editors’ attention.  Their March 1968 editorial entitled “The Only Way to Fly” certainly

suggested that the flight attendant deliberations were of great importance to the gay

community; however, the column completely overlooked the potential for the career to

become an important locus of gay community-building.  Instead, in a rather classist

move, the publication welcomed the EEOC decision, but only because it empowered its

gay readers as consumers of air travel, rather than potential employees.  Moreover, the

editors’ sense of equality was heavily tied to their libido, as they seemed most invested in

achieving equality for gay men to prey on flight attendants:

All we can say is, ‘Dammit, it’s about time.’…We who have a different
idea of the fair sex have been sorely abused by the airlines.  Thousands of
miles of bouncing boobies and saccharine smiles.  Even the other inmates
of those flying tubes don’t offer much diversion—fat businessmen who
melt over into your precious space, neurotic females who are afraid all
conversation inevitably leads to SEX.  The occasional serviceman usually
winds up not in the seat next to yours, but sandwiched between two
elderly matrons intent on sending him cookies (the dirty old hags).  All
this, we hope, will soon change…Who knows?  That trite old bit of
humor, ‘Coffee, tea, or ME?’ may soon take on a new, fresh, and exciting
meaning.367

While certainly scoring points for brazen humor, the Advocate’s take on the EEOC

decision nonetheless exhibited the highest danger of gay male camp: its effort to score a

self-affirming laugh came at the expense of a fuller critique of sexism.  The underlying

                                                                                                                                                      
year-and-a-half before the Stonewall riots of June 1969 further illustrates the inaccuracy of the historical
myth that dates the birth of gay liberation to Stonewall.  ONE, the nation’s first gay publication whose
coverage of the 1954 William Simpson murder was treated in the previous chapter, stopped publishing the
year after the Advocate began.  Key members of ONE, including Jim Kepner, eventually joined the
Advocate’s staff.
367 “The Only Way to Fly” Los Angeles Advocate, v. 2, no. 3 (March 1968), 4.
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issues of financial opportunity for men and women were completely ignored, especially

the grievances of stewardesses (some of them lesbians) fighting for access to a long-term,

well-paid career outside the domestic sphere.

The Advocate’s only other mention of flight attendants in the early 1970s further

reinforced their sexual objectification.  Rather than actual editorial content, however, this

mention came in an advertisement for a Los Angeles area gay bar, the Club Wellington in

Wilmington (Orange County), California.  The club’s ad, which appeared in the October

25, 1972, issue of the Advocate, parodied National Airlines’ wildly successful “Fly Me”

ad campaign, which profiled attractive stewardesses who introduced themselves and

added an alluringly sexual invitation: “Hi, I’m Jan.  Fly me to New York!”  Released in

October 1971, the “Fly Me” campaign was a major success for the airline, helping to

increase revenue by 19 percent in the first part of 1972.368  Yet, at the same time, the

campaign’s immense popularity also turned it into a battleground for feminist activists.

The National Association for Women in mid 1972 picketed the offices of National and

their advertising agency.  And in December of the same year, the newly formed

Stewardesses For Women’s Rights highlighted the “Fly Me” campaign as the prime

example of how stewardesses were being “sold as sex symbols.”369  The Club Wellington

ad in the Advocate again employed both humor and sex appeal—not to challenge the

airlines’ sexism, but rather to empower the gay male libido.  Under the headline, “Hi, I’m

                                                  
368 Leonard Sloane, “Advertising: New ‘Fly Me’ Spots,” New York Times, Aug 30 1972, 56.
369 Laurie Johnston, “Airlines Assailed By Stewardesses,” New York Times, Dec 13, 1972, 21.
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Ed—Fly Me to Wilmington,” came a large photo of the smiling, shirtless runner-up of the

Advocate’s annual beauty pageant, the “Groovy Guy Contest.”370

These two examples from the Advocate regarding flight attendants illustrate a

fundamental tension in gay rights activism in the 1970s.  Clearly, gay liberation had very

divergent priorities, since the community—especially the middle class gay men who were

the most outspoken and well-heeled advocates of gay rights—was often more concerned

with liberating their libidos from the strictures of homophobia than rectifying economic

injustices.  Gay liberation unquestionably sought more access to jobs for gays and

lesbians, but it also prioritized greater expression of gay sexuality and more freedom for

consumption practices tied to it.  In the case of flight attendants, the Advocate’s editors

followed mainstream America in stressing the job’s sexual overtones and were mainly

concerned with experiencing the “liberation” of equal treatment as consumers of sex.

As a result, women’s liberation groups could not count on gay rights activists like

the Advocate as partners in their more all-encompassing critique of the airlines.  Their

concerns were indeed diametrically opposed to the Advocate on the question of sexuality,

as they fought bitterly to make the flight attendant career more professionalized and less

prone to the sexual objectification which trapped women in a cycle of poor wages and

sexual harassment.  Thus, in the political discussions regarding flight attendant

discrimination, a chasm between feminism and gay rights (especially gay male activism)

is readily apparent.  Feminists could justifiably accuse gays of reinforcing patriarchy and

sexism, especially in their failure to understand the economic-based injustices that

                                                  
370 Advertisement for Club Wellington, Advocate, Oct 25 1972, 13.
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women endured.  Likewise, another chasm is equally apparent: the feminist movement

risked being perceived as sexually passionless in their attempts to stamp out sexual

objectification in the workplace, while gay liberationists risked the opposite: a reputation

as sex-obsessed and excessively libertine.

Furthermore, the Advocate’s failure to cover flight attendants through the

1970s—neglecting their potential to promote gay priorities through their unions and their

highly visible, public-relations-oriented careers—could in fact betray a deeper discomfort

with male flight attendants among certain activists.  The Advocate was actually intensely

involved with various other battles to integrate gays in the workplace, especially other

unionized jobs such as public school teachers and federal government employees.

Another set of jobs that attracted particular attention from the Advocate in the 1970s were

the more “manly” careers such as cops, soldiers, and firemen.371  While there are various

plausible reasons for the disproportionate emphasis on such careers, one key element is

that each requires physical prowess and involves intense male-male camaraderie.372  For a

gay male community battling against the stigma of effeminacy, finding inclusion in such

manly jobs was especially liberating.   Meanwhile, however, important accomplishments

gained by flight attendants or male nurses, despite their value for the entire gay

community, could consequently be overlooked.  Such effeminate careers simply failed to

                                                  
371 In a one-year period between Feb 1975 and March 1976, the Advocate ran several major stories on the
Los Angeles Police Department’s intense resistance to hiring gay officers (see, for example, “L.A. Police
Department’s Position on Gay People,” Feb 26, 1975, 8-9) and an in-depth interview with the nation’s first
openly gay officer (“Law Enforcement First: Openly Gay Deputy Sheriff,” Mar 24, 1976, 6).
372 Each of the careers mentioned, as well as teachers, are also government-contracted employees, thereby
making them especially inviting targets for court cases by gays and lesbians seeking equal accommodation
in such jobs.  As will be discussed later, federal courts held the government to a higher degree of rigor than
private employers in granting equal protection to gays and lesbians.
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impress those segments of the gay community interested in asserting their masculine

virility—their “normalcy”—to a world that considered them “perverted.”  In this sense,

the Advocate’s silence on male flight attendants—even as it deified gay soldiers, police

officers, and athletes—suggests that the “he-stewardess” was too queer for much of the

gay community as well.

Friendly and Unfriendly Skies

While their deployment in the culture war suggests a tumultuous existence for the

first generation of post-Diaz stewards, their actual reality was far less dramatic.  In fact,

flight attendants whom I interviewed were unable to recall any incident from the 1970s in

which customers exhibited the type of anti-male phobia described by Dr. Eric Berne in

the Diaz trial.373  Each corroborated the claim made by a male flight attendant who was in

one of Pan Am’s first classes after the Diaz ruling: “The passengers were very indifferent

[towards the presence of stewards].  I never had a problem with a passenger complaining

about a gay…flight attendant.”  In fact, my interviewees also recall that the gay presence

among these new flight attendants was not entirely obvious in the beginning.  Because so

many gay men at the time were circumspect in their behavior, especially towards

managers and customers, the very first men on the job were, according to the same flight

attendant, “an invisible minority.”374

                                                  
373 The interviews discussed in this chapter involve eight former flight attendants—six men and two
women—who flew for various US airlines during the 1970s.  Some of these interviews were conducted in
person, others via phone, from December 2004 through December 2006.
374 Interview with Anonymous E, Dec 31, 2004.
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And yet, gay men were becoming a very significant minority in the flight

attendant corps in the early 1970s.  Former American Airlines recruiter Sharlene Martin

stressed that the early 1970s were still a closeted time: “There just were not a lot of

openly effeminate men and never an openly gay guy.”  American management never told

their hiring committee to select out perceived homosexuals, as Trans Caribbean Airlines

confessed to doing in the late 1960s before New York’s Division of Human Rights (see

Chapter 5).  Instead, the airline was looking for men who would feel at ease in a woman-

identified workplace, especially since American’s workforce had been entirely female up

until that time.  According to Martin,

We were looking for men who clearly didn’t have a problem working
with women, who would come into the interview room and have an
attitude of cooperation…In guys, we looked for listening skills and
whether they responded orally to what women said: “I agree with Susie,
that’s a great choice.”375

Yet, this practice of weeding out subtly chauvinistic men—which ostensibly had nothing

to do with sexual orientation—nonetheless left American with a very high percentage of

gay men.

At Pan Am, as at American, tacit knowledge about flight attendants’ sexuality

circulated among the flight attendant corps in a way that did not draw excessive scrutiny

from passengers, management, or even pilots.  One flight attendant recalled that his

training program in Miami allowed him to connect with other gay men: “At Miami, the

word got around who was gay and who wasn’t, and it was almost everybody.  So if you

flew with someone who was a 1972 hire, you could assume they were gay.”  Indeed,

                                                  
375 Martin interview.
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according to his own estimate, “about 90 percent” of the men hired in Pan Am’s first

classes after the Diaz decision—which were roughly half male and half female—were

gay.376  He went on to note the irony that, “All but one of the straight guys in our class

were fired in the first six months.”  (This was due to failures on the job, such as missing

an assigned flight, rather than any sort of reverse discrimination.)  For gay men such as

this new steward, joining Pan Am’s flight attendant corps was exceptionally gratifying as

a way to deepen his social network amongst fellow gay stewards and numerous gay-

friendly stewardesses, “We were like a family, those of us based in New York.  We knew

everybody very well.  And we would socialize with them outside of work.”377

Indeed, flight attendants were also quickly becoming a discreet sort of

community-builder for fellow gay men, including gay passengers savvy enough to

suspect their flight attendant of being gay.  Gay passengers often sought out stewards in

the galley and engaged them in conversations that could be motivated by friendliness or,

at times, by sexual interest.  Conversations that started off by dropping the names of gay

clubs or mentioning other non-obvious markers of gay identity occasionally resulted in

sharing a business card or an invitation for dinner that evening.  Even a straight steward

working for Eastern was impressed by the workings of this informal gay network

centering on stewards.   His gay colleagues, he noted, almost always had connections in

far-flung cities.  Even when Eastern began new service to Honolulu, some gay stewards

                                                  
376 The very first flight attendant class after the Diaz decision graduated on March 30, 1972, with a
contingent of 16 men and 18 women.  With the “pent up” demand from men who were forbidden work for
several years, these first classes had an exceptionally high number of men.  See “Male Stewards, Then and
Now,” Clipper (23:6), April 10 1972, 1.  Box 292, Folder 19, Pan Am Archives, Otto Richter Library,
University of Miami, Miami, FL.
377 Anonymous E interview.
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had phone numbers of local men to call for cocktails or dinners, “The gays had friends

there, even though it was a totally new base!”  A similar subtle form of networking with

gay hotel staff often rendered a somewhat unfair privilege: “The gays got nicer rooms

than the rest of us.”378

While the overall effect of men entering the flight attendant corps, was to

significantly de-sexualize the career (even leading to major redesigns of stewardess

uniforms to make them more conservative), many gay men embraced the flight

attendant’s stereotyped role as an attractive, sexually desired object.  Indeed, the long-

suppressed, 1930s-era notion of the dapper steward, who took part in fashion parades and

wore outfits designed to accentuate his slim form, partially returned in the 1970s.   As

militarized masculinity lost credibility in American culture during the 1960s, more space

opened up for fashionable men who consciously relied on their dapper appearance to feel

empowered.  Indeed, large segments of the gay male subculture, though they were largely

kept out of the public spotlight during the postwar years, had always identified closely

with this feminine sensibility.379  For certain stewards, one of the job’s most desired perks

was making heads turn when walking through busy airport terminals.  One Pan Am

steward recalls,

First, being a Pan Am flight attendant in those days was very prestigious
for a gay man, because everyone knew it was very hard to get into Pan
Am…You weren’t ashamed to say what you did…And second, we wore
the cutest outfits!  We had Adolfo outfits, our luggage matched, we even
had umbrellas, and we all looked fabulous…I used to put my uniform on,
and I felt really handsome.  And I’d walk through terminals, and I knew if

                                                  
378 Interview with Anonymous F, August 18, 2005.
379 For consideration of the associations between gay men and aesthetics, especially fashion, see Shaun
Cole, Don We Now Our Gay Apparel: Gay Men’s Dress in the Twentieth Century (Oxford: Berg, 2000).
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there were gay men, they’d be looking at me.  It enhanced you; it gave you
self-confidence.380

Long suppressed in the aviation world, a gay male sensibility akin to present-day

metrosexuality had returned to the skies.  And many of the stewards themselves were

proud to be considered “cute,” “fabulous,” and “handsome.”

Of course, this growing gay male subculture—however discreet it was on one

level—had the potential to raise eyebrows from more conservative elements in the

aviation industry.  Most suspicious were the traditionally masculine bastions of airline

management and the pilot corps.  The fact that some managers voiced anti-gay sentiments

in the 1970s certainly provided extra incentive for gay flight attendants to remain more

discreet than they would have preferred.  Pan Am executive Lloyd Wilson testified before

the New York State Division of Human Rights in 1969 that the company would not

willingly tolerate gay employees in its flight attendant ranks, though management never

followed through on such sentiments.  His words, while harsh, were outdone by Delta

CEO Tom Beebe.  In his tell-all book about the inner workings of Delta in the 1970s,

former company attorney Sidney Davis recalls a very alarming meeting with Beebe on

the issue of male flight attendants:

…Beebe started the meeting by telling us, notwithstanding the obvious
trend and strong governmental pressure to the contrary, that the company
would “…no longer hire any more male flight attendants, because they get
restless, and restlessness creates unions.  Besides…they are gay as a three-
dollar bill, and we don’t need any fags in the Delta family.”381

                                                  
380 Anonymous E interview.
381 Sidney Davis, Delta Air Lines: Debunking the Myth (Atlanta: Peachtree Publishers, 1988), 138.
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Beebe failed to follow through on his threat to stop hiring men, though his homophobic

impulse illustrates quite clearly that gay flight attendants still risked significant

oppression in the post-Diaz era.

The only moment after Diaz when an airline manager actually took a public anti-

gay stand came in 1977, when Colonel Frank Borman, CEO of Eastern Air Lines,

welcomed singer-turned-anti-gay-activist Anita Bryant to speak at Eastern Airlines’

ground operations facilities.  The visit took place in the heat of Bryant’s ultimately

successful campaign to repeal Miami’s gay-rights ordinance, which sought to protect

gays and lesbians from employment and housing discrimination.  Mechanics, porters,

ticket agents, and available flight crew were given the chance to listen to Bryant rail

against the evils of homosexuality and the threat posed to children by gays and lesbians.

Borman’s actions betrayed a strong corporate resistance to the idea of gay rights, even the

basic premise that gays should enjoy protection from firing based on their sexual

orientation.  At the same time, however, the airline never moved against its own corps of

gay stewards, and the Vice President for Inflight Services, herself a former stewardess,

created a collegial atmosphere for straight and gay stewards alike.382  Additionally, unlike

gay stewards in the 1950s who were afraid to go to Miami gay bars for fear that their

employer would find out, Eastern’s new generation of stewards could freely indulge in

the city’s gay nightlife, thanks to less adversarial policing from vice squads and cops.

Pilots were the other locus of anti-gay sentiment at the airlines, just as they were

in the 1950s as well.  Yet, despite working on the same planes and laying over at the
                                                  
382 An account of Bryant’s visit to Eastern facilities was shared in a personal interview with a former
Eastern steward.  Interview with Anonymous G, March 18, 2006.
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same hotels, many pilots were slow to realize how many male flight attendants were gay.

Indeed, initial pilot reactions to new stewards—decidedly negative in tone—actually

depended on misrecognizing most stewards as straight.  As a member of Pan Am’s 1972

hiring class noted, “The pilots, when we first came on, assumed we were all straight and

that we were going to take their girlfriends [from among the stewardess corps] away from

them.”383  This very sentiment was echoed by a group of fifteen pilots interviewed by

former flight attendant Paula Kane, who was active in Stewardesses For Women’s

Rights.   Kane’s article, published in the Chicago Sun-Times in 1974, quoted one of the

pilots as saying, “For a while there you had to knock on the stewardesses’ doors.  Then it

got to the point where they’d knock on our doors.  But now, these guys (meaning the

recently introduced male flight attendants) are getting all the action.”384  Of course, the

resentment of male flight attendants did not disappear when pilots increasingly became

aware of the heavy gay presence; it only changed in tone.  “There was some anti-gay

discrimination [thereafter], but I never saw enough that the union had to [get

involved].”385

Overall, then, the large numbers of gay flight attendants encountered an uneasy

status quo during the 1970s.  Their numbers had increased dramatically over the gay

steward community of the 1950s, and they had far more freedom to live a rich lifestyle

filled with friendship circles, supportive female colleagues, ample opportunities for

sexual flings and more lasting relationships, and—most importantly—access to a career

                                                  
383 Anonymous E interview.
384 Paula Kane, “What a Stewardess is Really There For,” Midwest: The Chicago Sun-Times Magazine,
Aug 11 1974, 8.
385 Anonymous E interview.
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that was becoming more professionalized and higher-paying as the decade progressed.

And yet, given society’s resurgent hostility towards homosexuality, gay stewards had to

remain cautious when dealing with customers, managers, and pilots.  These men

necessarily lived a somewhat schizophrenic life of being visible, yet invisible…out to

some, but still undetectable to others.  Some airline managers surely felt similarly

handcuffed.  The Diaz ruling forced them to accept male stewards despite their

preferences to the contrary.  And while the law still offered room to fire homosexuals,

proving such a transgression would have been difficult at best.  And so management also

performed a similarly schizophrenic role: occasionally voicing anti-gay positions and

demanding “professional” conduct from all of its flight attendants, while tacitly creating a

workplace that accepted and even nurtured the gay presence in its midst.

Overcoming sexism via the male flight attendant

The pilots’ initial resentment of male flight attendants hints at certain significant

improvements brought to the entire flight attendant corps, not just men, as a result of

gender integration.  Indeed, stewardesses found a much-desired reprieve from the most

sexist aspects of the job, and both men and women often enjoyed the strong collegiality

forged through working together.  On layovers, which could last several days on some

international routes, the cabin crew depended on each other for social companionship as

well as work duties.  Previously, stewardesses and pilots cavorted during these layovers,

despite the differences in age, income, and (quite often) marital status between the two
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groups.  Because these relationships were occasionally tinged with sexual interest on the

part of the pilots, having gay colleagues offered stewardesses an alternative social outlet:

It was very seldom that you would have a whole [crew] dinner anymore…
The [male flight attendants] came in and changed the social dynamics of
the crew, because the women would do things with the guys and not with
the pilots, because the guys were their age…and they [would] do fun
things with the women: go shopping, go dancing, go out to eat.  And the
pilots were left out, because they were fuddies-duddies and they were
married!  And they were conservative, most of them.386

Thus, the older paradigm of socialization tied to a male-privileged hierarchy and the

possibility for sex between the pilot and his subordinates gave way to a new form of

socialization between largely gay men and largely straight women who interacted as

equals.  Indeed, the largest flight attendant union in the post-Diaz era, the Association of

Flight Attendants, cited men’s role in improving all sorts of interactions with pilots—not

only on layovers, but also on the plane itself: “Overall, the female flight attendants feel

that having men in the cabin has served as a buffer to the hierarchical status formerly

established between the cockpit and cabin crews.”387

Skimpy stewardess uniforms were another vestige of sexism that fell by the

wayside with the introduction of male flight attendants.  Stewardesses’ skirt lines had

been rising since the 1950s, a move which coincided with America’s increasing

commodification of female sexuality.  And while the 1970s saw the last—and most

orgiastic, if you will—throes of this trend, the decade also ushered in a new era of

                                                  
386 Ibid.
387 The Association of Flight Attendants (AFA) is the successor to the Air Line Stewards and Stewardesses
Association, which was the main flight attendant labor union since the 1950s (see Chapter Two).  The AFA
was established late in 1973, in order to grant the flight attendants complete independence from the pilots’
union, the Air Line Pilots Association.  The quote comes from Joan Volpe, “Who We Are: The Flight
Attendant Subculture,” Flightlog (21:3), Fall 1983, 15.
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business-like professionalism in flight attendant uniforms.  This change in flight attendant

culture had several roots, but was surely inspired in large part by men’s introduction into

the flight attendant corps.  The Diaz case resolutely resolved the legal question that the

flight attendant corps could not be regarded as an exclusively female realm.  As a

consequence, the decision also placed the airlines on notice that its male and female

employees would have to be treated equally in conditions of employment, as Title VII

also required.

The flight attendant unions were quick to apply this norm to their battles for less

suggestive uniforms.  When Sharlene Martin graduated from American’s stewardess

academy in May 1971, a Bill Blass miniskirt uniform was standard-issue: “When you

bent over, people could see your [rear end]!”388  Yet, when men entered the line at

American in 1974, the miniskirt was retired.  With the new steward uniforms mimicking

the pilots’ (reminiscent of Eastern’s post-World War II uniforms), the stewardesses also

went conservative, sporting their own navy blazers with one stripe on the arms

designating their rank. The women even had the option of wearing slacks, thus

completing a full-scale transition from female sex object to an androgynous, militarized

style that placed them in the same symbolic sphere as stewards and pilots.  As Martin

summed up, “I don’t think it was a coincidence…that we went from miniskirts to

professional uniforms…It absolutely parallels the hiring of men.”389

                                                  
388 Sharlene Martin interview.  Martin notes that stewardesses did have the option to wear slacks underneath
the miniskirts.
389 Ibid.
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The finishing touches of American’s overhaul to a professional style of dress

came by way of union arguments demanding completely equal treatment of men and

women in the flight crew.  First, the union effectively argued for the end of American’s

policy requiring stewardesses to wear nail polish, since the men were not bound by such a

requirement.  They then succeeded in ending the notorious girdle requirement—replete

with humiliating “girdle checks” by management before flights.  To rid themselves of this

burden, the union facetiously demanded that the airline force all stewards to wear

jockstraps when flying, to guarantee equal treatment regardless of sex.  Their argument

was sufficiently effective, especially from a public relations standpoint, and forced a

change in company policy.390

Similar changes were afoot at United Airlines.  The January 1973 issue of the

airline’s publication Friendly Times revealed a drastic overhaul of the flight attendant

uniforms, introducing outfits that concealed much more skin.391  The stewardesses’

1960s-era Skimmer dresses, designed by Hollywood’s Jean Louis, boasted skirt lines six

inches above the knee and sleeves that descended only a few inches off the shoulder.  The

new uniforms, however, were just as professional as American’s, covering women’s arms

and even offering them the option to wear slacks.  Ironically, it was most likely the

Skimmer’s high-riding sleeve line that alarmed United into altering their uniforms so

drastically.  The airlines originally disallowed their men from wearing short-sleeve shirts,

                                                  
390 Interview with Patt Gibbs, former President of the Association of Professional Flight Attendants, August
30 2005, Euless, TX.
391 Carole Metschke, “New Inflight Wardrobe Debuts,” Friendly Times, Jan-Feb 1973, 8.  Even though
United was among the first airlines to hire men after the Diaz decision (beginning in early 1972, thereby
complementing their Hawaiian-only steward corps on Honolulu-bound flights that had existed since 1950),
this issue of Friendly Times is the first to mention stewards.
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claiming that customers objected to being served by hairy-armed men.392  Forcing women

to wear long-sleeved outfits was the airline’s only means of preventing Title VII-based

lawsuits against their intransigent anti-male bias regarding body hair.

Clearly, these uniform redesigns were an external manifestation of a deeper set of

changes—many of them won through litigation, or the threat thereof—in the flight

attendant culture.  With men now solidly in place as colleagues, female flight attendants

had even more legal legitimacy for continuing their struggle against various other sexist

policies.  The unions, after winning an end to marriage restrictions and age caps by the

close of the 1960s, took the next steps in attacking the two other main policies that led to

mass firings of stewardesses: weight restrictions and pregnancy.  The most crucial cases

on weight restrictions, at least, depended on the fact that male flight attendants were

allowed to be significantly heavier than their female counterparts.  In a variety of cases

before the EEOC, various states’ Divisions of Human Rights, and the federal courts,

flight attendant advocates provided ample amount of evidence that women were being

held to unjust weight standards.  Their experts noted that airlines such as American

required women to weigh “drastically below the average” desirable weight for women

(according to weight tables developed by life insurance companies), while they allowed

men to keep working at weights that “well exceeded desired weights for males.”  The end

result was that only 30 percent of US women would have been able to meet the

company’s stringent weight standards.393

                                                  
392 Patt Gibbs remembers that fighting for stewards’ right to wear short sleeves was among the first male-
oriented grievances that the APFA pursued against American Airlines.  Gibbs interview.
393 “A-Weighting at the State Level,” Stewardesses for Women’s Rights Newsletter (3:2), Feb 1975, 4.
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American was not the only airline to face charges tied to their unequal weight

policies.  In fact, virtually all airlines faced such grievances during the 1970s.  The AFA

used its muster as the nation’s largest flight attendant union to mount, “a broad attack on

airline weight standards by filing charges with the [EEOC] against all AFA-represented

carriers.”394  So many of these cases entered the courts and other venues at once—thanks

not only to the unions, but to individual plaintiffs and legal-savvy feminist groups such as

the Stewardesses For Women’s Rights and NOW—that the SFWR newsletter could poke

fun at the flurry of legal activity:

Just consider what a terrible nuisance it must be for TWA, American,
United, Pan Am, etc…to have their attorneys, supervisors, and grooming
people regularly appearing at the offices of the various State Divisions of
Human Rights!!! Why…there may just conceivably be sufficient
complaints to keep them busy at least one day a week for the rest of the
year!!! Hmmmm?????395

The most important test case for female flight attendants regarding weight and

other issues of disparate treatment vis-à-vis men was Laffey v. Northwest Airlines.

Originally filed in 1970 on behalf of more than 3,300 stewardesses at Northwest, the case

lumped weight discrimination together with a series of other grievances that betrayed the

lingering privileges enjoyed by the men who worked as flight attendants.  Most notably

besides the weight issue, the case also considered whether the purser position (established

immediately after World War II and reserved at Northwest and TWA for men only) could

remain a male-only realm—one that also commanded better pay and automatic

ascendancy to a supervisory position over stewardesses.  So crucial was this case to the

                                                  
394 “Legal Victories,” Flightlog (21:3), Fall 1983, 13.
395 “Food For Thought” Stewardesses For Women’s Rights Newletter (3:2), Feb 1975, 3.
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remaining vestiges of anti-female bias that it was litigated for fifteen years, constantly

appealed to higher courts, then remanded, before being appealed again.

Throughout the entire appeals process, however, the core of the district court’s

original judgment favoring the stewardesses was held in tact.  In November 1973, Judge

Aubrey Robinson of the District of Columbia Federal District Court ruled that all forms

of disparate treatment between male and female flight attendants were illegal.  Robinson

thereby ordered Northwest to end its practice of hiring only male pursers, claiming that,

“the job of purser and the job of stewardess require equal skill, effort and responsibility

and are performed under similar working conditions.”396  Women were now to be granted

equal access to the purser job, and those who were unfairly kept out of the job through

the years were granted back pay for their lost wages.  Other widespread practices also

were ordered stopped: granting stewards single rooms but forcing stewardesses to double

up, unequal pension payments, higher uniform allowances granted to men, and even the

prohibition against stewardesses wearing eyeglasses (which did not apply to stewards).

The judge also sought to establish a new basis for weight restrictions that

undermined the airlines’ attempts to keep an unusually thin stewardess corps.  In fact, he

recommended a weight standard, applicable to both women and men, tied to the actual

performance of the flight attendant’s work aboard the plane, rather than cultural notions

of beauty. “The Company shall not…[r]eprimand, suspend (ground) or terminate any

female cabin attendant because of her weight, unless her weight is such as to render her

                                                  
396 As quoted in “Northwest Airlines Is Declared Guilty of Sex Bias Charge,” New York Times, Nov 14
1973, 90.
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physically incapable of performing the duties of the job.”397  Such a gender-neutral,

performance-based standard was so novel for the airlines—and so bitterly

contested—that it would require much of the next thirty years to implement.  Nowadays,

however, both male and female flight attendants in the US are finally subject to standards

akin to Judge Robinson’s, with the only restriction on weight tied to effective execution

of emergency landing procedures.

Overall, then, the career of flight attendant changed quite radically thanks to the

Diaz decision and the hiring of men at every major airline.  By the early 1980s, the career

was in some ways unrecognizable from its 1960s form.  One by one, the obstacles that

prevented women from maintaining their jobs as a long-term career fell by the wayside:

age, marriage, pregnancy, and weight no longer were deemed automatic grounds for

expulsion.  Stewardess-only airlines such as National—the creators of the “Fly Me”

campaign—had grown so beholden to exploiting young women’s labor that they even

failed to create a flight attendant pension plan until 1976.398  The dramatic demographic

shifts in the flight attendant corps were evident amongst all the airlines.  United’s flight

attendants in the 1960s were all-female and all-white (save for the handful of Hawaiian

men serving the Honolulu flights).  Stewardesses had to stay single, they averaged

twenty-two years of age, and kept their jobs only fifteen months.  By 1976, however,

United’s flight attendant corps was more diverse racially and had seven percent men.

Over half were married, and 15 percent had children.  The average age had increased to

                                                  
397 Laffey v. Northwest Airlines 374 F. Supp. 1382, November 13, 1973.
398 Steven Rattner, “Activist Hostesses Nettle Airlines With Demands.” New York Times, Feb 9 1976, 44.
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28, and the typical stewardess had six years of seniority.399   AFA President Linda

Puchala celebrated this liberation from the restrictive paradigm of the “fly girl” at the

union’s 10-year anniversary:

[A]s flight attendant stereotypes crumbled around us, gradually we began
to see our job as a career….Throughout our workforce, the idea was
rooting that we were professionals who would work until a normal
retirement age, rather than just until management decided arbitrarily that
we should stop because of a wedding ring or children at home.400

Without question, the presence of male flight attendants was a crucial element for

enabling such drastic changes to occur.  Various airlines’ already-existing male pursers

provided an image of a flight attendant who was not sexually objectified, who garnered

seniority privileges such as a pension, could marry as he pleased, was granted single

rooms on layovers, and—most importantly—was paid a family wage.  The reforms of the

1970s, pressed by newly-energized feminist unionists and advocacy groups like the

Stewardesses For Women’s Rights, sought to treat all flight attendants throughout the

industry with the same fundamental dignity, regardless of sex.  The court cases and

grievances which assured these victories, such as Laffey v. Northwest, required the

presence of better-entitled male flight attendants to succeed in the courts.  Only by

proving disparate treatment while doing the same or quite similar work could women

gain redress under Title VII.

Yet, even beyond standing in as the more-privileged specimen in legal arguments,

male flight attendants helped professionalize the job in a variety of other ways.  Their

sizable presence after Diaz forced the airlines to trash their skimpy and suggestive
                                                  
399 Ibid.
400 Linda Puchala, “We’re All in This Together,” Flightlog (21:3), Fall 1983, 4.
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stewardess outfits in favor of a more “professional” appearance of slacks and blazers (a

gender-neutral style inspired by masculine fashion norms).401  Female flight attendants

also welcomed a new form of companionship with their male colleagues on layovers built

on equality of status and generally lacking in erotic interest (since a majority of the men

were gay, while a majority of the women were straight).  The biggest losers were the

pilots, some of whom had grown accustomed to exercising their professional and

patriarchal superior status over stewardesses in the social and sexual realm.

Homosexuality in the Post-Diaz Legal Landscape

Taking a step back from specific consideration of the flight attendant corps, I turn

now to a more general consideration of civil rights law in the 1970s, especially

developments that affected gays and lesbians’ claims for equal access to work.  Diaz, of

course, was a substantial victory for homosexuals—especially gay men—as it allowed

the flight attendant career to become a heavily gay-identified workplace.  And yet, this

victory for gays was limited in several key ways.  The decision certainly was pro-gay in

dismissing (or at least failing to consider decisive) the airlines’ homophobic reasoning for

maintaining a non-male flight attendant corps.  And yet, Diaz never explicitly granted

gays a legal victory in their own name and even theoretically allowed the airlines to

continue discriminating against homosexuals as such.  Thus, the rise of this gay-inflected

profession was both a “perversion” of Title VII, a law whose real intent was to protect

                                                  
401 Anne Hollander’s work on the history of the suit examines why the suit carries such strong masculine
overtones and considers the conundrum of feminists who are seen as conforming to masculine norms when
striving for gender-neutral apparel.  Anne Hollander, Sex and Suits (New York: Knopf, 1994).
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gender-conforming women (and to a lesser extent men), and was necessarily “secretive”

in not providing a victory explicitly protecting the work rights of gays and lesbians.

The 1970s would therefore see a two-fold legal strategy by gay civil rights

activists to build on modest legal victories such as Diaz.  One tactic was to expand the

Title VII loophole exploited by flight attendants by claiming that all homosexuals are

implicitly protected by the prohibition against “sex discrimination.”  Of course, this was

precisely the Trojan horse that alarmed and emboldened the STOP ERA campaign during

the ERA ratification process.  Phyllis Schlafly was scoring major points with large

sectors of the public with her arguments that passing ERA “would result in the

legalization of homosexual marriages” and other similar travesties.402

And yet, by the close of the 1970s, efforts to claim protection for gays under Title

VII—and under the now nearly-dead ERA—had failed, both in the courts and in the

realm of public opinion.  Despite efforts by newly-formed gay legal advocacy groups,

such as the National Gay Task Force (founded 1973) and the Gay Rights Advocates, both

the EEOC and federal courts in the mid-1970s refused to allow gays and lesbians explicit

coverage under Title VII’s sex clause.  The definitive ruling, which corroborated various

decisions from as early as 1975, came in May 1979 from the Ninth Circuit Court of

Appeals. The court refused to “‘bootstrap’ Title VII protection for homosexuals under the

guise of protecting [sex]…Adoption of this bootstrap device would frustrate

                                                  
402 Quoted in Allison Walzer, “Who Are They?” Advocate, Mar 24, 1976, 11.
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congressional objectives…It would achieve by judicial ‘construction’ what Congress did

not do and has consistently refused to do on many occasions.” 403

Closing this loophole forced gay rights activists to pursue a second legal tactic

with even greater determination: seeking protection for homosexuals in their own name

using the US Constitution’s 14th Amendment, which granted “equal protection” to all

citizens under the law.  This same rationale had been successfully used on behalf of

African Americans in Brown v. Board of Education (1954) to gain equal access to public

schools, and it was increasingly employed in the 1970s to support women’s claims

against other discriminatory laws.404  For gays and lesbians, the equal protection clause

provided much more modest and inconsistent victories.  Gay activist Frank Kameny

(with the help of various gay and lesbian activists) had already won a series of key court

victories by the late 1960s that forced the federal government to hire gays and lesbians,

bringing an end to the Eisenhower-era prohibition against homosexual employees.405

Additionally, in 1969 the California Supreme Court invoked the state’s own equal

protection clause to protect gay and lesbian public school teachers from discrimination in

                                                  
403 Three separate cases brought on behalf of gays and lesbians arguing Title VII protection based on sexual
orientation were clustered together in this decision.  The cases were De Santis v. Pacific Tel. & Tel. Co.,
Strailey v. Happy Times, and Lundin v. Pacific Tel. & Tel. Co., 608 F.2d 327 (1979).
404 In terms of the law (though certainly not in terms of actual economic or educational opportunity), racial
minorities were the most protected category by the 1970s, now that both the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and
the 14th Amendment increasingly were being interpreted in their favor.  In the same decade, women
attained nearly equal status under the law as racial minorities, thanks to Title VII (1964), Title IX covering
educational equality (1972), the Pregnancy Discrimination Act (1978), and certain crucial court decisions.
Various cases argued by Ruth Bader Ginsburg of the ACLU’s Women’s Rights Project, starting with Reed
v. Reed in 1971, won for women nearly-equal coverage under the 14th Amendment as racial minorities.  See
Gretchen Ritter, The Constitution as Social Design (Stanford: Stanford Univ. Press, 2006), 215-260.
405 For details on Kameny’s decades-long struggle against federal government discrimination, see David K.
Johnson, The Lavender Scare: The Cold War Persecution of Gays and Lesbians in the Federal Government
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005).
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hiring and firing practices; a decade later the same court extended this protection to

employees of utilities companies.406

And yet, alongside these victories were bitter defeats that severely restricted gays

and lesbians’ 14th Amendment protections.  The most bitter defeat involved a librarian

who sought employment at a state-run university.  James McConnell was originally

offered employment at the University of Minnesota in 1970, but the contract was

withdrawn when the Board of Regents became aware that McConnell was a gay rights

activist and had even sought a marriage license in an effort to marry his partner, Jack

Baker.  The Federal District Court actually sided with McConnell, citing his rights under

the 14th Amendment due process clause:

An homosexual is after all a human being, and a citizen of the United
States despite the fact that he finds his sex gratification in what most
consider to be an unconventional manner. He is as much entitled to the
protection and benefits of the laws and due process fair treatment as are
others, at least as to public employment…407

This apparent victory for gays and lesbians was, however, short-lived.  Indeed, the

Appeals Court overturned the original decision and also employed bitterly harsh

homophobic rhetoric in its explanation for refusing 14th Amendment protections to

McConnell.  As far as this court was concerned, the firing was not about denying

McConnell his right to employment, but rather about the University’s right to keep its

employees from actively advocating gay rights.  By being outspoken about his

homosexuality, McConnell—so the court claimed—sought “the right to pursue an activist
                                                  
406 Morrison v. Board of Education, 1 Cal. 3d 214 (1969) and Gay Law Students Ass’n. v. Pacific Tel & Tel.
Co., 24 Cal. 3d 458 (1979).  The 1979 decision was novel in granting gays and lesbians equal protection at
a privately-owned company.  However, the company in question, Pac Bell, was a state-regulated
monopolistic provider of essential services.
407 McConnell v. Anderson, 316 F. Supp. 809 (1970)
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role in implementing his unconventional ideas concerning the societal status to be

accorded homosexuals and, thereby, to foist tacit approval of this socially repugnant

concept upon his employer.”  Vocally supporting gay rights, even to the point of seeking

a marriage license with his partner, amounted to forfeiture of one’s 14th Amendment

protections: “We know of no constitutional fiat or binding principle of decisional law

which requires an employer to accede to such extravagant demands.”408  The McConnell

precedent, which the US Supreme Court refused to overrule, therefore suggested that

gays’ employment protections were forfeited the minute that they outed themselves and

publicly advocated such “repugnant” and “extravagant” ideas as a gay rights agenda.

Such inconsistency from the courts taught gay advocates that judicial victories on

their own would fail to provide gays and lesbians the desired level of protection in

employment and other public accommodations.  Furthermore, stealth victories such as

Diaz were increasingly unattainable, since judges were loath to “bootstrap” gay rights

protections to sex discrimination laws.  To get the sort of workplace security that gays

and lesbians needed—i.e., to place them on par with other minority groups—would

require legislative action.  Alternatively, gay activists, at least for the sake of employment

protection, could skirt the legal realm altogether and directly encourage corporations and

labor unions to voluntarily agree to non-discrimination in their hiring and firing practices.

In this latter process, flight attendant unions were actively involved in securing

protections for their gay employees through collective bargaining, even to the point of

attaining a novel gay-inspired benefit for Pan Am employees in 1982: “buddy passes”

                                                  
408 McConnell v. Anderson, 451 F.2d 193 (1971)
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which granted heavily discounted air travel to domestic partners and friends of

employees, rather than just married spouses and blood relatives.

 Mainstream gay activists, led by the National Gay Task Force, worked on both of

these agenda items in the 1970s, even in the face of an increasingly organized and

politically active right wing that targeted homosexuals.409 The path towards legislative

action to protect gay rights took place on various governmental levels.  On the federal

level, a bill adding “sexual orientation” to Title VII of the Civil Rights Act was

introduced in the House of Representatives, securing support from twenty-four co-

sponsors.410  However, attempts on the federal level—and in state legislatures—failed to

garner enough support during the 1970s (in fact, federal action has never been achieved).

Instead, activists succeeded primarily in large cities and university towns, securing

protection for gays and lesbians in certain jobs from various city legislatures.  The first

such victory came in San Francisco in 1972, when the Board of Supervisors required all

companies doing business with the city to grant equal employment rights to gays and

lesbians.411  While technically not affecting every business in the city, the ordinance

nonetheless had the potential to cover a wide swath of corporations, including airlines:

[E]nforcement could conceivably be extended to cover such diverse firms
as retail stores that accept welfare vouchers, airlines using the San
Francisco International Airport, public utilities…banks in which public
funds are deposited, and firms which buy water from the San Francisco

                                                  
409 For more on the development of the increasing political activism and newfound penchant for fundraising
of both the religious right and gay rights movements, see John Gallagher and Chris Bull, Perfect Enemies:
The Battle Between the Religious Right and the Gay Movement (Lanham: Madison Books, 2001).
410 National Gay Task Force, “‘Heard any good fag jokes lately?’” [brochure], undated (presumably 1977).
Folder “National Gay Task Force and Gay Activists Alliance,” Alternative Literature Ephemera, Special
Collections, Northwestern University Archives, Evanston, IL.
411 Don Jackson, “Rights Law in San Francisco,” Advocate, April 26, 1972, 1.
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Water Department.412

Thus, despite being pieces of “local” legislation, the potential effects of such ordinances

on corporations across the country were quite significant, especially as more cities across

the country followed San Francisco’s example to protect gay rights in employment.

The backlash against these gay rights victories was intense, once it finally

organized into a potent national force.  The spark that ignited such a national movement

was Miami’s passage of a gay rights ordinance in January 1977 and Anita Bryant’s deep-

felt outrage and alarm in response.413  Bryant’s celebrity status, coupled with her deep ties

to the evangelical movement, made her a potent spokesperson for those who objected to

the expansion of gay rights, and her grassroots “Save Our Children” organization quickly

spread throughout the country.  Within just two years, “Save Our Children” had

succeeded in overturning not only the Miami ordinance, but also those in St. Paul,

Wichita, Austin, and Eugene (among others).  Furthermore, Bryant helped to give

evangelical churches a new-found political voice in national politics, illustrating the

ability of their impassioned followers to mobilize behind political causes and donate

sizable sums of money to such endeavors.  (These religious conservatives would finally

be welcomed into national politics through Ronald Reagan and his successful campaign

for the presidency in 1980.)  Coupled with Phyllis Schlafly’s STOP ERA movement and

the attack on feminist priorities, Bryant’s “Save Our Children” assured that gay rights

entered the political sphere in ways that would be bitterly divisive—as a premier

                                                  
412 “S.F. hiring law goes into effect,” Advocate, May 24 1972, 3.
413 Bryant provided a detailed first-hand account of her political and religious activities during this time in
her book, The Anita Bryant Story: The Survival of Our Nation’s Families and the Threat of Militant
Homosexuality (Old Tappan: Revell Company, 1977).
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battleground in the moral “culture war” between traditionalists and progressives.  Indeed,

the battle over employment protection for gays and lesbians has remained a divisive issue

for local, state, and federal politicians all the way up to the present.

Corporate Gay Rights

Companies found themselves in an unenviable position as the fight over gay

rights progressed in the later 1970s.  The country was torn on whether gays and lesbians

should be granted equal rights in employment, and the legal situation was ambiguous for

many companies as well.  Especially those companies involved in interstate commerce

found themselves subject to employment regulations that protected homosexuals in some

cities but not in others.  Furthermore, given the failure of both the courts and legislators

to adequately protect gay and lesbian workers, gay rights groups had begun to focus on

corporations and labor unions as alternative guarantors of gay and lesbian workers’

rights.  Increasingly, gay activist groups like the Mattachine Society and the Gay

Activists Alliance placed novel forms of pressure on companies—not just those who did

business with city governments—to protect gay workers’ rights.  Among other tactics,

they began to assemble lists of companies who discriminated against gays and circulated

them in gay publications.414  All of these pressures forced corporations to take a political

and moral stand on an issue that they surely would have preferred to avoid.

                                                  
414 An example of such undertakings comes from the Buffalo-based Mattachine Society of the Niagara
Frontier.  They distributed a survey to various companies in 1972 asking about their practices towards
homosexuals, especially whether the companies knowingly hired or fired homosexuals.  The cover letter
mailed with the survey made it clear that, “As an aid to the better than 54,000 homosexual men and women
living in the Niagara Frontier, it is…our aim to compile a list of employers and renters that express a spirit
of cooperation in non-discrimination toward gays.”  Letter from Donald Michaels, Chairperson Jobs and
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Despite countervailing pressure from conservative forces, then, the 1970s saw the

first steps by corporations to commit themselves to protecting their gay and lesbian

workers from discrimination in hiring and firing.  By 1977 the National Gay Task Force

could cite such companies as CBS, AT&T, and Bank of America for their non-

discrimination policies.415  Even IBM, a company whose fortunes in the 1970s made it

synonymous with US corporate power, publicly agreed to grant equal opportunity to gay

and lesbian employees.416  Often, gay rights groups were able to leverage legal pressure

from a local ordinance to effectuate a nationwide change in corporate policy.  AT&T

exemplified just this sort of development, as noted by a Minneapolis-based activist:

“Previous to passage of the Minneapolis ordinance, Northwestern Bell Telephone in

Minneapolis had a written policy against hiring gay people.  This policy has changed and

contributed to the change in the national policy of the A.T.&T.”417

No airline in the 1970s was willing as yet to publicly assert a policy of non-

discrimination.  At the same time, however, even carriers like Delta and Eastern—led by

men who clearly opposed gay rights—opened various positions to gays and lesbians, with

male flight attendants surely the largest and most notable contingent.  Instead of the

companies themselves, then, it was the flight attendant unions who began a gradual

course in the airline industry towards publicly supporting gay employment rights.

                                                                                                                                                      
Housing Committee, Mattachine Society of the Niagara Frontier Inc., undated.  Located in Folder
“Homosexuality and Employment,” Box 34, Record Series 19280-02, New York State Division of Human
Rights collection, New York State Archives, Albany, NY.
415 National Gay Task Force, “‘Heard any good fag jokes lately?’”
416 IBM’s reputation as America’s most influential company in the 1970s is treated in Nancy Foy, The Sun
Never Sets on IBM (New York: Morrow, 1975).
417 Sue Chrislotleson, as quoted by Randy Shilts, “City Rights Laws: Are They Just Toothless Paper
Tigers?” Advocate, March 10 1976, 7.
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Indeed, by 1980, the AFA changed its own Constitution and Bylaws to commit the union

to non-discrimination based on “sexual preference.”418  Other correspondence from the

AFA archives shows that the union’s legal department was closely following

developments in both state and federal courts that expanded employment protections for

gays and lesbians, though it is not clear whether the union was actually prosecuting

grievances of their own in support of gay and lesbian flight attendants.419

While such actions by the AFA certainly suggest a pro-gay-rights attitude, they

nonetheless fail to establish the union as the most advanced on gay and lesbian issues.

Such a distinction likely belongs to the teachers union, the National Education

Association, which took on numerous court battles in the 1970s—including one before

the Supreme Court—designed to protect gay and lesbian teachers’ rights to jobs in the

classroom.420  The flight attendant unions would become far more active in gay issues

only when the AIDS crisis hit and male flight attendants were targeted with various forms

of discriminatory treatment.

In the pre-AIDS years, Pan Am’s flight attendant union attained the most far-

reaching pro-gay reform.  Yet, the impetus for the move came not just from gay flight

attendants, but also from those who were straight and unmarried.  In this sense, the

union’s success at securing “buddy passes” for single employees prefigured crucial

                                                  
418 “Highlights: A Decade in Review,” Flightlog (21:3), Fall 1983, 12.
419 In particular, AFA lawyer Jules Balkin corresponded with the Gay Rights Advocates in 1979 to discuss
rulings involving Pacific Telephone and Telegraph, which I have treated above.  Letter from Lew Lasher to
Jules Balkin, June 13 1979.  In Folder “Homosexuals,” Box 1, AFA Legal 10-31-94, AFA Archives,
Walter Reuther Labor Archives, Wayne State University, Detroit, MI.
420 Noting the NEA’s commitment to gay and lesbian teachers, the Advocate stated, “the NEA spent
thousands of dollars on the Acanfora case [argued before the Supreme Court] despite opposition by some
homophobic teachers in the association.”  David Aiken, “Educators’ future unclear, NEA says,” Advocate,
Nov 20 1974, 20.
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victories in the 1990s involving domestic partner benefits, which also served the interests

of these two groups.  Union files and personal interviews both attest to the displeasure

expressed by unmarried flight attendants from very early in the 1970s regarding the

policy that only blood relatives or married spouses of employees could enjoy travel

benefits.  One female purser in 1973 sent off a letter to her union representatives that

posed the demand for buddy passes as a question of fairness: “Granted it’s wonderful to

travel with one’s family; however, should we be slighted for not having married?”421  The

union at the time was unprepared to fight for this sort of benefit, explaining to the purser

that the rules for such reduced fare tickets were set by the Federal Aviation

Administration and therefore could not be changed.

And yet, the clamoring among unmarried flight attendants—gay and

straight—continued with such intensity that the union placed buddy passes on the

bargaining table during 1977 negotiations.  While the demand was dropped during these

negotiations, it resurfaced again in 1981.  The new union representing Pan Am flight

attendants, the International Union of Flight Attendments (IUFA), polled its rank and file

in 1981 about the importance of attaining this privilege, then successfully inserted it in

the 1982 contract.422  Once the FAA finally approved the buddy pass provisions in

January 1983, Pan Am employees could invite their friends to travel with them at a

significantly reduced fare.  Meanwhile, other US carriers waited until the 1990s to give

                                                  
421 Jo Ann Neil, “Cabin attendant report,” Jan 19 1973.  In Folder “ATD-E.M. Mitchell-PAWA-
Correspondence-Flight Service Personnel (locals 500, 504, 505) Jan-May 1973,” Box 90 (unprocessed),
TWU Archives, New York University Library, New York, NY.
422 Letter 5 of Preliminary Draft of Flight Attendant Agreement, dated Feb 27 1982, from Martin Mueller to
Alice Flynn, “Letter of Understanding: Travel Privileges.”  In Folder 15 “Bargaining 1982,”  Box 1, IUFA
Collection, New York University Library, New York, NY.
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their employees the same perk.  One Eastern steward even recalls company gossip that

CEO Frank Borman resolutely refused the buddy pass privileges, saying, “I’m not going

to let those guys fly their boyfriends around the country!”423  While only hearsay, the

comment nonetheless points to how the issue was closely identified with a gay rights

agenda.

Overall, the airlines—like all major corporations—could not shirk their newfound

role in the culture war.  Whether they discriminated against gays and lesbians or not, they

left themselves prone to criticism from activist groups either on the right or the left of the

cultural divide.  In many ways, this pressure on corporations was different regarding gay

rights than it was on questions of race and women’s rights.  In these realms, the federal

government and virtually every state had enshrined non-discrimination as the law of the

land.  Companies could still be susceptible to pressure from such civil rights groups, but

generally as a means to assure conformity to laws that were already in place.  So often on

questions of gay rights, however, companies were being asked to bestow protections on

gays and lesbians that the law—except in certain municipalities—was unwilling to

provide.  Companies were being asked to transcend where politicians and judges were

willing to go in the struggle for gay rights.  Thus, even by the 1970s, the contours of the

current anomalous reality regarding gay civil rights were already visible: many gays and

lesbians actually enjoyed greater protection of their Constitutional freedoms in the

workplace than in the political and legal spheres.  Flight attendants were fortunate enough

to be in a workplace where their rights were largely protected and even advanced in novel

                                                  
423 Anonymous G interview.
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ways in the 1970s, despite resistance from homophobic elements amongst their bosses

and co-workers.  Of course, by the 1990s, the airlines became even more assertively pro-

gay-rights, often collaborating with gay civil rights organizations to set industry norms

for the treatment of gay and lesbian employees.

Conclusion: Working Side-by-Side

This chapter aims to chronicle key improvements to the flight attendant career in

the 1970s, while treating men and women—and gays and straights—side-by-side, as

equal stakeholders in the job.  Such a framework allows the flight attendant corps to stand

out as a very novel workplace, where men and women worked together to resist the two-

pronged oppression of a patriarchal system: sexism and homophobia.  My central claim is

that flight attendants of different genders and sexual orientations worked together—at

both the dinner table (on layovers) and the bargaining table—to create a workplace where

every person’s dignity was more fully respected.  The greatest contract-based

accomplishment of this grassroots cooperation was surely the “buddy pass” victory at Pan

Am in 1982, which benefited both women and men, straights and gays, by forming a

collective interest around the concept of equal rights for the unmarried.

Other excellent histories of the flight attendant corps have neglected this more

inclusive perspective, suggesting instead that women alone were the sole actors and

beneficiaries in the move towards greater equality during the 1970s.424  Such works thus

                                                  
424 Works that consider the flight attendant corps in the 1970s without treating the integration of men
include: Kathleen Barry, “Femininity in Flight: Flight Attendants, Glamour, and Pink-Collar Activism in
the Twentienth-Century United States" (Dissertation: New York University, 2002), 500-587; Georgia
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risk reinforcing two striking historical inaccuracies.   First, they imply that male-female

relations in the aviation industry—including relations between stewardesses and

stewards—were fundamentally adversarial, pitting men on the side of patriarchal

privilege and always in opposition to the encroachment of feminism.  Of course, these

historians can point to ample evidence from the time that illustrates tension between men

and women in the flight attendant corps.  This was especially true in the way certain

flight attendant labor unions were run, since many local and national union boards were

headed by men who were at times unsympathetic to women’s concerns.  One female

candidate in Eastern’s 1971 union elections aptly summarized what many stewardesses

felt: “This union is approximately ninety percent women, being ‘led’ by two men.  How

well do they represent the interests of the majority?…Judge for yourself from the

experience of the girls in Eastern Airlines.”425  Another group of men who actively

resisted women’s equality were the male pursers of TWA and Northwest Airlines.  These

men held more prestigious, higher-paying positions simply by virtue of their sex, and

they actively fought their potential loss of seniority and status when women were finally

offered equal access to these jobs.426

                                                                                                                                                      
Panter Nielsen, From Sky Girl to Flight Attendant: Women and the Making of a Union (Cornell: ILR Press,
1982); Paula Kane, Sex Objects in the Sky: A Personal Account of the Stewardess Rebellion (Chicago:
Follett, 1974); Cathleen Dooley, “Battle in the Sky: A Cultural and Legal History of Sex Discrimination in
the United States Airline Industry, 1930-1980” [dissertation], University of Arizona, 2001; and Arlie
Hochschild, The Managed Heart: Commercialization of Human Feeling (Berkeley: Univ. of California
Press, 1983).
425 Bernice Dolan, as quoted in Barry, 562.
426 Kathleen Barry cites the creation of a “Purser Defense League” at Northwest Airlines, Barry 562.
Additionally, there was at least one suit filed in New York State courts by a male purser at TWA, Pierre
Michel, when he lost seniority to female flight attendants and risked demotion from the purser class as a
result of the airline’s efforts to rectify previous injustices done to women.  Michel did not win his case.  See
Trans World Airlines v. State Human Rights Appeal Board, 46 A.D.2d 138 (1974). Because men like
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However, at a majority of the nation’s airlines—those which had never before

hired men, or even airlines like Pan Am where the purser category was always open to

women—the dynamic between stewards and stewardesses in the post-Diaz moment was

quite different from what these historians portray.  In fact, it was men at American,

United, Delta, and other major carriers who lost out on years of seniority by being barred

from employment.  As the AFA regretfully noted in the early 1980s, “Ironically, AFA’s

male members have experienced the reverse of the condition that usually afflicts women

in the workplace: last hired, first fired.”  Even though men comprised just 13 percent of

the union’s membership, “about 30 percent of AFA’s furloughees are men.”427 Thus,

union leaders and senior pursers at Northwest and TWA likely comprised the exception

rather than the rule in terms of male-female relations in the flight attendant corps.  For a

much larger contingent of flight attendants, relations between the sexes were marked by

economic parity (maybe even female advantage), workplace cooperation, and free-time

enjoyment unencumbered by the threat of forced, male-dominated sex.

Secondly, by neglecting consideration of homosexuality in their studies of 1970s

flight attendants, these scholars risk perpetuating the myth that gays and lesbians were

invisible in the workplace.  It may well be true that the documentary evidence of

homosexuality is often nonexistent, or at least hard to find.  Yet, the patent reality is that

gays and lesbians—especially gay men—were active on all levels of the flight attendant

profession throughout the 1970s.  Even certain key players in the flight attendant labor

                                                                                                                                                      
Michel risked loss of their seniority—and even their jobs—through no fault of their own, their animus may
have been less an indication of sexism and more a matter of economic self-interest (however short-sighted).
427 Pamela Casey, “The Way We Were,” Flightlog (21:3), Fall 1983, 9.
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unions studied by several of these scholars were gay or lesbian.428  The risk of ignoring

this second front in flight attendants’ battles against patriarchy is that the shortcomings of

1970s-era gay rights and women’s rights advocates gets replicated.  The largely male

contingent of gays who ran the Advocate and other less radical instruments of gay rights

activism often ignored women’s issues and key developments affecting the lives of

lesbians.  Even the newspaper’s cursory treatment of flight attendants betrayed a

confounding ambivalence towards sexism, in favor of a gay man’s right to find equality

for his sexual desires.

Similarly, many women’s rights activists in groups such as NOW found

homosexuality to be completely incongruous with their own struggle.  Most notoriously,

Betty Friedan, founder and first president of NOW, conducted witch hunts against the

“Lavender Menace” in its membership that eerily echoed the excesses of McCarthyism.

Fully aware of how Phyllis Schlafly and other social conservatives deployed images of

“mannish” women and “womanly” men—such as male flight attendants—for their own

gain, Friedan and others calculated that NOW would have to forsake alliances with

lesbians and gay men in order to achieve the mainstream credibility that feminists felt

they needed.429  Gender non-conformists and homosexuals were simply too stigmatized,

even for the stigmatized women fighting sexism through NOW.

                                                  
428 Patt Gibbs, who was active in American Airlines’ union in the 1970s and later became President of the
APFA, came out in the 1980s.  Meanwhile, Pan Am’s Tony D’Onofrio, who was active in the “buddy pass”
negotiations in 1981/82, was gay as well.
429 A first-hand account of these tensions within NOW is offered by Del Martin and Phyllis Lyon, the
original founders of America’s first lesbian activist organization in the 1950s and long-time members of
NOW as well.  Martin and Lyon, Lesbian / Woman (Volcano, CA: Volcano Press, 1991 [originally 1972]).
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Only when considering feminism and gay rights side-by-side can one appreciate

the full breadth of the convulsions shaking America in the 1970s.  Both gender and

sexuality became contested spaces through which women and men together were able to

rectify some of the most grievous injustices of a patriarchal society.  Flight attendants,

while a politically timid group overall, nonetheless were in the avant-garde of these

immense social changes.  Simply through their lived experiences, especially in finding

solidarity across the lines of gender and sexuality, they foreshadowed the promise of a

society less constrained by the rigid, socially-imposed roles of masculinity and

femininity.  Indeed, however imperfect, their contributions were far more profound than

enabling women’s liberation alone.  They also fostered gay liberation—and even, as Pan

Am steward Barry Shelby asserted, “man’s liberation.”430

                                                  
430 Lindsey, 37.
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Conclusion

Gender credibility has been difficult for male flight attendants to attain at any

point in the 20th century.  The alleged incongruity of flight attendant work and manhood

forced an anonymous 1930s Eastern Airlines steward to plead for understanding after

changing a baby’s diaper: “What certificate…what certificate can serve better than a

marriage certificate as a diaper diploma?”431  Two decades later, the choice of Eastern

steward Rowland Quinn to serve as President of the Air Line Stewards and Stewardess

Association demonstrated that the steward’s manhood was no less fraught with insecurity

in the 1950s.  Quinn’s credentials were deemed impeccable, not just because he was a

devoted flight attendant and capable union official, but because he excelled as a pilot and

soldier as well: “Pilots would have had difficulty questioning Quinn’s manly image.”432

Finally, in the 1970s the mainstream media greeted the new corps of male flight

attendants with a direct attack on their manliness.  The Miami Herald led the charge,

when it placed an image of a man dressed as a stewardess—replete with skirt and

purse—under the headline: “…Is This Any Way to Ruin an Airline?”433

Having evoked so much fear and derision throughout the 20th century, the male

flight attendant surely was a proxy for more deeply entrenched anxieties.  Indeed, for his

phobic observers, the male flight attendant embodied the loss of what Pan Am’s legal

advocates would call America’s “cultural and psychological heritage”—i.e., the loss of

distinct gender roles and the corresponding decline of male privilege in the workplace.

                                                  
431 See Chapter 1, footnote 74.
432 The quote is from Georgia Panter Nielsen.  See Chapter 2, footnote 140.
433 See Chapter 6, footnote 360.
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Such developments were tied to the machinations of the labor market in America’s

increasingly post-industrial, service-oriented economy, which valued workers for their

emotional work more than their physical prowess or cutthroat competitiveness.  The

steward’s phobic critics treated him as a failed man, someone whose manhood was

shamefully divorced from the customary norms of providing for one’s family (though

many stewards did this) and proving oneself through aggression or competition.  In

reality, however, the steward represented something far more profound.  He called into

question the foundational principles of American manhood, suggesting a contented—and,

in fact, virile—existence for men unhinged from aggression, hard-nosed career

advancement, family building, or even heterosexuality.  The steward queered not only his

own masculinity, but placed all of American manhood “up in the air.”

Quite likely, it was the steward’s continuing virility—even when stripped of the

traditional markers of manly heterosexuality—that fueled a visceral contempt for him.

After all, the steward’s challenge to American manhood partly involved his embodiment

of a sexual expression that was alluring, even as it deviated from the norm.   Stewards

were fashionably dressed, selected based on their appearance, and thrust into a job that

had increasingly been libidinized through promotions of stewardesses as beautiful and

sexually available.  Even in the early years of commercial aviation, stewards occupied the

position of a man’s desired sex object, even though they themselves were men.  Pan

Am’s 1930s comic strip “Tale Wind,” depicting male-instigated sado-sexual aggression

against the dapper steward Barney Bullarney, aptly exposes how the phobia directed at

stewards was partly sexual (see Image 1.4).  The same sex-phobic intensity was evident
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in the Miami newspapers’ vilification of William Simpson in 1954, as they successfully

morphed him into a predatory sexual deviate preying on adolescent males, rather than

treating him as a hapless victim of an orchestrated burglary plot.  And, of course, the

legal defenses of “homosexual panic” and “homosexual advance,” developed as a result

of cases like the Simpson murder, presume that homosexual desires are ipso facto so

heinously offensive that they constitute legitimate grounds for violent retribution.

For the steward to attain equal legitimacy in the workplace—and, more generally,

for queers to attain equality in politics—therefore required a two-tiered fight against

homophobia.  On the surface level, stewards, like LGBT activists, would have to engage

in a civil rights-style advocacy for equality.  They would passionately assert their claims

for equal individual rights, demanding equal protection from their employers (and from

the law) and asserting a right to privacy from overzealous meddling in one’s personal

affairs.  Already by the 1970s, flight attendants had successfully secured private hotel

rooms on company layovers and attained “buddy passes” for their friends and lovers, due

in part to a gay presence in the workplace.  Yet, just as much as these victories depended

on a fight for civil rights based on America’s foundational principles (liberty, equal

protection, minimal social interference with the individual), they also entailed a below-

the-belt, if you will, battle against America’s sex phobia.  Such victories for gay tolerance

came in the face of a profound distaste for sexual virility unhinged from heterosexuality

and procreation.  The Anita Bryants and Phyllis Schlaflys of the country didn’t need to

fight gay rights by invoking Thomas Payne, the Federalist Papers, or Martin Luther King

Jr.  They could simply raise the specter of gay bathhouses, bathroom cruising, leather
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bars, and shirtless “dykes on bikes” leading Gay Pride marches.  Theirs was a battle for

decency, with the goal to “Save Our Children” from the depravity of homosexuality.

“Il s’envoie vraiment en l’aire”

If this dissertation were to continue its narrative beyond the 1970s, male flight

attendants would be seen as crucial figures in the squeamish moral and political battle

over gay sex.  Barney Bullarney and William Simpson were but distant ancestors to the

most notorious male flight attendant, Air Canada steward Gaetan Dugas.  Known as

“Patient Zero,” Dugas became the epicenter for hatred directed against gay promiscuity

during the AIDS crisis.  While the real Dugas died after being cared for by his parents at

his family home outside Quebec City in 1984, the villainous “Patient Zero” entered

public consciousness only in 1987.  In that year, journalist Randy Shilts exposed Dugas’

identity as “Patient Zero” in his epic book on the AIDS crisis, And the Band Played

On.434  Shilts also revealed the steamy details of Dugas’ insatiable sexual appetite, noting

that he used his airline flying privileges to move from coast to coast and made multiple

sexual contacts wherever he landed: “Including his nights at the baths, [Dugas] figured he

had 250 sexual contacts a year.  He’d been involved in gay life for about 10 years and

easily had had 2,500 sexual partners.”  Further injecting a malevolent nature into Dugas’

character, Shilts insisted that the steward continued to spread the virus after his doctors

encouraged him to abstain from sex.  After one bathhouse encounter, Shilts even has

Gaetan expose his HIV-inflicted lesions: “Gaetan Dugas reached up for the lights.  He
                                                  
434 Randy Shilts, And the Band Played On: Politics, People, and the AIDS Epidemic (New York: St.
Martin’s Press, 1987).
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then made a point of eyeing the purple lesions on his chest. ‘Gay cancer,’ he said, almost

as if he were talking to himself.  ‘Maybe you’ll get it too.’”435

Because Dugas was sexually linked to forty of the first 248 diagnosed AIDS cases

in the United States, the Centers for Disease Control codenamed him “Patient Zero.”  But

the CDC never intended this adage as an implication that Dugas was the first to bring the

HIV virus to North America.  Dr. Harold Jaffe, chief of epidemiology for the AIDS

program at the CDC, organized a press conference after the release of Shilts’ book,

calling the notion that the steward brought AIDS to America “preposterous.”  He added,

“It’s not a correct interpretation to say one person is responsible for introducing it to

North America or California or Canada.  We’ll never know that and it probably doesn’t

even matter…For every individual we were aware of, there were probably 10 that we

weren’t aware of.”436  But the damage had already been done.   Shilts’ single-handed

focus on Dugas as the disease’s source, coupled with the media’s willingness to exploit

this sensational story of a sex-driven, hedonistic gay steward, fanned the notion that

“Patient Zero” was the depraved missing link between an African disease and America.

On the day after Shilts’ book was released to the press, Pierre Gignac, a

spokesman for the “Comite Sida-Aids Montreal” (Quebec’s largest AIDS activist

organization at the time), chose only to half-heartedly defend his countryman against the

media attacks waged on him.  While calling the announcement of Dugas’ identity

“useless” (in French: “futile”) and just as easily false as true, Gignac was unwilling to

                                                  
435 Shilts, And the Band Played On, as excerpted in “The Global Battle to Beat AIDS.  Patient Zero: Did a
Canadian Fan the Flames?” Ottawa Citizen (Nov 21 1987), B1.
436 “First AIDS Patient Story Dismissed” Gazette (Montreal) (Oct 17 1987), A3.



318

counter the condemnations of Dugas’ sex life.  Instead, he tried to mute the public

hysteria with humor: “Pour avoir 250 partenaires par annee, il fallait qu’il (M. Dugas)

s’envoie vraiment en l’aire…”437 The comment was designed to elicit laugher—however

macabre, given the topic at hand—from the reading audience.  To “fling oneself up in the

air” in colloquial French refers to the ecstasy of sexual orgasm, while also pointing in this

case to Gaetan Dugas’ career as a flight attendant.

The odd juxtaposition of an AIDS activist making light of Dugas’ sex life is

perhaps as good a place as any to conclude this dissertation.  The comment, after all,

exposes the conundrum facing the entire gay rights movement when faced with society’s

sex phobia: the promotion of civil rights for queers so easily breaks down when social

opprobrium against queer sexuality mobilizes against it.  The fight for gay equality can

quickly be rendered mute when its opponents strike below the belt, by reminding the

public of the excesses of male virility unhinged from heterosexuality and procreation.

And who better than the male flight attendant—the phobic figure from the 1930s up

through the 1970s—to represent the risks of this virile manhood unleashed…this

manhood “flung up in the air.”

                                                  
437 Translation: “To have had 250 partners per year, he (Mr. Dugas) would have had to really fling himself
up in the air.”  Andre Noel, “Le Sida aurait eté introduit en Amérique par un Montréalais” La Presse
(Montreal) (Oct 7 1987), A2.
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Images

Image 1.2: The original
stewardess outfit of National
Airlines, 1937-40.  From
National Reporter, Oct 1964,
9.  (Courtesy Historical
Museum of Southern Florida,
Miami, FL.)

Image 1.1: The streamlined
uniform of the Eastern Air
Lines steward, 1936. Great
Silver Fleet News, Nov 1936,
8.  (Auburn University
Archives, Auburn, AL.)
Copyright permission granted
by Roland Moore, Esq.

Image 1.3: The steward as the
polymorphously perverse crowd
pleaser.  From Great Silver
Fleet News, June 1937, 3.
(Auburn University Archives,
Auburn, AL.) Copyright
permission granted by Roland
Moore, Esq.

Image 1.4: Pan Am steward Barney Bullarney as the object of a sado-masochistic spanking
episode.  From Pan American Air Ways, Nov-Dec 1938, 7. (Courtesy Historical Museum of
Southern Florida, Miami, FL.)
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Image 2.1: Great Silver Fleet News,
Nov/Dec 1945, 7. (Auburn University
Archives, Auburn, AL.) Copyright
permission granted by Roland Moore, Esq.

Image 2.2: From George
Cearley, National: “Airline of
the Stars”: An Illustrated History
(self-published, 1985), 58.
(Courtesy Historical Museum of
Southern Florida, Miami, FL.)

Image 2.3: Reprinted in National Air Lines,
Annual Report, 1956. (Courtesy Historical
Museum of Southern Florida, Miami, FL.)
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Image 2.4: Miami Herald, August 3, 1954, A12.
Copyright permission granted by Roland Moore, Esq.

Image 2.5: New Eastern Air Lines steward uniforms.  Great Silver Fleet News, Jul/Aug 1946, 35. (Special
Collections, Auburn University Library, Auburn, AL.) Copyright permission granted by Roland Moore, Esq.
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Image 3.1: Eroticized, servile stewardesses-in-training (one of the first classes
after Eastern stopped hiring men altogether).  Great Silver Fleet News, Mar/Apr
1959, front cover.  (Transportation Library, Northwestern University, Evanston,
IL.) Copyright permission granted by Roland Moore, Esq.

Image 3.2: The gender inversion of a married stewardess
and her husband.  The husband wears an apron and holds a
broom, while his wife sports her Pan Am stewardess
uniform and holds her overnight bag, ready for a day at
work.  They are shown embracing and kissing on the steps
of their Miami home.

Clipper (Latin American Division), Nov 1950, 6.
(Contained in Pan Am Archives, Special Collections,
University of Miami Libraries, Coral Gables, FL.)

Unfortunately, I have been unable to secure copyright
permission for this image and am unable to reproduce it for
the published version of the dissertation on UMI.
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