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Ross, Mary Golda (1908—2008)

Mary Golda Ross was born in 1908 in Park Hill, Oklahoma, in 
territory that her family and other Cherokees had inhabited since 
1838. Her family’s belief in the Cherokee tradition of equal education 
for boys and girls allowed Ross to pursue her interest in mathematics. 
She later reflected, “Math was more fun than anything else. It was 
always a game to me . . . I was the only female in my class. I sat on one 
side of the room and the guys on the other side of the room. I guess 
they didn’t want to associate with me. But I could hold my own with 
them and sometimes did better.”

Ross graduated college with a degree in mathematics when she was 20 
years old. During the Great Depression, she taught high school math 
and science in Oklahoma, worked as a girl’s advisor at a boarding school for Native Americans, and served at the 
Bureau of Indian Affairs as a statistician.

When World War II began, Ross turned her eyes to the sky and found a new passion—aviation. Armed with a 
Master’s degree in Mathematics, Ross moved to Burbank, California, to work for the Lockheed Aircraft 
Corporation in 1942. At Lockheed, Ross helped design and build fighter planes. Later, Ross studied mechanical and 
aeronautical engineering through Lockheed and the University of California at Los Angeles, earning her California 
Professional Engineering (PE) certification in 1949.

In 1952, Ross was recruited to Lockheed’s top-secret Skunk Works think tank for space engineering, military 
aircraft design, and missile system development. Ross was the only female member of the Skunk Works team. 
During this time, she also consulted for NASA. Ross helped develop the Agena rockets, analyzed data that enabled 
the first missions to Mars, and helped write the NASA Planetary Flight Handbook. A coworker at Lockheed wrote, 
“I would unhesitatingly place [Mary Ross] in the top 10% of engineers of my acquaintance and professional 
knowledge.”

Ross was a senior engineer when she retired from Lockheed in 1973. In 1992, she was inducted into the Silicon 
Valley Engineering Council’s Hall of Fame.

Throughout her retirement, Ross was a fierce advocate for women and Native Americans. She served on the 
Council of Energy Resource Tribes and the American Indian Science and Engineering Society and expanded 
educational programs within both organizations. Ross also worked with the Society of Women Engineers to mentor 
high school and college students. When the Smithsonian’s National Museum of the American Indian opened in 
2004, Ross joined the procession of American Indians that opened the museum, wearing traditional Cherokee 
dress. Upon her death in 2008, she left $400,000 to the museum.

Reflect:

1. What did Ross accomplish in her career?

2. What did Ross do to help others?

3. Think about one question you have about Ross’s life and career. How could you find the answer to this question?

Image Credit: NASA

https://www.teachtci.com/

