
CHAIRMAN OF THE 

Boardman
Lifelong experience, perseverance through challenges and good Midwestern  

values are what Rick Boardman brings to NAAA as the 2015 President
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T
here is something special about folks from 

the Midwest and the Great Plains. They are 

quintessentially American. More than any other 

part of the country they seem to incorporate those key, 

core values that have made our country great. They are 

mild-mannered, industrious, friendly and big-hearted. 

NAAA’s 2015 President, Rick

Boardman, the association’s 48th 

president, not only stems from the

epicenter of these two regions in

the state of Nebraska, but he also

exemplifies these strong characteristics.

He grew up in the aerial application

industry, has offered years of service to

its associations and through diligence

and diplomacy has successfully grown

and transitioned his family’s small

aerial application business into a

partnership with a large regional ag

retailing business.

These attributes of Rick are echoed

by some reputable industry leaders

such as 2014 NAAA President Leif

Isaacson. “Rick exemplifies what

a leader should be: honest, hard-

working, efficient, strong-willed,

strives for perfection with a sense of

humor,” says Isaacson. “He will serve

our industry well.”

A profile of Boardman shows how

he came to possess these core values,

a passion for ag aviation and a

preparedness to lead NAAA this year.

Cornhusker Roots
Rick’s family roots going back to his

paternal great grandparents stem from

the central to southeastern part of the

Cornhusker State near the Loup River.

Rick was born in 1964 in Fullerton,

Nebraska. The generations before him

all farmed around the Loup River;

however, Rick’s dad, Larry Boardman,

after serving on an aircraft carrier in

the Navy and taking the opportunity

to catapult off the ship as an aircraft

passenger, pursued flying after leaving

the service in 1962. He was a flight

instructor while also farming with

his dad, Rick’s grandfather, and then

started ag flying in 1968. He worked

as a for-hire ag pilot, as a partner in

an aerial spraying business and then

in 1980 started Boardman Aerial

Spraying in Henderson, Nebraska,

where Rick’s operation and home

remains to this day.

Little Ricky along with his younger

brother Bob and younger sister Yvonne

lived in a trailer house on the airport

where his father worked. He sprouted

up around ag aviation. In high school

he worked for his dad cleaning, loading

and flagging for Larry’s aircraft. At

15 years old he took flying lessons,

but according to Rick, “I wasn’t very

serious about it. [Then] shortly after

I graduated from high school in 1982

… it suddenly dawned on me I wasn’t

getting anywhere … and I better kick it

into gear.”

By August of that year he tripped the

switch in his head and was committed

to becoming an ag pilot. His dad got

him started in a Piper Cherokee 180.

Then, to build tail wheel time, Larry

put him in a 1946 Aeronca Defender.

By June 1984 he had his commercial

certificate and was doing ag flying in

a Piper Brave that he still owns today.

Brother Bob wasn’t far behind Rick

and began flying ag in 1987. By 1988

Larry had retired and brothers Rick

and Bob bought out their pop in 1989.

Brothers Boardman
Aerial Spraying
In those early days the two brothers

did all of the flying using Piper Braves

and an Eagle DW.1 aircraft. Then in

the early 1990s they bought a new

piston Air Tractor 401. Most of their

work was spraying to control corn

rootworm beetle and corn borer. They

averaged treating around 70,000 acres

a year. In the late ’90s and early 2000s

times were tough—one season during

this period only 16,000 acres were

treated—so in addition to farming and

doing application work locally, they

helped other operators in Minnesota,

South Dakota and Kansas. They

even diversified their business by

using ground rigs and established a

relationship with Aurora Cooperative,

the multi-state agricultural retailer

that provides commercial application

services, chemical, fertilizer and seed

supply, grain handling and other

services to area farmers. The Boardman’s

were subcontractors to Aurora for

commercial application services.

In 2006 the ag economy was turning

around as was aerial spraying for the

Boardman’s. They doubled the size of

their fleet. Bob wanted to focus less on

co-managing a business and more on

photography, his growing passion. That

winter before the 2007 season Rick

bought a turbine Thrush for Bob to

fly for the operation and bought Bob’s

share of the business.

MESSRS. PRESIDENTS Outbound NAAA

President Leif Isaacson passes the ceremonial 

gavel to incoming president Rick Boardman at 

the conclusion of the 2014 NAAA Convention.
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Tragedy and Tumult
One of the most gripping sessions 

produced in the 17-year history of the 

PAASS1 Program was the aviation 

safety curriculum titled “A Plan for 

Coping with Tragedy” presented in the 

winter of 2011–2012. Rick was filmed 

behind his desk at work relaying an 

accident that occurred at his operation 

in the early season of 2007.

Rick: In May of 2007 my brother 
was helping a guy out of town to do 
some spraying up in South Dakota 
and was caught in a thunderstorm, 
basically [long pause to collect his 
emotions]. Ya, and he didn’t make it 
back to the airport.

Rick recounted receiving the tragic 

news in disbelief. He then had the 

unenviable task of tracking down Bob’s 

wife and kids and his parents and sister 

to tell them Bob was dead. He shared 

many intimate details of how he felt 

initially after the accident, including the 

thought that it was going to happen to 

him too, as he felt Bob was the better 

1  Professional Aerial Applicators’ Support System, an 
agricultural aviation safety program produced by the 
National Agricultural Aviation Research and Educational 
Foundation

pilot. He shared how he could barely 

stand coming into his shop that first 

year. Rick explained, “My brother and I 

had worked together all of our lives. I’d 

always come into my shop and hangar 

and my brother was always there. 

[That] building got to be a very empty 

place. … I hated coming in there, but 

I knew I had to.” At that point Rick 

takes another long pause fighting back 

strong emotions and then finishes his 

thought. “You’ve got to rely on your 

friends and family to help you though 

times like those.”

Ultimately, Rick parlays the event 

into sage advice, imploring the ag 

pilot viewers to develop contingency 

plans in the event of an accident. 

Those plans could range from having 

backup mechanics and pilots in mind 

in the event of an emergency to 

being mindful of conditions that may 

lead to spontaneous, severe weather 

conditions. He also imparts that ag 

pilots should not believe they are 

invulnerable to tragedy and accidents. 

The program was one of the highest 

ranked PAASS modules ever produced 

and was viewed by more than 2,000 ag 

pilots nationwide. Rick, sharing some 

very intimate emotions and pain, not 

only garnered the industry’s respect 

and admiration for him, it very likely 

has saved ag pilots lives.

As Leif Isaacson stated about Rick, he 

is strong-willed. This is of course a key 

leadership characteristic, particularly 

when dealing with adversity, and Rick 

has lived it. Although Rick confesses 

that he probably shouldn’t have flown 

in 2007 after Bob’s death, he still 

did—87,000 acres worth. The year 

2007 across the industry is known as 

the floodgate year—a year of tumult 

LITTLE BROTHER Bob Boardman, Rick’s 

brother who passed away in 2007, is always 

present in Rick’s mind.

BLUE SKIES Challenges are to be expected, but the future looks bright for Boardman Aerial Spraying and the agricultural aviation industry, Rick Boardman believes.
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when the corn fungicide work took 

off to treat not only corn disease but 

enhance corn yield production. Acres 

were being logged like never before, 

and Rick was in the middle of the 

tumult in corn country.

In 2008, the tumult continued. Rick 

was back at diversifying his business. 

He bought Buffalo Air Service out of 

Kearney, Nebraska, 75 miles west of 

Henderson on I-80. By this time with 

the combined operations he was up 

to nine airplanes that were treating 

around 425,000 acres a year. 

Aurora Cooperative,  
Henderson, Nebraska
By 2010 a number of national and 

multi-state agricultural retailing 

companies were beginning to 

purchase aerial application operations 

throughout the Midwest. In January 

of that year Aurora’s chief operating 

officer approached Rick about 

purchasing his operations. Before the 

spring spraying season took off Aurora 

had purchased Boardman Aerial 

Spraying and Buffalo Air Service and 

two other services in Nebraska. Rick 

manages the Henderson operation 

today and continues to fly.

The makeup of the operation 

has changed since the Boardman 

brothers operated the company. 

Today Aurora Henderson operates 

two Air Tractor 502s, one Air Tractor 

602, a Thrush 550—all turbines—and 

a piston Piper Brave. There are five 

pilots including Rick, two mixing-

loading crew and four office crew 

which include Rick’s lovely bride of 

27 years, Mary, daughters Andrea, 21, 

Sam, 20, and secretary extraordinaire 

Jenny Goertzen. 

The crops in his area are corn—

including seed corn—soybeans and 

pasture. Now, instead of primarily 

controlling corn rootworm, 75 

percent of their work is a combination 

treatment of fungicide, insecticide 

and a liquid nitrogen micronutrient 

on corn and soybeans. This is applied 

during their busiest time of year which 

is July through August. The season 

starts in late March to early April 

with herbicide applications—about 

25 percent of their work—to corn 

and soybeans and ends just before 

Thanksgiving with herbicide treatment 

to pasture land to control thistle. Most 

of the fields they treat are an eighth or 

a quarter of a square mile section. 

Rick focuses solely on aerial 

application today. He no longer 

operates ground rigs or farms. Even 

though he relinquished his Part 137 

certificate to the Aurora Cooperative 

in 2010 when he sold Boardman 

Aerial Service, he does have another 

corporation, Boardman Air Service, 

which possesses a Part 137 certificate 

and owns the four turbine aircraft that 

are leased to Aurora. 

THE BRIDE OF HENDERSON Rick and Mary 

Boardman have been married for 27 years. 

TEAM BOARDMAN It’s a group effort at Rick Boardman’s Boardman Aerial Spraying near Hender-

son. Team Boardman includes, from left: secretary Jenny Goertzen, loader Brent Regier, pilot Luke 

Johnson, daughter Andrea, wife Mary, Rick and daughter Samantha.
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The Leader
Having a passion and knowledge 

of the industry one is leading is 

imperative for a leader. All of Rick’s 

life—half a century’s worth—he has 

been around agricultural aviation. For 

31 years, or 62 percent of that time, 

he has been an ag pilot. Outside of his 

family, it is his life’s true passion. Yet 

Rick was under no familial obligation 

to join the industry. “Ag flying was the 

natural course for me to go—that and 

farming—because that is what I grew 

up with,” he says. “That’s what Dad 

did, but he didn’t push us into it, we 

had to want to do it to get his help.” 

Rick’s response when asked what 

drives his passion for ag flying is that 

he feels he is a natural at it. Sure, 

when things are busy for weeks during 

the heart of the season he’s ready for 

things to slow down, but after about 

two weeks once the season has ended 

he’s ready to go again. He and Mary 

confess that Rick is like a nervous cat 

in the offseason when he’s not flying. 

His true freedom and calm comes 

when he’s behind the stick. 

“I just love ag flying, I always have. I 

get a great sense of accomplishment 

doing it. Being as efficient as I can 

be, doing a good job for the farmer, 

protecting his crop and making him 

money gives me a great feeling. It’s 

also the challenge of it. Each field is 

different. Whether it’s the shape, wires 

or towers it is a game to treat it right, 

and we all want to do the best at each 

game we play,” says Rick.

Rick’s passion for the industry has 

also resulted in his want and desire to 

give back to it. Rick has been on the 

Nebraska Aviation Trades Association 

Board for 15 years cumulatively. He’s 

served six years on the NAAA Board 

leading in key positions as Insurance 

Committee chairman and vice 

president in 2013. He also serves on 

the board of the National Agricultural 

Aviation Research and Education 

Foundation (NAAREF). In 2008-

2009 he sharpened his managerial and 

communication skills by completing 

the NAAA/Syngenta Leadership 

Training Program. 

His piloting and leadership skills 

have not gone unnoticed. In 1987 

he received the John Robert Horne 

Memorial Award which is presented to 

an ag pilot with a ceiling of five years 

of experience who has an exemplary 

safety record and/or has contributed 

to industry safety. In 2013 he was 

an NAAA Falcon Club awardee for 

his substantial contributions to the 

industry and the national association.

Leadership Style and Vision
Rick has a broad fan base of industry 

folks—from early Baby Boomers 

to Millennials—that support his 

leadership style and ability. Stan Jones, 

a veteran Nebraska operator and 

NAAA’s president in 1986 has known 

the Boardman family for well over 30 

years and has watched Rick become 

involved in both the state and national 

association. He commends him for 

his quick focus in addressing pressing 

issues. “From the beginning, Rick was 

active in the affairs of the industry. 

He is a supporter of the industry and 

the NAAA. Coming from a family of 

ag, he knows not only what is needed 

for ag aviation but for the growers 

themselves,” says Jones.

North Carolina native Mike 

Rivenbark, one of four younger pilots 

Rick has on his crew, thinks Boardman 

is focused, attentive and meticulous 

as a boss. Isaacson agrees that Rick is 

a perfectionist who will serve NAAA 

well. “Anyone who runs an operation 

as clean and efficient as his didn’t do it 

by cutting corners,” says Isaacson.

He is also a consensus builder. When 

reflecting on his managerial style, 

Boardman says, “I welcome and collect 

group feedback from my team; you 

can’t be set in your ways. The more 

OPENING REMARKS NAAA President-Elect Rick Boardman introduces his 2015 officer team at the conclusion of the 2014 NAAA Convention.
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comfortable you make people feel the

better the feedback. Ultimately, I will

make the decisions for our operation

and I’m not afraid of making decisions,

but I consider myself more of a silent

leader and like to hear a range of ideas.”

Rivenbark attests to this. “Rick has

the ability to listen to everyone and

incorporate ideas to make his operation

run as flawlessly as possible. This is a

leadership quality he will bring to the

NAAA,” he says. “His understanding

of the industry, professionalism and

relentless effort to achieve perfection

will help move the NAAA forward

during his time as president.”

When it comes to what Boardman

hopes to achieve as NAAA’s president

and for the remainder of his service

on the NAAA Board he is concerned

about controlling environmental

regulations that are becoming a tight

noose around the industry, but safety

issues are of paramount importance

to him. As Stan Jones says, “The

[Boardman] family has made many

contributions and sacrifices in service

to this industry, including the loss of

their son and brother, Bob Boardman.”

Safety issues are very personal to

Rick because they hit home. For

those who know Rick, there is a quiet

heartsickness that one might think

they occasionally glean observing him

which may be a set residual of Bob’s

passing. “There isn’t a day that goes by

that I don’t think about my brother,”

Rick said during the 2011-2012

PAASS safety module.

Rick has experienced a harrowing ag

aviation accident firsthand as well. In

August 2009 while helping friends spray

up in Minnesota he pulled up out of a

field and heard a loud pop. While 800

feet up in the air, the connecting rod

that controls the aircraft’s elevator on

the tail broke. His control stick was not

working. After a split second of sheer

terror as his nose began to point toward

terra firma he was apologizing aloud

in the cockpit to his wife, children and

parents for what he was certain was to

be his death. Suddenly, out of nowhere

he was calm. He felt Bob’s presence and

then thought hard about what needed

to be done. He used power and the

elevator trim tab to control the aircraft.

He flew the aircraft 30 miles in see-saw

motions back to the airport to attempt

a landing. The aircraft hit the runway

hard with a couple of steep bounces. The

plane was totaled but his perseverance

and calm kept him alive and uninjured

other than a bruised leg. His resolve and

the mantra he kept repeating to himself

over and over during the harrowing

flight—“Until this aircraft quits

moving, fly it no matter what happens;

even if you’re out of control, don’t quit

trying”—likely kept him alive.

RIGHT AT HOME Outside of being with his wife and daughters, Boardman’s favorite place to be is

inside the cockpit of one of his ag planes during the spray season.

WRITE ON! Boardman shared the incredible story of how he survived an emergency landing after 

the elevator control on his plane broke in Agricultural Aviation in 2010. Afterward, he heard from 

readers as far away as Alaska who thanked him for the piece.
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L
ast year, by the middle of August, we were caught 

up at home, so two of my pilots and I went to 

Minnesota to help some friends who were falling 

behind with their spraying. When I got up there, 

we sprayed one evening and then the weather got bad. We 

sat for almost three days. It was really windy and rainy. We 

just hung out at the hotel until the weather cleared. 

On August 16, we finally got out late in the afternoon. I took 

off in my Thrush 660 intent on spraying several soybean fields. 

I’ll never forget what happened next for as long as I live.

I had a bunch of little fields to do, and I was about 20 to 

25 miles east of Worthington, Minn. I was about halfway 

through the load when I got to the next field. I circled it, 

looked it over, and made my first pass on the edge. As I 

came out the end, I pulled up, starting into my turn. Shortly 

after I pulled up and turned, I heard a loud pop. I felt it too. 

At first, I didn’t really know what it was, but then I realized 

that my control stick wasn’t attached to the tail anymore.

I thought I had hit something initially, but I knew I had 

surveyed the field and there wasn’t anything there. I looked 

back at the tail just to make sure and everything was there. 

I rolled the wings level, but it just kept climbing. I started 

shoving the stick around. Shoved it forward, it didn’t do 

anything. Pulled it back, it didn’t do anything. At that point, 

I knew I was disconnected.

The plane kept climbing for about 500 feet. I probably got 

close to 800 feet as it was climbing, and as I started to lose 

airspeed it just started to nose over and head towards the 

ground. All these things were racing through my mind. At that 

By Rick Boardman
Boardman Aerial Spraying, Henderson, Neb.

Rick Boardman stands next to his Thrush 660 before the elevator 
control broke last August. His plane may have taken it on the chin, but Boardman walked away 

unscathed after slamming into the runway nose first and skidding into 

a field. “It was actually a pretty good landing considering I was running 

120, 125 miles per hour,” he said.
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point, I was trying to figure out what was going on, but I was 

so panicked that I pretty much assumed I was going to crash.

I was scared to death. The only thing I could do was 

apologize to my wife for what was about to happen. I 

apologized to my folks. My brother Bob was killed three 

years ago in a plane accident, and I was very upset that it was 

going to happen to my folks again. That bothered me more 

than anything. They couldn’t hear me, but I had to let it all 

out. There was a lot of praying, a lot of everything.

Suddenly, I went from sheer terror, panic —trying to figure 

what to do—to extremely calm. It’s almost like I had come 

to terms with what was going to happen, that it was okay 

at that point. I was a hundred percent convinced I was 

probably going to die. I just didn’t know where it was going 

to happen yet. But I got to that spot where I was praying, 

apologizing to my wife and kids, my folks. I was talking to 

my brother Bob asking him to help me do what I needed to 

do. Initially I started sweating and shaking, and then I went 

totally calm. It just happened in a split second.

As I headed towards the ground, I decided I needed to do 

something to try to get the airplane to respond. I decided 

to add a little power to see if it would lift the nose, and it 

did slowly. I was probably 300 feet from hitting the ground 

when it started to lift back up. I was heading back uphill. I 

played with the throttle for 15 or 20 seconds trying to get 

the airplane stabilized.

Two of my pilots, Dave Haddon and Kevin Hansen, were up 

there working with me, so I hollered at them on the radio. 

There was not much in the way of houses in the area I was 

  no matter what.”
Rick Boardman shares the incredible true story of how he survived an  
emergency landing after the elevator control on his ag plane broke

“Considering I totaled it, the airplane structurally handled it very well,” Boardman said. “I was amazed at how stable it really was, given I had lost such 
a major component to the aircraft.” Boardman’s Thrush 660 is shown here after he circled back to Worthington Municipal Airport in Worthington, Minn.
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Rick doesn’t want others to undergo 

the loss and near miss he and his 

family have gone through, hence his 

commitment to safety. Because of 

this he shared his emotional loss for 

all to see in the PAASS Program. He 

also wrote about his 2009 accident in 

seizing detail in the May/June 2010 

issue of Agricultural Aviation. It’s 

also why he serves on the NAAREF 

Board, why he has equipped all his 

aircraft with AmSafe seat belt airbags 

and why he is very interested in how 

the FAA regulates unmanned aerial 

vehicles (UAVs) into the airspace. This 

is one of the things he wants to focus 

on during his presidency. 

When speaking about UAVs Rick 

says, “We don’t want to wait until 

it takes a fatality to get the FAA or 

responsible parties to take action on 

issues like UAVs, like it has in the 

case of unmarked MET towers. It 

doesn’t serve either party well waiting 

for an accident and a wrongful death 

suit. I want to get stuff done now. If 

that’s what my customer wants [UAV 

services] he should have it, there just 

needs to be safety precautions.” He 

is favorable to NAAA’s position of 

requiring that UAVs be outfitted with 

strobes and ADS-B Out identification 

systems amongst other precautions 

and is looking into equipping his own 

manned aircraft fleet with ADS-B 

In technology to track nearby UAVs 

fitted with the technology. 

Rick is also concerned with identifying 

why fatal accident numbers are so 

much higher in our industry this year 

in proportion to total accidents. Over 

the two previous years (2012 and 

2013) fatal accidents were 6.8 percent 

of total accidents; in 2014 they were 

18.33 percent of total accidents. Rick 

wants to analyze this thoroughly 

and see what more can be done to 

control if not eliminate this number. 

He also wants to focus on reducing 

the overall accident rate. The paradox 

is that in 2014 the industry had 61 

accidents, one off of the record low of 

60 in 2006, but Rick doesn’t want to 

rest on our laurels. “Are our accidents 

down this year because our hours are 

down? 2014 was a slower year overall 

due to lower commodity prices. These 

are questions we need to understand 

thoroughly and address,” he remarks.

Safety is also a concern for Rick 

when it comes to younger pilots. 

He has three millennial pilots (born 

after 1980) working for him and he 

realizes that many younger ag pilots 

will be entering the industry as the 

Baby Boomer pilot population begins 

to retire before long. The average age 

of an ag pilot today is approximately 

55, according to a 2012 NAAA 

industry survey. “It’s important for 

us as operators, and as developers of 

industry safety programs to prepare 

these younger ag pilots to develop 

safe, professional habits; to allow 

them to make a safe transition 

to turbines and to help them to 

ultimately transition to becoming 

operators. This is a bigger challenge 

today than when we were entering 

the business because of the much 

larger equipment costs of operating 

an ag aviation business today. This is 

an area I’d like to focus on during my 

term and beyond,” says Rick.

But just as Rick believes it will be a 

challenge imparting safe, professional 

and efficient habits to the industry’s 

new blood, he is optimistic about 

the younger generation of ag 

pilots and the industry’s future. He 

shares the belief of the famous 19th 

Century British preacher Charles H. 

Spurgeon that “every generation needs 

regeneration.” Rick’s perspective: “I 

like seeing the young guys coming in. 

The new pilots I come into contact 

with are smart and passionate about 

the industry. I’ve received a lot of 

good input from my young guys. They 

know about the new technology and 

they aren’t afraid to use it, whether it’s 

computers, GPS systems, new gauges, 

etc.—they understand it way better 

than I ever did and they push the 

envelope to incorporate it within our 

operation to build efficiencies.”

It is technology, the young and open-

minded generations of ag pilots and 

the importance of aerial application 

that makes Rick optimistic about what 

tomorrow brings. “We keep getting 

good yields for our farmers that use us 

and the fungicides and other products 

that are being developed. This was 

particularly important this year and will 

be over the next few as we’ve seen a 

drop in commodity prices. Our services 

are offering a 10 to 20 percent increase 

in yields, which helps make up for that 

price drop. It’s up to us to educate our 

customers about this aerial advantage.”

Rick is building a new house on 

property adjacent to the Aurora 

Henderson operation. He’s also built 

a new hangar there. The Boardman’s 

had a local artist paint a mural on 

the second floor wall of the hangar. 

The painting is a timeline of the 

Boardman operation—from its 

humble beginnings to its current 

turbine fleet. The painting shows 

Rick’s family, Bob’s guardian angel 

spirit looking down from the heavens, 

Rick’s near disastrous Minnesota 

accident and his new chapter of life 

at Aurora. The painting represents 

Rick’s evolution, Rick’s passion, Rick’s 

experience. It’s an experience this 

industry is fortunate to have this year 

in its association president. 

For more information on Rick 
Boardman’s operation, see the September/
October 2014 issue of Agricultural 

Aviation, pages 11–21. 
 
For more information on Rick 
Boardman’s mechanical failure accident 
in 2009, see the May/June 2010 issue of 
Agricultural Aviation, pages 32–35.
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