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Jimmy Mathis

By Harry Kraemer & Dave Moeslein

Imagine being 16 years old. You've gotten
your Student Pilot Centificate, and you've
completed your training and experience
requirements except for the long cross-coun-
try. And, then, your instructor tells you that
the route will be from coast-to-coast! That's
right. You'll fly from the Atlantic coast to the
Pacific coast. Sixteen-year-old Jimmy Mathis
did just that.

Mathis was introduced to flying at the age
of 10 by a schoolteacher, and his father gave

him his first flying lessons as a 15th birthday = L
of attention to separate flights (coast-to-coast)

present. Being 15 was to Jimmy’s advantage,
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and he leamned better than the average flight
student_Having trained pilots of all ages to be
private pilots, we admit that working with
people 13 to 16-years-old is the most enjoy-
able. Jimmy was like any young [eenager, he
didn’t bring pressures and worTies from the
office, his spouse, or financial situation with
him to the airport. Teenagers have 2 clear and
open mind, and they learn very quickly.
Although we didn’t know it at the time
when Jimmy's long cross-country flight was
planned, Jimmy was going to become the first
licensed student and the youngest certificated
student pilot to fly solo from coast-to-coast.
- The idea after the media gave a lot

by two different youngsters (an 11-year-old
girl and a 9-year-old boy), each claiming to be
the youngest pilot to fly such a trip. Even
though the youngsters felt a sense of accom-
plishment and the media recognized their
achievements, they were not licensed pilots.
nor did they do it alone (solo). Their flight
instructors accompanied both youngsters o
satisfy legal requirements since they were not
old enough to hold a Student Pilot Certificate
and could not, therefore, operate the aircraft
as solo pilots. BUT- Mathis did it alone! Solo!
Nobody else was in the aircraft or anywhere
nearby!

As instructors, We are very aclive in pro-
moting the safety of general aviation and the
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furtherance of aviation education. As these
two youngslegs.completed their trips, there
was a lot of talk about how unsafe the two
flights were, by both the media and within the
pilot community. We were motivated to
demonstrate that, with the proper training, a
trip of such magnitude could be made safely
by a pilot of any age and with a minimum of
ratings. We just had to find a 16-year-old pilot
(16 is the minimum age to become a student
pilot) and one with parents that we could con-
vince to let go on such a tmip.

Mathis was the perfect one for the trip. At
only 15 at the time, he was soon lo become a
student pilot. Hi§ parents didn't think our idea
was so great at first but, after we explained
how we would go about planning the-trip and
addressing various challenges, his parents
soon began to realize that this was a carefully
thought-out plan that made sense. Mathis’
father also is a private pilot. and we think this
had something to do with his parents letting
him go.

The planning and training began immedi-
ately. The first task was to train Mathis 10
solo. Everyone involved in the wip thought
that it would be meaningful and unique if he
could solo on his 16th birthday. He would be
more than ready by that time.

Mother Nature was the one to worry
about, since Mathis™ birthday is in February.
Two days before his birthday, the area was hit
with a major snowstorm and strong winds.
The weather cleared by his birthday and with-
six feet of snow piled up on the sides of the
runway, everything went as planned on a day
with no wind and high overcast skys. Mathis
wasn't a bit nervous, even though several
local TV stations were there to provide live
coverage of his first solo —and the beginning
of his adventure.

The training continued through the spring,
during the day and dunng the night, in calm
winds and in blustery winds, on clear days.
cloudy days, and even in IMC, including
training in thunderstorm recognition and
avoidance, as well as in Class B and Class C
airspace. We planned to have him start the
long cross-country in early June — after he
was out of school and before the daily after-
noon thunderstorms became frequent. His
flight schedule would be limited to an average
of 300 miles per day (the length of the long
solo cross-country required for the Private
Pilot Certificate) with a planned fuel stop at
each halfway point.

In essence, all that Mathis would be doing
was a series of the required long solo cross-
country trips that would culminate in a coast-
to-coast tnp. One of the challenges of plan-
ning a trip this long was to sei up a route that
avoided all Class B airspace. (Remember,
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Mathis was only a student pilot and had not
yet met the training/experience requirements
1o enter them.)

Safety was the primary consideration in
planning Mathis” trip. We contacted our local
FSDO 1o establish further contact with the
FSDOs in the areas where Jimmy might be
flying. This allowed us to develop a network
of very experienced instructors across the
country who met him at each stop, set him up
for the evening, and then reviewed his plan-
ning and the weather before he departed on
the next leg of his journey. Before departure,
even though he had consulted with a seasoned
instructor in the local area, Mathis was
required to make contact with us (we were
walching the weather very closely, 100) so we
could agree on his “go-no go” decision.

Mathis was flying a Cessna 172
(N737EY) for his trip. Although the airplane
carries about five hours of fuel, he was
required 1o land (at the nearest airport) after
three hours of flight, provided he was not
within an hour of his next scheduled airport of
landing for refueling. This was another safety
margin that was built into the trip in the event
he flew off course or intentionally had to
divert course.

He also was in contact with ATC for the
entire flight. Using the National Beacon Code
Allocation Plan, we had a discrete transpon-
der code and call sign assigned to the flight.
Mathis’ call sign for the trip was “Solo One,”

and his code was “1260.” With
this, we were able to pick up the phone and
know his location at any time.

Mathis” approximately 2,500-mile jour-
ney started in Ocean City, Md., on June 30,
1994, after a one-day delay due to weather.
His first stop was Elkins, W.Va., (268 nm) for
fuel and to check the weather. Then he flew
on o Batavia, Ohio, (236 nm), where Hal
Shevers of Sporty’s Pilot Shop was his host
for the evening. They had dinner together that
night, and Shevers hostedJimmy in his home.

In the moming, Mathis got the grand tour
of the Sporty s facility, and Shevers installed a
loaner transponder in the aircraft to replace
the one that had failed within the first 30 min-

* utes of the flight from Ocean City. Mathis left
Ohio bound for St. Louis (303 nm). He spent
a long Fourth of July weekend in St. Louis
due to stationary front weather, where he was
able to see a ball game, go to the “VF-Fair.”
and hear the Beach Boys.

He left St. Louis on July 5, heading for

Wichita, Kan. (372-nm legy From Wichita, -

he headed for Plainview, Texas (336 nm),
where he took a day off to rest. He went 10
City Hall, and the mayor gave him the “Key
to the City” and July 7th was named “Jimmy
Mathis Day.” Mathis also has a sandwich
named after him at a restaurant in Plainview,

On July 8, he departed for Las Cruces,
N.M. (322 nm). Afier an overnight stay and
some discussions with the instructor about the
upcoming high-density altitude, mountain
and desert route of flight, Mathis was off to
Chandler, Ariz. (281 nm), where he stayed for
a couple of days to receive some mountain
flying training.

Finally, July 12 was the big day. Mathis
left Chandler en route to Long Beach, Calif.,
but not before a stop in Palm Springs (239
nm). He needed to make sure that the L.A.
basin fog had lifted and to discuss his routing
through the Banning Pass and review his
entry under the LAX Class B airspace with
the local instructor. Then, and only then, was
he ready to go to Long Beach (a mere 86-nm),
where he was greeted by a news helicopter
that followed him along the runway as he
landed on “the long one” — Runway 30.
Mathis parked at AirFlite (Toyota's FBO),
where his plane was swarmed by the media as
he shut down. Mathis was greeted by the
mayor of Long Beach and given a “Key to the

completed a trip of 33.3 hours.

Although there are many memories asso-
cialed with his trip, the most memorable part
of the trip (for us) has to be Mathis’ arrival
into Long Beach. He had called us before
leaving Palm Springs with his ETA at Long
Beach. Toyota (the major sponsor) had
planned a big reception for Mathis with a lot
of media coverage. (We were in touch with
the tower by telephone so that we could tell
the media to be ready when he was landing.)

However. he arrived earlier then his ETA,
s0 the media was not set up. We had 1o tell the
tower to hold him somewhere. “But where?”
the tower replied. Then the tower decided to
have him do circles around the Queen Mary,
where the news helicopter met him before
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require Qums. Over the course, there was an
zrea where Jimmy could have been out of
range of VORs (his primary navigation refer-
=nce). For this reason. we had a Loran
instalied in the ai

town (Baltimore) stations. He had to carry 2
schedule with him so he knew what show he
was doing next and with what station. He
made the headlines with the local newspapers
in the towns he visited across the country, and
his trip received attention across the Atlantic
in England by British TV and newspapers.

aircraft. As fate would have it,
he was cut of range of VORs and the Loran
failed. Forunately, Mathis had received a lot

of training in pilotage. which was put to task. Having concluded his j .
During the trip, Mathis also did alot of TV.  Beach, Mathis \'mﬁmwésdgmgypnmtsm Louiﬁ
and radic interviews with the local and home- California and Nevada. He retumed home via

the airlines to Baltimore (BWI), where he was
met by Ted Mathison, administrator of
Maryland Aviation Administration, who pre-
sented Mathis with a “Cita
William Donald Schaeffer. Several weeks
later, the FAA recognized Mathis at a cere-
mony in Washington,
Administrator David Hinson presented him
with a Special Achievement Award, and he

ifications.

ble: was joined by representatives from the FAA,
Sngine NATA. AOPA, Air Transport Association of
« Empennage America, General Aviation Manufacturers
= intake Plugs Association, National Coalition for Aviation

and the National Aero
d States. Jimmy also
of recognition from Presidsnt
leg Baltimors County Boarid

Education, Toyota
Club of the U
received 2 lett

the stories Mathis told when
ol the next year and was
imuny, what did you do over

the summer?” Jimmy went of to get his
Frivate Certificate on his 17th birthday,
but gef is drives's license was firston his
list after completing the cross-country iwip

and retuming home.
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