
 

Frances (Wilson) Grayson 

 
“I would rather give my life in attempting something big and worthwhile than to live longer and 

do less.” — Frances Grayson 

 

     On Dec/ 23, 1927 at 5:07 p.m., the lights of a Sikorsky S-36 seaplane appeared on the runway 

at Long Island’s Roosevelt Field. AP reported that “darkness was falling when the huge 

amphibian plane ‘Dawn’ came down the runway, gathering speed and lifting her heavy load after 

about two-fifths of a mile.” 

     The ‘Dawn’ had four onboard including Brice Goldsborough (navigator), Fred Koehler 

(mechanic), Oskar Omdal (pilot), and Frances Wilson Grayson (commander). Grayson was 

attempting to be the first woman to cross the Atlantic in an airplane. Inspired by Charles 

Lindbergh’s solo, non-stop transatlantic flight in May, Grayson wanted to “prove that women 

can compete with man in his own undertakings.” 

     Grayson’s expedition had two planned stops, with Copenhagen 

as the final destination. The team was to land first at Harbour Grace 

in Newfoundland, then refuel and fly to either Croydon, England or 

Paris, France (dependent on weather) before the final leg to 

Denmark. Around 7:25 p.m., the Dawn was spotted over Cape Cod 

and then never seen again. 

     Grayson was born Frances Wilson in 1892 to Andrew and 

Minnie Wilson of Cherokee Village, Ark. Within a few years, the 

Wilsons moved to Muncie, where Andrew opened a grocery on 

West Ninth Street. Frances attended Muncie schools and was 

considered a gifted student, well known locally as a talented 

speaker, singer and actress. She continued her studies at Chicago 

Musical College, graduating in 1910. The Muncie Morning Star 

once reported that Wilson “has enjoyed much success as” an 

elocutionist and has “appeared before critical Chicago audiences and 

won warm applause.” 

     She later attended Swarthmore College and studied drama. After graduating, she appeared in 

numerous plays around the United States. At Swarthmore, she met John Grayson and the two 

wed on Sept. 14, 1914 at the Silverburg Apartments on 619 W. Howard Street. 

     The couple moved to Grayson’s hometown of Warrentown, Va., and opened a department 

store. The marriage did not last and in 1924 they divorced, although Frances kept her married 

name. She then moved to New York and after a brief stint writing at a newspaper, she began 

selling real estate. She thrived as a broker, becoming wealthy in the process. 



     At the height of her success, Grayson became deeply interested in aviation. In the 1920s, 

brash American aviators competed for the Orteig Prize, which would award $25,000 to 

whomever could cross the Atlantic nonstop via plane (eventually won by Lindbergh). As an 

ardent feminist, Grayson wanted to prove that female aviators could achieve the same feats as 

their male counterparts. After deciding to make her own attempt, she wrote home to Muncie that 

she desired to “do her bit for the credit of progressive womanhood.” 

     Using her own money, Grayson purchased a twin-engine Sikorsky S-36 seaplane. Known as 

the “explorer’s yacht,” the S-36 and could easily land on water, perfect for a transatlantic flight. 

Grayson teamed up with a wealthy feminist and resident of Denmark, Aage Ancker, who 

bankrolled the expedition for $50,000. The duo formed the Ancker-Grayson Aircraft Corporation 

in execute the venture. 

     She made three early attempts in October 1927 with pilot Wilmer Stultz. After pushing for a 

fourth in bad weather, Stultz quit and was replaced by a Norwegian Navy lieutenant, Oskar 

Omdal. Despite being warned of the weather, Grayson and her team left on Dec. 23 to a fate 

unknown. 

     When the plane failed to arrive in Newfoundland, a Sable Island radio operator reported that 

“something’s wrong here” was heard over an aviation channel followed Grayson’s tail number. 

Another operator on the coast reported that they heard “Where are we? Can you locate us?” late 

in the evening. 

     A search was organized, and the U.S. Navy dispatched the Sturtevant and Mahan destroyers 

to search the waters along the flight path. When the weather cleared, they also sent the USS Los 

Angeles to survey the water. The Los Angeles was a massive rigid airship, built by the Zeppelin 

Company as a WW1 reparation. Nothing was found. 

     In January 1929, wire services reported that a bottle washed ashore in Salem Harbor, 

Massachusetts with a note that read, “1928. We are freezing. Gas leaked out. We are drifting off 

Grand Banks. — Grayson.” 

     Grayson, her crew, and the ‘Dawn’ were never seen, nor heard from again. She was declared 

dead in absentia in December of 1928.  Ontario named a lake in her honor (50.880000, -

89.430000). 

     The tragedy of her death is perhaps mitigated by the fact that, then as now, every aviation 

disaster provides new knowledge for flight safety, or to paraphrase H.G. Wells, for neither do 

(wo)men live nor die in vain. 
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