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e issue of women in the military has

I gone undercover with the demise of
Tailhook litigation and the
recertification of that conference as an
appropriate official venue for military
travel. However, a recent spate of books
on the subject promise to reopen the issue;
among these is Call Sign Revion, a
combination biography/polemic by Sally
Spears, the mother of naval aviator Kara
Hultgreen. In her career as a naval officer,
Hultgreen was a vocal activist agitating for
the right of women to participate in combat,
with all the job options that entailed—
including flying fighter planes. She was
also one of that first class of women trained
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to fly the planes—and she was the first to
die, just four months after receiving her F-
14A flight clearance. In Call Sign Revion,
Sally Spears attempts to defend her
daughter from the many critics who, after
the accident, accused both Hultgreen and
the Navy of complicity in the crash.
Hultgreen, according to her accusers, was
culpable because of her eagerness to fly
fighter planes and her feminist
campaigning; the Navy, because they “gave
in to feminists” and “pushed” women
through the pipeline, approving
incompetent pilots simply because of their
gender. However, even when examining
Call Sign Revion with the compassion due
to a bereaved parent’s requiem for a child,
the discerning reader is forced to realize that
the book has some irritating flaws.

The first problem with Call Sign Revion
is Sally Spears’ insistence on proving her

daughter remarkable. Hultgreen’s
academic record and her athletic
achievements are certainly superlative. But
passages such as the following were ill-
considered: “She had on a black miniskirt,
dagger heels that elevated her above the six-
foot mark, a black lace camisole that was
almost covered by a double-breasted, fitted
tuxedo jacket, and dangling earrings....
When she got off the elevator, the reaction
was what could be expected when an
imposing, beautiful, dressed-to-kill (or at
least seriously injure) woman appeared in
the midst of a tribal gathering of warriors
in war paint.”

This is a description of Hultgreen’s
participation in the infamous Tailhook
conference—and the “reaction” of the
“tribal gathering of warriors in war paint”
was to behave in such a way that Hultgreen
became Victim Number 5. Since one of
the major arguments of those opposed to
women in the military in general and in
combat positions specifically is the worry
of sexual activity between female and male
personnel or that male soldiers will be
distracted by the sexual auras of their
female counterparts, the passages
describing Hultgreen’s nubility —and they
are legion—are hardly conducive to
convincing the opposition that women will
not be a social liability in a group of military
personnel. Hultgreen’s male counterparts
emphasized her “one of the guys”
camaraderie and her ability to match men’s
physical and training requirements—and
her mother negates this in her desire to
highlight Hultgreen’s beauty and
femininity.

Another flaw of this book is in the issues
it ignores. Spears does not sufficiently
excoriate the officers who released her
daughter’s flight records to the press. This
was strictly against all military codes of
behavior. Spears should have ruthlessly
confronted this behavior, demanding an
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apology. Also, by the time this book was
published, evidence had been produced
(most notably on CBS’s “60 Minutes”) that
Hultgreen and her compatriots were indeed
rushed through the flight training pipeline
so the Navy could claim it had women
flying its fighter jets. In Spears’ zeal to
prove her daughter’s competence, she
refuses to consider the fact that, if her
daughter was indeed unqualified to fly F-
14As and was allowed in the cockpit, then
the Navy is guilty as an institution of
reckless endangerment. Spears is not, of
course, an impartial reporter—perhaps she
should have confined herself to
memorializing her daughter’s character and
avoided political issues entirely, as she is
too defensive to be trusted.

The facts of the Hultgreen case will
likely never be known, and as women prove
themselves over and over again in the
cockpit, the significance of the case will
pall. This book, too, will become less a
historical (if biased) account of an incident
and more an artifact of an era of sexism
which future generations will hopefully
find it difficult to believe existed. Call Sign
Revion will not be a lasting memorial to a
woman who, whether or not she could fly a
fighter plane, was a remarkable officer who
won the loyalty of many of her compatriots.
Hultgreen’s gravestone in Arlington cemetery
will have to serve that purpose.

Ms. Petrides is a graduate student in southern studies
at the University of Mississippi and is currently doing
an internship at the museum.
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The Sage continues from page 12

of Kellev’s Heroes 1s of a group of bored
U.S. Army soldiers going to get a stash of
Nazi gold in France. It’s one of the best
war movies ever made in The Sage’s
opinion (which, by the way, the production
staff of the recent film Three Kings outright
stole with out so much as a mention of
Kelly’s Heroes). The uniforms are correct,
the equipment is correct, and they even had
the markings on the German Tiger tanks right.
But it is nothing more than a fairy tale of
GlIs striking it rich.

U-571 is also not the first, nor will it be
the last, shoot’em up, action film. The Sage
has nothing against action movies except
maybe the level of violence in some, but
that is for other people to debate. Heaven
knows the Sage has seen enough action
movies to personally bankroil every major
movie studio. From Terminator 2:
Judgement Day and Starship Troopers to
every John Wayne war movie ever made,
the Sage has seen them all.

The problem is this: The Sage just
successfully completed the historiography
course at Old Dominion University and
argued quite forcefully that post-modernists
are wrong. It is the Sage’s belief that there is
a truth to past events. Something happened
in the past and it is our goal to find it and out
and learn from it. This one of the reasons
places like the Hampton Roads Naval
Museum exists in the first place. We have
artifacts. While artifacts can be
misinterpreted, the object itself is real.

1t could be that The Sage is taking this
movie entirely too seriously. But, is this
what “history” has come to? Maybe the
post-modernists are right after all. The U-
505/USS Gudalcanal story has been told
thousands of times. The actual U-boat is
on exhibit at the Chicago Museum of
Science and Industry for goodness sakes!
But apparently, if a movie tells people eight
sailors seized from an American submarine
took a German submarine home with the

Enigma machine, then well, it really
happened.

The other way to look at U-571 is to say
that there is no reason to connect it with
post-modernist thought or any other form
of historical theory. It might be more
simple to say that the producers just wanted
a good action flick to make a quick buck.
OK, fair enough, that is the movie
producers’ job, to make money. But even
if you look it at from this viewpoint, it is
still disappointing. Thanks in large part to
computer-aided graphics, bigger
production budgets, and the use of
professional historians as consuitants,
historically-based movies within the last
few years have really been fairly accurate
and have gone out of their way to be
accurate. Hopefully, producers will
continue to show a little discipline in the
future. Additionally, we as consumers of
these products need to be more mindful of
what is historical fact and what is not. &b

Useful Web Sites

naval-station.norfolk.va.us-This is the official site for
Naval Station Norfolk, the world’s largest naval station.
The site provides information about ships currently in port,
information on base tours, and services provided by the
command to service members stationed in the area.

www.nara.gov-This is the offical site of the National Archives
and Records Admistration. This site contains a treasure chest of
information on current and past Federal laws, information about
the National Archives and the records it keeps, and online exhibits.
National Archives is where one finds information on ship plans

and records.
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