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Wright Brothers MASTER PILOT AWARD  
Flying History Thomas A. Rolander 

 
I was 5 years old when I had the first flight that I can remember.  I was born in Kiomboi, Tanzania 
in 1948 and my family left Africa in 1953, flying from Nairobi to Cairo on an East African 
Airways DC-3.  That flight made an impression on me that has lasted to this day.  I love everything 
about the experience of flight and in particular I enjoy the views from an aircraft. 

 
During my youth I spent many hours assembling model airplanes and reading stories by authors 
like Antoine de Saint-Exupery and Ernest Gann.  As a senior at Ballard High School in Seattle, I 
noticed a posting on the part time job bulletin board for a ramp attendant at Lake Union Air 
Service.  I pulled the notice off the bulletin board and headed to Lake Union.  At Lake Union Air 
Service I met the owner Henry (Hank) Reverman.  I introduced myself and announced to Hank that 
I wanted the job, that I didn’t want to get paid, that I wanted to learn how to fly!  I was hired on the 
spot and I began working 8 hours on Saturday and again on Sunday, a total of 16 hours each week 
for one hour of dual in an Aeronca Chief on floats. 
In my experience, flying has always been expensive.  I have observed one particular “constant of 
the universe” with respect to the cost of flying.  When I began flying it took 16 hours of working on 
the ramp, at roughly minimum wage to get one hour of dual instruction.  That exact ratio is the 
same today for ramp wages, though the numbers are 10x higher.  
I soloed an Aeronca Chief on June 7, 1966 which was 4 days before I graduated from High School.  
During the Summer I got a great paying job at the US Post Office so I quit working at Lake Union 
Air Service and moved my flight training to Kurtzer’s Flying Service on Lake Union.  Lana 
Kurtzer was the “grand” seaplane flight instructor of the Pacific Northwest.  He trained the 
founders of Kenmore Air Service as well as countless Alaska bush pilots.  Kurtzer instructed in a 
Taylor Craft on floats and I transitioned later to a Cessna 172 for my PPL ASES check ride on 
September 6, 1966.   



On August 15, 1966 I also began to fly wheel planes and I soloed a Cherokee 160 after a 30 minute 
check ride. I received my ASEL rating on March 9, 1967. I flew a wide range of aircraft during 
my college years at the University of Washington, Seattle. Some of the aircraft included: Cessna’s 
150,172,182; Beechcraft’s Custom, Sport, Bonanza; Piper’s Cherokee 140,160, Commanche 250; 
Mooney’s Mark 21, Super 21, Ranger; Yankee AA-1; Citabria 7KCAB.   
While investigating a flying club at the UW, I discovered that there was a dormant club in place 
with several thousand dollars in the account. I brought the club to life and became president of the 
UW Flying Club. We used the money in the account to pre-purchase blocks of flying time, for 
which we then individually paid. The great news was that we enjoyed significant discounts and 
access to many different aircraft. The UW flying club gave me opportunities to build flying time.  I 
shared expenses with other pilots and passengers on numerous flights. One was a Cherokee 140 
flight from Seattle to Monterey, CA in August of 1967, with a landing at SFO, just because we 
wanted it in our logbooks. I had many flights into Canada as well as others into southern 
California. One of my favorites was a trip to ferry a club Cessna 182 from Ft Worth, TX back to 
Seattle. I made the trip with a friend and we camped out multiple nights under the wing on our 
meandering return. 
I made an early college discovery that the airplane is likely one of the best ways to get a date  ever 
known on campus. As a college freshman I took the sophomore homecoming queen on a flying 
date. One of my most memorable college flying date was when I took Maxine Waddell on July 29 
and then on August 5, 1967. Her father was Jack Waddell, who was the 747 Chief Test Pilot. He 



 

 

grilled me before and after the flying dates and humored me with stories about his own flying.  I 
went to the Abottsford Airshow on August 8, 1969 to see Waddell make the first public airshow 
appearance of the Boeing 747. 
After college I worked as an Electrical Engineer for the Fluke company north of Seattle and 
completed a Masters in Electrical Engineering at the UW.  In the mid 70’s I was recruited to work 
at Intel in Santa Clara, CA.  I flew out of Reid-Hillview, primarily in PA28-181.   
In 1980 I moved to the Monterey Peninsula and have been flying there ever since.  The company I 
joined, Digital Research, had several aircraft that I flew for many years, including a Piper Turbo 
Arrow PA28 RT 201T and Cessna T210N.  During this time I got my Instrument Rating from Terje 
Kristiansen (later at San Jose FSDO) on March 26, 1982. 
Shortly after receiving my Instrument Rating I connected with Hal Peist, a Monterey based CFII 
and corporate pilot.  Hal and I were both graduates of the UW and for the past 30+ years I 
completed my BFRs and maintained Instrument Currency with Hal.  As anyone knows who has 
regularly flown in Monterey, it is not possible to schedule flights without being IFR current in 
order get an IFR departure or to shoot an instrument approach. 
I purchased my first aircraft, a one half share of a Piper Cherokee 6 PA-32-300 in 1987.  This 
began my serious family flying vacation trips to Washington, Idaho, Montana and Canada. We also 
had a condo at Squaw Valley, and kept an old Subaru at the Truckee Airport for our frequent trips 
from Monterey. 
In 1986 I ran my first Big Sur International Marathon.  Also running in that first event, and all of 30 
subsequent events is a fellow pilot Pierre d’Avenas.  He is a corporate pilot and we have flown 
together on numerous occasions since the early 1980’s.  He gave me my first ride in a Great Lakes 
open cockpit aircraft, I flew right seat with him piloting a Citation SP, and he was my copilot for a 
flight to the Grand Canyon in my Cherokee 6.  We ran a 40 mile double traverse of the Grand 
Canyon, south to north and back to the south rim on my 40th birthday.  The next day we flew back 
to Monterey with 3 passengers and shot the ILS 10R approach through the coastal fog layer. 
In 1992 I sold the Cherokee 6 and got a Citabria 7KCAB.  I wanted to fly aerobatics and my son 
David was in High School and I wanted him to get his PPL flying an honest airplane.  Over the 
course of 4 years I got over 300 hours of tail wheel time and I looped/rolled/hammered 57 
passengers.  My Favorite ever aerobatic flight was on June 4, 1994 when I took my 75 year old Dad 
up for his first ever loops and rolls – he actually “wa hoo’d!”  After our aerobatics we stopped at 
Watsonville to fuel N88463 before flying on to San Jose where my father continued on a 
commercial flight to Seattle.  A couple weeks later I learned that the Watsonville self-service 
Chevron 100LL tank had been contaminated with JP4.  My Citabria was grounded and Chevron 
bought and installed a brand new IO-320 in N88463. 
My 7KCAB was unique in that it was an IFR Citabria, complete with ADF, 3 light marker beacon, 
glideslope and localizer.  I sold N88463 to Dennis Lenton in Port Townsend, WA in late August of 
1996.  I had a memorable flight with Dennis to ferry the Citabria to Washington. 
On September 22, 1996 I purchased a 1948 Navion that was based in McKinney, TX and flew it 
back to Monterey with Robin White.  I flew my Navion, N4344K, for 18 years and nearly 1,000 



hours.  Robin was a neighbor of mine who also had a Navion N5329K. We received formation 
training and made close to 100 formation flights.   

The Navion was a wonderful IFR aircraft as well as a comfortable traveling airplane.  My trips 
included numerous flights to Seattle to visit my parents and my daughter on Orcas Island in the San 
Juans. My most common Navion flights were Big Sur scenic tours and I have made more than 300 
of those flights with family, friends and visitors from out of town. 
I sold my Navion in September, 2014 and sadly watched it depart Monterey for its new home in 
Guatemala City. After selling my Navion I rented aircraft at AeroDynamic Aviation in Monterey. 
I currently fly a Citabria 7KCAB and a Cessna 172. 
At AeroDynamic Aviation I took flight instruction from Jen Delp-Mallet, the Chief Instructor. I had 
been flying a Navion for 18 years since I sold my 7KCAB and I wanted to get current in a Citabria.  
With encouragement from Jen I became reacquainted with rudder pedals. I had been flying, 
essentially with my feet on the floor, in a Navion which had an interconnect between the ailerons 
and rudder. She led me to an “aha” moment when I realized that I could do a Dutch roll with my 
eyes closed (muscle memory), but failed when I had my eyes open and thought too hard about it. 
About 10 years ago I learned about the Master Pilot Award from one of my formation flight 
instructors, Vincint Huth of Monterey. He later received a Master Pilot Award in 12/2009. This 
prompted me to formulate a plan to return to Seattle to celebrate my own 50th Anniversary of my 
solo flight on Lake Union. 
I've recently returned from a week in Seattle.  I spent many hours from June 2-6, retraining in a 
seaplane to accomplish my goal. I hadn't flown a seaplane since 1969. What really struck me was 
the difference between flying at 18 years old and now at age 68.   
My reaction after my first hour of instruction was, "how the hell did I do this at age 18?!" 
At 18 I was basically fearless with the exuberance of youth and I eagerly developed the skill set 
needed to fly a seaplane. Now at 68 I had my brain in overdrive with "what if" scenarios. My 
instructor, James Young of Seaplane Scenics, brought out two issues, skill set and confidence.  He 
was quick to point out that the worst combination is a low skill set and high confidence. Those 



persons often end up with Darwin Awards.  But, the opposite situation, high skill set and low 
confidence, can also be a handicap. We focused on confidence building which came with 
familiarity in operating an aircraft on the water: without brakes (no way to stop it); coupled with a 
36' wing span to strike "objects"; a frictionless water surface that continually wanted to point the 
seaplane (think of a weather vane) into the wind, regardless of which way you actually wanted to 
go; and unlike a wheel plane whose steerage is not affected by speed while taxiing, as a seaplane 
gets slower you have no steerage! I did 39 splash ‘n goes with most of the training hours spent 
practicing docking, ramping, beaching and sailing (yes, steering the seaplane backwards downwind 
with the engine off and the nose pointed into the wind). 
Another huge discovery was the amount of watercraft on Lake Union, Lake Washington and Lake 
Sammamish. The watercraft included: sailboats, runabouts, cruisers, sculls, kayaks, paddle boards, 
and worst of all … the jet skis. I had no idea that jet skis were capable of 50-60 mph, and more to 
the point, that they would linger at my 5 or 7 o’clock position waiting for me to initiate a takeoff, 
then initially accelerate much faster than me, whilst converging on my takeoff heading! 
Of all of my instructors in 50 years of flying I am most indebted to James Young.  He was as 
excited and determined to succeed as I was when he learned about my goal/dream of returning to 
Lake Union to solo on the day of the 50th anniversary of my first solo. I would not have succeeded 
without his encouragement, patience, humor and excellent instruction. The pride and joy James 
(right) shared with me is clearly evident on his face as I climbed into N19752 for my momentous 
solo.  



Flying has been a fabulous experience and a huge part of my life! 
I would be honored to receive a Master Pilot Award in recognition of my 50 years of 
professionalism, skill, and aviation expertise. 
Thank you! 
Thomas A. Rolander 

I flew solo on Lake Union in Seattle on June 7, 2016 which was the exact 50th Anniversary of my 
solo there on June 7th, 1966 !! I've logged a total of 2,232 hours, which is an average of 52 minutes 
per week for 50 years and loved (almost;) every minute of it. 





June 7, 2016 

Wright Brothers MASTER PILOT AWARD 

Letter of Recommendation 

San Jose (FSDO) 
1250 Aviation Avenue 
Suite 295 
San Jose, California 9 5110-113 0 

Attn: Karen Arendt, FAAS Team Program Manager 

I have known Tom Rolander for more than 25 years on the Monterey Peninsula. I highly 
recommend him for the Wright Brothers Master Pilot Award. I believe that he has always operated 
aircraft in a safe and professional manner, to be of good moral character and an outstanding 
individual who is respected in the aviation community. 

As a CFII in the Monterey area my knowledge and association with the nominee consists primarily 
of BFR' s and Instrument Currency check rides over the past 25 years. I am also a personal friend of 
Tom's, we are both graduates of the University of Washington, Seattle. I have reviewed Tom's 50 
years of logbooks and am pleased to recommend him for this award. 

I hold a pilot certificate number _J. l O 6 i<i D C/1::l t

Respectfully stimitted

��. \ 

Hal Peist 
1 Surf Way 238 
Monterey, CA 93940 

Flyhyr60@gmail.com 

831.224.5210 





Wright Brothers MASTER PILOT AWARD 
Letter of Recommendation 

June 20, 2016 

San Jose (FSDO) 
1250 Aviation Avenue  
Suite 295  
San Jose, California 95110-1130 

Attn: Karen Arendt, FAASTeam Program Manager 

I recently met Tom Rolander when he came to Seattle to solo a seaplane on the 50th anniversary of 
his solo on Lake Union on June 7, 1966.  I highly recommend him for the Wright Brothers Master 
Pilot Award.  I believe that he has always operated aircraft in a safe and professional manner, be of 
good moral character and an outstanding individual who is respected in the aviation community. 

It was my pleasure to spend a week instructing Tom in order for him to realize his dream/goal of 
soloing a seaplane on his 50th anniversary.  I signed off Tom for solo on June 7th, 2016 and 
observed his solo flight at Lake Union, Seattle, WA.    I have reviewed Tom’s 50 years of logbooks 
and am pleased to recommend him for this award. 

I hold a pilot certificate number  #3247412 

Respectfully submitted, 

James Young 
Seaplane Scenics 
8285 Perimeter Road South 
Seattle, WA 98108 

seaplanescenics@gmail.com 

(206) 499-2135
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