
Bessica Faith Medlar Raiche:  

America’s First Female Aviator 



Biographical Timeline: 

April 23, 1875— Bessica Faith Medlar was born to James B. Medlar and Elizabeth Curtis 

Medlar. In the Federal Census records she lists herself  as being born in Wisconsin, but the 

specific town is unconfirmed.  

 Her father James owned a photography studio and his wife Elizabeth was also 

 involved in the business. After they separated, Elizabeth went into the photography 

 business for herself.  

1894— Bessica graduated from Rockford High School. 

1894-1900— Studied painting in France. 

1896-1897—Assisted dentist Dr. C.J. Sowle 

1900—Entered Tufts Medical School in Boston 

1903—Graduated from Tufts Medical School 

 After graduating, she worked at Staten Island Children’s Hospital and received 

 training in obstetrics.  

1904– Opened her own general practice in Massachussetts under the name Faith C. 

Medlar, M.D. 

1904-1907—Married Francois ‘Frank’ C. Raiche. Frank was the son of  a French 

immigrant, an attorney, and a member of  the New York Aeronautical Society. 

1907—Bessica & Frank began building airplanes while in their summer home which was 

near the aviation activities going on at Mineola, NY.  

 The first plane they worked on was assembled in the living room of  their summer 

 home, using the grand piano as a work bench. To get the plane out, Frank & Bessica 

 removed the front of  their house.  

September 15, 1910—First plane completed. 

September 16, 1910—Bessica achieved the distinction of  being the first woman accredited 

with flying solo in the United States.  

October, 1910—Bessica was honored by the Aeronautical Society of  New York; she was 

presented with a medal, inscribed with ‘First Woman Aviator of  America, Bessica Raiche.’  

 The Raiches started their own company in Mineola building planes & giving flying 

 lessons.  

1911—The Raiches moved to Chicago and joined with the Standard School of  Aviation.  

 



Biographical Timeline Cont. 

1912—Bessica organized the first women’s only pilot’s instruction course. This did not last 

long and within the year the pair moved to Balboa Island, CA and Bessica returned to her 

medical practice.  

1914—Bessica’s daughter Catherine was born.  

1917—Bessica joined the Orange County Medical Association.  

1923—Bessica was elected president of  the Orange County Medical Association. She prac-

ticed obstetrics and gynecology and worked with public health problems and tuberculosis, 

along with children’s welfare. 

1925—Bessica & Frank divorced.  

April 9, 1932—Bessica died of  complications from heart disease in California.  

Bessica Faith Medlar, c. 1900-1903 

Photo taken by Elmer Chickering,  

Boston, MA 

Courtesy of  Midway Village Museum. 



Photo showing the interior of  the Raiche home 

during the construction of  a plane.  

(from Omaha World Herald, 3/31/1929) 

Bessica, in the driver’s seat, c. 1910-1912 

(www.womeninaerospacehistory.com) 



Bessica in flying gear, c. 1910-1912 

(www.womeninaerospacehistory.com) 

While flying Bessica realized that her 

skirt got in the way, keeping her from 

safely working the controls. She wore 

riding breeches till she had leather pants, 

jacket, and a helmet made.  

Mineola, 1909, in the hangar. Frank on the left, Bessica on the right standing near 

plane. Courtesy of  Midway Village Museum. 



Dr. Raiche, as pictured in the San 

Diego Union, 1/1/1928.   



Rockford Morning Star, 4/24/1891 



Rockford Register-Gazette, 9/24/1910 



The San Diego Union 1/1/1928 



The Omaha World Herald, 3/31/1929 



Rockford Register Star, 5/31/1997 



Rockford Register Star, 5/13/1997 cont. 



Additional Sources:  

 

Books: 

Before Amelia: Women Pilots in the Early Days of  Aviation. Eileen F. Lebow. Potomac Books, 

Inc.: 2002. (pg. 138-144) 

http://books.google.com/books/about/Before_Amelia.html?id=QS9-MKMSurQC 

 

American Women’s Rights Movement: A Chronology of  Events and of  and Opportunities from 

1600 to 2008. Paul D. Buchanan. Branden Books: Boston, 2009.  

http://books.google.com/books?

id=lc9Pzsa2zyUC&pg=PA112&dq=Bessica+Raiche&hl=en&sa=X&ei=sitZVJSWGcr9y

QSG_IGIBw&ved=0CCQQ6AEwAQ#v=onepage&q=Bessica%20Raiche&f=false 

 

 

Websites:  

http://airandspace.si.edu/explore-and-learn/topics/women-in-aviation/Raiche.cfm 

http://airandspace.si.edu/explore-and-learn/topics/women-in-aviation/index2.cfm 

http://blog.nasm.si.edu/archives/the-tomboy-of-the-air/ 

http://www.ctie.monash.edu.au/hargrave/raiche.html 

http://www.womeninaeropsacehistory.com/16-september-1910-dr-bessica-faith-medlar-

raiche/ 

 


