
will take him to dozens of spots 
around the world: Cuzco, Peru; 
Rome; Dar es Salaam, Tanzania. 
And, if he times the weather just 
right, Antarctica.

From the air, Irving will chat 
and share pictures and videos of 
his travels with kids from around 
the world. Any child with access 
to the Internet or to the mobile 
apps Irving’s team is develop-
ing can follow along. From the 
ground, school groups and indi-
viduals can use those same apps 
and Irving’s website to help with 
things like fl ight navigation, fuel 
calculations and weather fore-
casts, competing to see who can 

be the most accurate. Students will also 
determine Irving’s itinerary on ground ex-
peditions. “For a long time, I’ve wanted to 
create an academic experience on a mass 
scale where the interaction with kids would 
be limitless,” Irving says. “This is it.”

This didn’t have to be it, though, for 
 Irving. After he became the youngest person 
to fl y solo around the globe (getting edged 
out last September by a Swiss 22-year-old 
named Carlo Schmid), Irving had job o� ers 
from commercial airlines and from celebri-
ties who wanted a famous fl ier to ferry them 
around in private jets. A career as a full-time 
pilot had been his goal ever since the day a 
  Boeing 777 pilot walked into the bookstore 
run by Irving’s parents and asked the then-
15-year-old Irving if he’d consider fl ying for 
a living. “I told him I didn’t think I was smart 
enough to be a pilot,” Irving says. “But he 
took me to see the plane he fl ew and let me 
press the buttons in the cockpit, and I was 
hooked. I realized that aviation could be a 
di� erent way out of the inner city.”

Then again, Irving already seemed well 
on his way out of the inner city. He was a 
star fullback on Northwest Miami High 
School’s powerhouse football team, which 
made it to the state championship game 
during his senior year. And Irving, who ran 
the 40-yard dash in a blistering 4.3 seconds, 

“No, no, no, no, no, no, no,”
says Barrington Irving, 
recalling the word he 
heard so many times 

when he set out six years ago, at the age of 23, 
to become the youngest person at the time   

— and the only African-American — ever to 
fly solo around the world. Pilots thought 
he lacked the fl ight experience to complete 
the trip. Aircraft manufacturers wouldn’t 
loan him a plane or parts. And numerous po-
tential fi nancial backers refused to fund the 
sky-high dreams of a Jamaica-born young 
man who grew up in inner-city Miami, be-
came a star fullback, then rejected a football 
scholarship at the University of Florida so he 
could pursue a career as a pilot.

“I just kept getting the same answer,” 
 Irving says now. “�‘No, no, no, no, no, no, no,’ 
they said. But I had an athlete’s mentality 
about it all. I knew I could do it. I wanted to 

Taking Flight
Pilot and explorer BARRINGTON IRVING is helping kids learn 
from his globe-trotting travels.

EDUCATION

By joseph guinto
PhotographY by Brian Smith

defeat everyone who said, ‘no.’ I wanted to 
win with my brain.”

He did win. In 2007, f lying a single- 
engine Cessna 400 for 97 days, Irving trav-
eled 30,000 miles, traversing sandstorms 
in Saudi Arabia, monsoons in India and ice 
storms in the North Pacifi c, none of which 
he had seen before. “Except for being born in 
Jamaica, I’d never even been out of Miami,” 
Irving says. “But aviation taught me there 
was a whole world out there.”

That’s the lesson Irving, now 29, wants to 
get into the brains of kids. Next fall, Irving 
will pilot a nine-seat jet on another around-
the-globe flight that could make him the 
youngest person and only African-American  
to fl y to all seven continents in a single trip. 
The journey is about more than another 
record: It’s about connecting thousands of 
kids to that “world out there.” Called Class-
room in the Sky, Irving’s four-month trip 
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education

had the chance to take his talents away from 
inner-city Miami to Gainesville, Fla., where 
the University of Florida offered him a full 
scholarship. Instead, Irving accepted a U.S. 
Air Force ROTC scholarship and studied 
aeronautical science at Florida Memorial 
University. “Flying a Cessna was more ex-
hilarating to me than hearing the roar of the 
crowd at a football game,” he says.

On his way to graduating magna cum 
laude from FMU, Irving got the idea to fly 
around the world. In 2005, while still in 
college, he founded Experience Aviation, a 
nonprofit based at the Opa-Locka Execu-
tive Airport, just north of Miami, that aims 
to inspire kids to pursue careers in the 
aviation industry and show them practical 
applications for all the stuff they’re taught 
in science and math classes. He hoped to 
turn the publicity from his global f light 
into money for the nonprofit, but he hadn’t 
intended on making it into a full-time job 
until he was halfway around the world on 
his record-setting flight. Out there all alone, 
he was being kept company by 300,000 kids 

who were following his flight and interacting 
with him online. “I realized then that I had 
something special,” Irving says. “I had the 
attention of young people. That’s not easy 
to get these days.”

He’s got that right — especially when 
it comes to math and science. In a recent 
ranking of 31 developed countries by the 

 Organization for Economic Cooperation and 
Development, U.S. students placed 25th in 
math and 17th in science. Just two decades 
ago, the U.S. ranked near the top in both 
subjects. Irving thinks he knows why we’re 
falling behind. “Kids are bored,” he says. “It 
isn’t that they don’t want to learn, it’s that 

the current methodology of teaching doesn’t 
appeal to their attention spans. And their at-
tention spans are getting shorter and shorter 
because technology is getting faster and 
faster, so we need different ways to teach.”

Those are the broader goals behind Ex-
perience Aviation: to change the way dif-
ficult subjects are taught to kids and to get 
kids excited about learning. Fabio Alexander 
Vasquez, one of Irving’s lead partners, says 
Irving is already accomplishing this feat. 

“Kids today can look up to celebrities or ath-
letes or maybe even politicians, but there are 
no educational heroes,” he says. “Barrington 
can be that hero. You don’t come across  
too many high-school football superstars 
who will give up scholarships and the poten-
tial to carve a path into the NFL to, instead, 
go into education. Working with Barrington, 
we can make education both more intellec-
tual and more cool.”

Consider what Irving has been doing 
since he completed his first around-the-
world f light. Through Experience Avia-
tion, he’s created Science, Technolog y, 

“For a long time, I’ve wanted  
to create an academic  

experience on a mass scale 
where the interaction with kids 

would be limitless. This is it.”
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Engineering and Math (STEM) course work 
for kids that involves children from both 
wealthy and poor parts of Miami getting 
to work on flight simulators, taking tours 
of commercial aircraft, conducting experi-
ments in meteorology and even taking the 
occasional flight with Irving.

Then there’s the 10-week Build & Soar 
program, in which kids built, with the help 
of mentors, an airplane two years ago and 
a race car last year. They installed engines 
and riveted wings onto airframes and did all 
kinds of things you might not think a kid as 
young as 8 might be able to do. “I don’t say to 
kids, ‘Hey, I want you to solve this trigonom-
etry problem or this physics problem or this 
chemistry problem,’ ” says the man kids call 
Captain Irving. “I say, ‘I want you to build 
this plane or this race car.’ They don’t believe 
that they can do those things, so you have to 
empower them to believe that they can fly a 
plane, be an astronaut, be a scientist or build 
a supercar.”

Next October, he’ll empower a lot more 
youngsters, as students and teachers will be 
able to access the flying classroom from an 
online portal containing math and science 
lessons. Initial interest from educators and 
sponsors was so great, in fact, that the trip 
was pushed in late 2012 from this October to 
fall of 2014, to increase the scale of the proj-
ect even further. Irving’s proposed path will 
include stops around the globe during which 
he’ll introduce kids to archeologists, geolo-
gists, biologists, engineers and astronauts. 
And Irving plans to partner with NASA and 
the National Geographic Society on numer-
ous expeditions out of the plane, some of 
which will be shared in real time. Irving will 
tag sharks in the Pacific Ocean. He’ll explore 
ancient history in Israel and study longevity 
of life in Japan. He’ll visit the Taj Mahal in 
India and the Great Wall of China. And the 
former fullback and fearless aviator will do 
one thing that has him a little nervous: He’ll 
climb Mount Kilimanjaro. Captain Irving, 
you see, has a fear of heights.

“Hey, I’m just a kid from Miami,” says 
 Irving, whose goal in climbing the mountain, 
in part, is to highlight pollution. “I’ve never 
climbed a mountain before, and staring off 
the edge of a cliff is different from being in 
a plane. In a plane, I know how everything 
works. And knowledge is power.” 

Joseph Guinto, who wrote about rappelling in Utah’s 
canyons for American Way in October 2011, shares Bar-
rington Irving’s fear of heights.
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III Forks
iiiforks.com
 DALLAS, TX
 972.267.1776
 PROPRIETOR: Chris Vogeli

 PALM BEACH GARDENS, FL
 561.630.3660
 PROPRIETOR: Dana Border
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Manny’s
mannyssteakhouse.com
 MINNEAPOLIS, MN
 612.339.9900
 PROPRIETORS:  Phil Roberts, Peter Mihajlov 

& Kevin Kuester
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Grill 225
grill225.com
 CHARLESTON, SC
 843.266.4222
 PROPRIETOR: Nick Palassis
 EXECUTIVE CHEF: Demetre Castanas
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Benjamin Steak House
benjaminsteakhouse.com

 NEW YORK, NY
212.297.9177

 PROPRIETOR: Benjamin Prelvukaj
 CHEF: Arturo McLeod
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McKendrick’s         
Steak House
mckendricks.com 
 ATLANTA, GA
 770.512.8888
 PROPRIETORS:  Claudia & Doug McKendrick
 GM/CHEF: Emile Blau & Tom Minchella

Malone’s
malonesrestaurant.com 
 LEXINGTON, KY
 859.335.6500
 PROPRIETORS:  Brian McCarty & Bruce Drake
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Metropolitan Grill
themetropolitangrill.com 
 SEATTLE, WA
 206.624.3287
 PROPRIETOR: Ron Cohn
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RingSide Steakhouse
RingSideSteakhouse.com
 PORTLAND, OR 
 503.223.1513
 PROPRIETORS: Jan, Scott & Craig Peterson
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Gene & Georgetti
geneandgeorgetti.com
 CHICAGO, IL
 312.527.3718
 PROPRIETORS: Tony & Marion Durpetti
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St. Elmo Steak House
stelmos.com 
 INDIANAPOLIS, IN
 317.635.0636
 PROPRIETORS: Steve Huse & Craig Huse
............................................................................

Pittsburgh Blue
pittsburghbluesteak.com 
 EDINA, MN
 952.567.2700
 PROPRIETOR: Randy Stanley
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