
Jeannette (Ridlon) Piccard (1895 – 1981) 

          1st Woman in Stratosphere 

          1st Female Episcopal Priest 

 

Jeannette (Ridlon) Piccard, daughter of pioneering orthopedic surgeon Dr. John Ridlon (1852 – 1936) 
and his wife Emily Robinson (1859 – 1942) was herself a pioneer on two fronts.  Jeannette was born Jan. 
5, 1895 in Chicago, the 8th of 9 children.  She had a twin sister Beatrice who died at age 3.  Jeanette grew 
up in Chicago, summering at a family home Rhuddlans on the Cliff in Newport, RI.  See the Dr. John 
Ridlon Father of Orthopedic Surgery entry in this collection for more information on Jeannette’s Ridlon & 
Robinson families.   

Jeannette received a Bachelors degree in Philosophy and Psychology from Bryn Mawr College in 1918 
and in 1919 a Masters degree in Organic Chemistry from the University of Chicago.  It was there that she 
met her future husband Jean Felix Piccard (1884 – 1963), a Swiss native who was teaching chemistry at 
that school.  They married in 1919 and subsequently relocated to Switzerland where all three of their 
sons were born.  In 1926 they were back living in the US where they continued to live for the remainder 
of their lives (Massachusetts, New Jersey, Delaware, Pennsylvania, and finally Minnesota).   

Jean and his twin brother Auguste who lived in Belgium were both pioneers in their balloon flights into 
the stratosphere, Auguste having done his first in Germany in 1931.  In 1934 Jean and Jeannette Piccard 
flew a balloon to 57,559 feet into the stratosphere, making Jeannette the first woman in the world to 
enter the stratosphere.   Prior to that flight she had been the first woman in the US licensed as a balloon 
pilot.  Several months later Jeannette piloted the craft which took off from Dearborn, MI and landed at 
Cadiz, OH, the flight taking 8 hours in all.  Jeannette’s flight record held for 29 years until Russian 
astronaut Valentina Tereshkova in 1963 became the first woman in space.   

In 1942 Jeannette earned her Doctorate in Education at the University of Minnesota.  Following Jean’s 
death in 1963 Jeannette became a consultant for NASA. 

In later life Jeannette achieved another first; becoming the first ordained female Episcopal priest in the 
US.  In 1973 she had received a certificate of study from the General Theological Seminary and then a 
year later at age 79 she was ordained a priest, the first to be ordained amongst a group of 11 women 
being ordained at that time.  Those ordinations caused much controversy at the time given in 1973 the 
General Convention of the Episcopal Church had voted not to ordain women.  The ordination of these 11 
women was a result of four maverick bishops who defied the General Convention and performed an 
ordination ceremony in Philadelphia.  Initially deemed invalid by church leaders, it was subsequently 
upheld two years later.  Achieving this milestone was a lifelong dream of Jeannette’s.  At Bryn Mayr 
College in 1916 she wrote an essay titled "Should Women Be Admitted to the Priesthood of the Anglican 
Church?"  She was clearly a woman ahead of her time.   

Jeannette was posthumously inducted into the International Space Hall of Fame.   



Jeannette never lived in Clarendon but she came here for both of her parent’s funerals and had a large 
article in the Aug. 7, 1936 Rutland Daily Herald when she and her husband brought Jeannette’s mother 
up from Newport to visit Jeannette’s father’s grave in the Chippenhook Cemetery.  In a bit of irony that 
perhaps was lost on the author of that 1936 article he commented that she was not only an able balloon 
pilot but also an expert automobile driver, her having been at the wheel for the ride up from Newport, 
RI.  Whether Jeannette ever accompanied her father on his trips to Clarendon and Rutland is not known.   

One final claim to fame that accrues to her husband Jean Felix Piccard is that the Star Trek character 
Jean-Luc Picard is thought to have been named after him or his brother Auguste.   
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