by David Mlils

After 54 years of holding a pilot’s
license and over 20,000 hours of
flight time, Ray Xanders has set
himself apart from his peers. There
are approximately 650,000 active
certified pilots in the United States,
but fewer than 6,700 nationwide are
Federal Aviation Administration
(FAA) “master pilot” certified.

Xanders, from rural Fa;lrﬁeld
joined that prestigious club on
Friday at a special ceremony at Mt.
Vernon Outland Airport when he was
presented with the Wright Brothers
Master Pilot Award by Safety Team
Program Manager Warren Smith of
the Springfield FAA Office. It was the
hallmark event of the Midwest LSA
Expo held at the airport last weekend.

“This is a major accomplishment

honor bestowed upon civilian pilots.
It’'s a testament to Ray’s piloting
skills, experience in aviation, and 50-
year record of safe flight,” proclaimed
Program Manager Smith.

Xanders was presented with a
plaque and a “blue ribbon package”
from the FAA with every record on
file regarding his aviation career.
He obtained his private license at
Mattoon Airport in the summer
and fall of 1967 and obtained his
commercial license in 1975.

Xanders told the large crowd of
pilots gathered in the hanger for
his award ceremony to keep their
training focused on safety.

“Some of the most beautiful scenes
Mother Nature gives us comes from
ugly weather observed in flight from
a safe distance,” he said.

“Don’t push the weather or overdo
your flying skills: be well trained and
prepared. Recognize your limitations
and follow them. I've never cancelled
a flight, but I've delayed several to be
safe,” concluded Xanders.
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In 1976, Xanders obtained
instrument rating, CFI, CFII, and
multi-engine ratings at Columbia
Flying SVS in Columbia, Missouri.
From 1979 to 1990, he was the
corporate pilot for Airtex. From 1990
to 2001 flew for Cooper Automotive in
Chesterfield, Missouri. From 2001 to
2010, Xanders was corporate pilot for
Sun Container in Mt. Vernon.

and represents the most prestigious .

From 2010 to present, Xanders

serves as a flight instructor for SRT
Aviation at Mt. Vernon Outland
Airport.

Part of the application process for
the Wright Brothers Master Pilot
Award included letters of reference
from the aviation community. As a
veteran flight instructor, Xanders
had no shortage of former student
pilots who sang his praises. They
included Mt. Vernon Outland Airport
Director Chris Collins, Stephen Willis
of Woodlawn, and Tyson Rush of Mt.
Vernon.

“T am very excited to be recognized
by my peers and get self-satisfaction
from the recommendations because
they were my students,” expressed
Xanders.

Reminiscing

When asked what it meant to
achieve 50 years of safe flight,
Xanders said it was “a dream come
true.”

“Pve loved every minute of it
because it is all I've ever wanted to
do,” Xanders went on. As a Wayne
County boy at age six, he watched
planes in the sky and knew he’d be
there one day, too.

While flying has been hardwired
into his daily life for over 50 years,
Xanders is most satisfied with his
tenure as a flight instructor. “I am
a proud man. At last count, I have
helped train over 60 commercial
airline pilots. I take satisfaction in
knowing that I helped teach them

to fly but more importantly to reach
their dreams,” explained Xanders.

Xanders’ earning designation as
a “master pilot” from the FAA is a
major distinction for Mt. Vernon
Outland Airport, too. It reinforces
a solid record of good training and
safety first, which are the marks of
a true aviation professional. “A good
pilot is a proud coward who knows his
limitations,” expressed Xanders.

Xanders is semi-retired now and
day-trades by morning and flight
instructs by afternoon. Moving
forward he plans to continue to “pay
forward” to the aviation industry and
to maintain a healthy mind, body,
and reflexes to continue flying.
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Ray Xanders was awarded the Wright Brothers Master Pilot Award at Mt. Vernon Outland Airport on Friday
during a special ceremony at the Midwest LSA Expo. Master pilot designation is the highest civilian aviation award
the FAA can bestow. Pictured in front of a Cessna 150 —the same model of plane he earned his license with- from the
left are his wife, Debbie Xanders, Xanders, and FAA Safety Team Program Manager Warren Smith.




