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RYAN AIR





Honorees 

1. Frank Ferguson

Legislator  
(1940 – 2003)            

The great Frank Ferguson was a man eminently qualified for one of the toughest people on Earth and one of the best legislators our state has ever seen. During his 16 years in the Alaska Legislature, he was the consummate dealmaker. When it came to making things happen for rural Alaska, we could always count on Frank. Among those things were telecommunications, the Village Public Safety Officer program, rural housing loan assistance, village schools (and the money to run them through the public school foundation formula), village health clinics and more. Frank played a big role in bringing much of Alaska into the 20th century. 

Frank served in the House from 1971 to 1974 and the Senate from 1975 to 1986. And all the while he was known as a man of integrity, a person of honor who always kept his word. 

Frank was a Native Alaskan, and while he did so much for rural Alaska, his reach went much further, spearheading initiatives that frequently involved urban interests as well. He was a key figure in oil taxation and the creation of the Alaska Permanent Fund Dividend, just to name a few. 

We honor Frank, a politician extraordinaire, a dealmaker, and a passionate advocate for Alaska who made things happen. What’s more, he was never a braggart, which we think takes an extra special toughness. 

2. Neal “Willie” Foster

Bush Pilot and Senator

(1916 – 1979)

You can get shot at in the skies over Germany during World War II and fly a hardly-held-together amphibious plane into the Alaskan Bush. You can also serve on the state Legislature for nearly a decade, but that isn’t what’ll get you on the list of the toughest people we know. Nope. And that’s not why we’re honoring Neal “Willie” Foster. His strength came through in his humble pioneering spirit.  

After his service in World War II, Willie took his pioneering ways to Nome, where he founded Foster Aviation in 1946. 

His tough-as-nails determination opened up new routes in western and northern Alaska, providing essential air service to remote mining camps and job sites—making Willie Foster one of the original Bush pilots of Alaska. Foster Aviation provided respected and reliable service for many years. Flying conditions were tough; it wasn’t easy. And that is why Neal “Willie” Foster is one of the toughest people on Earth.
3. Eddie Hoffman

Mayor of Bethel

(1917 – 1987)

When this tough Alaskan passed away, the community of Bethel found a unique way to ensure that their beloved chief and former mayor would never be forgotten. They ditched Columbus Day to celebrate Chief’s Day instead, in Eddie’s memory. And they have done so every year since. 

Today, we honor Eddie and his tenacity, sincerity and vision. He fought long and hard for Native rights and for bettering the lives of people in the Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta. He co-founded the Association of Village Council Presidents, which represents 56 villages and is dedicated to providing human development, social services and other culturally relevant programs to promote self-determination, protection and enhancement of Native culture and traditions. 
Was that easy? No. Is he one of the toughest people on Earth? You bet.
4. Eben Hopson

Founder of North Slope Borough  

(1922 –1980)

In 1937, a 15-year-old Inupiat boy named Eben Hopson dared to write to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs in Washington, D.C. to complain about the school principal's use of unpaid student labor on small Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) public works projects. The boy’s letter found its way back to the principal, who said: “Eben Hopson, you are nothing but a troublemaker,” and then had him expelled. 

Eben was tough, however—one of the toughest people on Earth—and he didn’t let this personal and educational setback distract him. In fact, many credit his political success to his denied entry into the BIA boarding school. It put fire in his belly, and this is why we honor him: for creating his own destiny, for leading without fear and for always pushing the boundaries of what might be possible for his people.

Eben founded the North Slope Borough in 1972 and became its first mayor. In 1976, he called upon the Inuit (Eskimo) leaders of Greenland, Canada, the U.S. and the U.S.S.R. to form an international organization to focus on common environmental concerns. His influence and vision brought people together, marking the very first Inuit Circumpolar Conference—a conference that is still held each and every year.
5. Holger “Jorgy” Jorgensen

Bush Pilot and Aviator

(1927 –  )

Tough enough to put an end to racial segregation in his hometown; tough enough to guard Alaska’s western edge from Japanese invasion (patrolling the coast by dogsled and sounding bays to determine where the boats might land); and tough enough to make our list of toughest people we know. But we’re only getting started.

He also—with only one good eye, we might add—made a perfect landing in a DC-3, flying over the sparsely populated Aleutian Islands, with a clapped-out engine and 6,500 pounds of dynamite on board. 

That’s tough. And that’s Jorgy.
An Inupiat man born in an isolated mining community who, with an eighth-grade education, passed every barrier and boundary that may have held him back to become a legendary aviator. He went on to fly for nearly 60 years, opening up Alaska’s great North Slope to exploration during the critical building of the Trans-Alaska pipeline in the 1970s. And despite the widespread praise Jorgy received in his life (we’re not the only ones who call him a legend) he remained humble. Always. And that makes him one of the toughest people on Earth.
6. Martin L. Olson
Entrepreneur, Founder of Olson Air Services, Inc.

(1927 – 1980)

You know you’re one of the tough ones when it’s up to you and you alone to fly vital supplies to villages and camps around the Seward Peninsula. Thanks to Martin, in the most treacherous conditions with no co-pilot, and in a climate that knew no bounds, the people got what they needed time and time again. 

Martin was a single-plane Bush pilot—one of the first in the state. His daring flying days began in the early 1950s with Munz Northern Airlines, a Nome-based passenger airline. In 1955, calling on his innate entrepreneurial skills as well as his courageous flying skills, Martin started his own airline, Olson Air Services, Inc. 

Olson Air Services was based in Golovin, where he and his wife also owned and ran the Olson and Sons General Store. Olson was also on the first Golovin City Council and served as the first president of the Bering Straits Native Corporation. 

Today, Golovin children attend the Martin L. Olson School, named in his honor, and representing a legacy of his service and his dedication to education. Like us, they reckon he’s one of the toughest people on Earth too. 
7. Raymond I. Petersen

Pioneer Aviator and Entrepreneur

(1912 – 2008)

Ray Petersen was no fool when he set foot in Anchorage on April Fools Day, 1934. He knew where he was headed, and he thought big.

Ray was an airman. He toughed through industry ups and downs to build several successful aviation businesses in our state. Beginning with Ray Petersen Flying Service, he soon joined with other bush pilots in Bristol Bay, creating the merged carrier, Northern Consolidated Airlines. A later merger with Wien Airlines in Fairbanks in 1968 established the great Wien Air Alaska, the state’s largest carrier, serving Alaska and the lower 48.

In the early 1950’s, and in addition to his aviation endeavors, Ray founded the Alaska Katmai camps, opening up what became Alaska’s great sport fishing industry.

We honor Ray’s focus, vision and unsurpassed business acumen. His aptitude and energy makes him one of the toughest people on Earth.
8. Howard Rock

Editor of Tundra Times, artist

(1911 – 1976)

Howard Rock wasn’t just a hunter; he was the direct descendant of a bowhead-whale-hunting family who also sought polar bears, seals, oogruks, belugas, walrus, wolves, wolverines and caribou. There was nothing that the Rock’s couldn’t hunt or catch in their quest to put food on their table.

Howard was hardy and competent both in his abilities as a hunter and as the founding editor of the great Tundra Times​. This native newspaper, published for the benefit of the Alaska Native people, went on to become a must-read for anyone interested in our state.

The first edition of the Tundra Times came off the press on October 1, 1962. And over the years, Howard and his paper handled many controversial matters. But no matter how tough it got, Howard never shied away from the issues of the day. 

One of the most difficult assignments he handled was the Pribilof Islands situation. The Times charged the Interior Department of ruling the people of Prilibof Islands in a semi-servitude manner, but Howard gave a voice to rural Alaska when it was struggling to be heard. And that’s why he’s one of the toughest people on Earth.
9. Wilfred P. Ryan Sr. 

(1926 – 1977)

Eva Ryan 

(1929 -   )

Founders of Ryan Air 

Wilfred Ryan Sr. hails from a line of tough stock. Tough of mind, character, body and passion. In the early 1900’s, Wilfred’s father, Frank Ryan, carried mail by backpack or dog team from Unalakleet to Kaltag via the Iditarod trail. The trip would take Frank, carting a 130 pound mail pack on his back, four days—in favorable weather.

Fast forward to 1953 and Wilfred would continue this proud tradition, but with wings instead of dogs. It was in this year that he founded Unalakleet Air Taxi, which later became known as Arctic Transportation Services. 

It takes a person with grit and nerves of steel to fly in 50 below zero weather with radial engines and an 800-foot dirt airstrip. Someone like Wilfred, who was the sole pilot in the early days of the business.  

Alongside Wilfred was his wife, Eva, who was arguably even tougher than him. While Wilfred was in the turbulent skies, Eva was on the ground raising nine children, holding down a fulltime teaching job and managing Unalakleet Air Taxi. Her discipline and focus kept the business and the Ryan family together and strong. 

Air transportation serves as a lifeline to villages throughout the Bush. Wilfred and Eva understood this and took this fact to heart. Their strong work ethic and relentless pursuit of a better life for Bush Alaska was passed down to their children, some of whom still work in the family business today. 

This dedication to raising the aspirations and quality of life of Bush Alaskans is what makes Wilfred and Eva some of the toughest people on Earth. 
10. Robert G. “Bobby” Sholton

Pilot, Co-founder of Northern Air Cargo

(1924 – 1982)           
In 1956, Dwight D. Eisenhower had just signed the Federal Highway Act, appropriating $25 billion for the construction of 41,000 miles of interstate highways. It was a major endeavor and the largest public work project in American history. Meanwhile that same year, up here in Alaska, another big endeavor was underway—this one in the skies.

Back then, Bobby could’ve easily been mistaken by some as just another young pilot. Others, however, knew differently. As a pilot for Wien and Alaska Airlines, Bobby saw a business opportunity. He was convinced that rural Alaska would support a carrier dedicated to air cargo, all he needed was the right aircraft. This turned out be the famous C-82 Flying Boxcar, purchased at auction. 

So blessed with excellent business acumen (and the State’s first Flying Boxcar) Bobby and his co-pilot Morrie Carlson founded Northern Air Cargo. He pioneered true air cargo service in Alaska, and will always be remembered for his can-do motto: “Do what needs to be done to meet the customer’s need.” A fitting motto for one of the toughest people on Earth.
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