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Captain Bee Rife Osborne
First Aviator of the Kentucky Army National Guard

On May 18, 1918, the first American-built airplane took to the skis over the Romorantin Aerodrome outside
of Paris, France, at its controls was a native of Woodford County, Kentucky, First Lieutenant Bee Rife Osborne.

The significance of this historic first flight of an American aircraft piloted by an American officer was an
indication to her allies and enemies that America was truly and completely commented to the war effort, with men,
material and industry.

Bee R. Osborne was born on November 22, 1886, in Midway, Woodford County, Kentucky.

In August 1915, the Kentucky National Guard established its first Signal Company at Lexington. Bee was
one of the first to answer the call, joining the unit on September 1, 1915. He was promoted to the rank of First Class
Sergeant in Company A, Signal Corps, Kentucky National Guard.

Osborne had no interest in flying, until a representative of the Aero Club of America came to an evening drill
of the company. At one time, Bee stated, a gentleman from the Aero Club “made a talk on the subject (of flying) and
asked whether anyone would volunteer to go for instruction, and I didn’t have any more sense than to say I would
g0.” Osborne was an ideal candidate to become an aviator, he was small in stature and was later described as a stock,
grim-faced, hard-nosed little pilot, who would fly anything he could get off the ground.

Osborne became the Kentucky National Guard’s first trained Army Aviator. In January 1917, Osborne earned
his Reserve Military Aviator certification and his FAI (Federation Aeronautique Internationale) pilot’s license No.
623.

On April 6, 1917, the United States declared war on Imperial Germany. On September 9, 1917, Osborne was
assigned to the 1% Aero Squadron, the first unit of the United States Army Air Corps to arrive in France. By October
1917, he was the chief test pilot for the Air Corps in France. He was considered a tip-top pilot, cautious while taking
the necessary chances which was an integral part of his mental makeup as a test pilot.

On May 11, 1918, the first American-built “Liberty” arrived in France. The first flight of this aircraft took
place on May 18, 1918, with First Lieutenant Bee R. Osborne as pilot. Osborne had never laid eyes on the aircraft
until just prior to take-off. Osborne admitted he was scared to test the plane since it was brand new.

Osborne was unaware of the big celebration planned for the flight. He received many bouquets of flowers
and French commendations. Mrs. Florence Kendall, a prominent American War Worker christened ship, “Lady
Florence.” Years later Osborne recalled that when he received flowers from Mrs. Kendall, he told her to “Hold those
flowers until I come down, I might need em’ then”, alluding to the possibility that his flight might not be a success.

It was written at the time that “the first flight of the Liberty plane marked the beginning of a distinct change
of the Army Air Corps from a half-passive, hap-hazard air service to an active, comprehensive program of operations
from which important results were made.” This was the beginning of America’s modern Airpower known the world
over.

Captain Osborne was honorably discharged on September 13, 1920. Bee returned to Kentucky following the
war. Where he spent the remainder of his life, passing away on December 22, 1968.

A 1947, Lexington newspaper article stated, “Dayton has the Wright brothers and North Carolina has its Kitty-
hawk, but Lexington has edged into the historic niche of the early days of flying with a quiet, silver-haired little man
who in his day scored a couple of ‘firsts’ that give him an undisputed place in the saga of American air power, Bee
Rife Osborne.”
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