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Wilma L. Vaught, Brigadier General, USAF (Retired), is one of the most highly decorated military women in United States history. She has pioneered new opportunities for the women who followed her and helped ensure that their courage and bravery would not be forgotten.

As the oldest of two daughters, Wilma was raised in rural Scottland, Illinois. A member of a farm family, she grew up knowing the value of hard work. When she graduated from the University of Illinois in 1957, she immediately took a job in the corporate world but saw little possibility for managerial advancement. After reading an Army recruiting appeal that offered the opportunity to be a manager and supervisor, she joined the Air Force. Her military experience gave her an opportunity to participate in historic events, broaden her education, and work with a committed group of people who she describes as "fascinating, dedicated, well-educated and who almost never say ‘can’t’ and never say ‘won’t.’” 

An important door opened for Vaught and other women in 1967, when Lyndon Johnson signed into law a measure finally permitting women to be promoted to the level of generals and admirals. That same law also lifted the quotas that had been placed on women in achieving other ranks and allowed for new career opportunities.
While serving in the Air Force, Vaught earned numerous distinctions, including being the first female Air Force officer to attend the Industrial College of the Armed Forces. In addition, she served as Chairperson of the NATO Women in the Allied Forces Committee and was the senior woman military representative to the prestigious Secretary of Defense's Advisory Committee on Women in the Service.
In 1980, her father had the honor of pinning a star on his daughter’s shoulder when she became the first woman in the comptroller career field to be promoted to Brigadier General. In 1982, Brigadier General Vaught was made the Commander of one of the largest geographical command in the military. When she retired in 1985, she was one of only three female generals in the Air Force and one of seven female generals in the United States Armed Forces.
She has received numerous military decorations and other honors, including the Defense and Air Force Distinguished Service Medals, the Air Force Legion of Merit, the Bronze Star, and the Vietnam Service Award with four stars. She is also the first woman to command a unit receiving the Joint Meritorious Unit Award.
The many "firsts" she achieved helped pave the way for thousands of other military women to be judged based on their abilities -- not their gender. However, General Vaught's most lasting contribution will be her successful efforts to establish the Women in Military Service for America Memorial. As president of the Women’s Memorial Foundation board of directors, Vaught spearheaded the campaign that raised over $20 million for the memorial.
On October 16, 1997, the Women's Memorial, standing at the main gateway to Arlington National Cemetery, was dedicated. Generations of women veterans and their families and friends, gathered to honor the past, present, and future of women in the military. The Women's Memorial stands as a place where the American people and visitors from around the world can learn of the courage and bravery of tens of thousands of American women who, like Wilma Vaught, have pioneered the future.
