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F or Alaris Aviation owner Kara Swensen, it was a 
babysitting job that began her journey into avia-
tion. “My first major responsibility came at age 14 
as a babysitter. I developed a unique friendship 

with the children’s father, a USN F/A-18 pilot, who recog-
nized a spark in me unique to those who choose to defy 
gravity,” she remembers. “Finally, I felt somewhat nor-
mal.” He became Swensen’s first aviation mentor. 

With strong influence from this mentor Swensen entered 
Arizona State University’s Aeronautical Technology pro-
gram, and earned her degree there. “I use that every day in 
my aircraft sales business,” she says. But aircraft sales was 
not her first aviation career choice. She earned an F-15 slot 
with the Oregon National Guard, but several tragedies right 
on top of one another sent her reeling.

“Loss is never an easy thing to deal with, and you don’t 
know how you are going to react when you get the phone 
call that you’ve lost somebody in a plane crash,” Swensen 
explains. “When my aunt was killed, I just went numb. I 
lost my passion for flying—lost a part of my soul. And since 
then, I lost the person I thought was the love of my life in 
another airplane...but he continues to bless me and guide 
me. He helped me open my heart and point it in the right 
direction, embracing my grief and turning it to healing...
enabling me to embrace the passion of my life and what 
drives me to succeed. I’ll always be grateful,” she says.

Swensen went out into the “ordinary” or “non-aviation” 
world, which for her, was like walking around in a black 
and white film. “I was feeling like I had hit another dead 
end, and quit my job in Scottsdale, Arizona. That was the 
day I called my parents and said I think I want to sell air-
planes,” she recalls. “I know pilots in the valley, I told 
them. I asked for $2,000 to buy a computer.”

Her parents balked. She chuckles, remembering. “They 
pretty much told me to get a job with a 401K.” It was Sep-
tember 2001, just after 9/11. She was 26 years old and re-
spected their opinion. But Swensen believed in herself.

“With all my soul...I knew I could do this,” she says. 
A computer store nearby offered her a credit card with a 
$2,000 credit line and a 90-day same-as-cash bargain on a 
machine. She maxed out that credit card with the comput-
er purchase, got a job waiting tables at night at a local res-
taurant, and paid off the bill in 89 days.

Her business, Alaris Aviation, was a unique kind of air-
craft sales, using the internet as its primary tool. Alaris was 
the first aircraft brokerage firm to upload logbooks to their 
web site enabling people to learn the maintenance of an air-
craft before they commit to travel and see it. “My clients have 
the money, but not the time to go traveling to look at aircraft 
that interest them. My web site enables people to make deci-
sions on where to spend their time and ultimately, on which 
aircraft to spend their money. I have professional partner-
ships based on integrity that enable buyers and sellers to 
seek financing, insurance and tax advice,” she explains.

In 2001 it was not long before Alaris Aviation had cus-
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tomers. “The first airplane I 
sold was a Cessna 206, and 
the buyer owned a C182, and 
that was my second listing. 
And my first sales’ son creat-
ed my first web site,” she re-
calls. The pieces started plac-
ing themselves perfectly, and 
it wasn’t long before Alaris 
Aviation had a strong repu-
tation in the industry. “Our 
business is based on refer-
rals, and of course, our repu-
tation,” she explains. A typi-
cal day sees Swensen up at 
6:00 a.m., taking her two yellow labs for a walk in the park 
and by 8:00 a.m. Arizona time she may be closing a deal with 
an owner or buyer on the east coast of the U.S.

“Now I’ll do deals where I’ve never seen the aircraft in per-
son and never met the buyer or the seller,” she says. “It is 
great when one day someone walks up to me and starts talk-
ing and I’ll remember their name and small detail of the sale 
and they’ll say, ‘I can’t believe you remember that!’”

As the business grew, Swensen hired trusted friend  
Brian Mackin in 2005. “Of course, I choose my teammates 
like I choose my friends. Luckily, the toughest lessons I have 
learned have been personal and not professional,” she says. 
“My teammates know that I have their back. We have incred-
ible fun living the life we have created. If you have the moti-
vated energy within your soul, people will aspire to be your 
friend, both personally and professionally.”

Recently Alaris was chosen by AMPT Associates and FLY-
ING magazine to represent them as the exclusive broker for 
the Parade of Pistons, a series of regional aircraft expos that 
bring major aircraft manufacturers and key dealers togeth-
er in a single location so that prospective 
owners can compare, contrast and demo 
America’s most popular piston aircraft. 
Parade of Pistons events include a repre-
sentative sample of aircraft ranging from 
the exciting new light sport aircraft class 
to high-performance twins.

Swensen’s positive energy and success 
in sales have catapulted her to some fan-
tastic opportunities to return goodwill 
to the aviation community. At Women in 
Aviation, International Conferences and 
during the EAA AirVenture Fly-In you 
can usually find Swensen mentoring at 
Women Soar or shuttling around Wom-
en Airforce Service Pilots (WASP).

And her advice for others interested in 
becoming aviation entrepreneurs? “Al-
ways take care of your credit. I never re-
alized how important that can be. And 
you have to establish credit, too—don’t 

pay cash for everything be-
cause that doesn’t build up 
your score. Be ready to work 
… I waited tables while I was 
building the business,” she 
smiles. “And then, remember 
that those who love you the 
most may be trying to protect 
you. If you believe in your 
heart and your soul that you 
can do it, trust yourself and 
take that risk. Then, strive to 
be the absolute best you can 
be in your business.”

Most of all, though, she 
coaches, take the time to get to know the people who are go-
ing to work with you in your business. “I have the joy of not 
having to discuss “positions” or “titles” in my company. Those 
who are on my payroll do not work for me, but with me. They 
are my teammates and the ones I cross the finish line with on 
every transaction. I certainly do not want to celebrate a clos-
ing by myself! My personal achievement is measured by lead-
ing them to their own personal success,” she says.

Despite the fact that her parents refused to loan her the 
$2,000 she needed to start up Alaris Aviation, Swensen says 
their relationship is strong. “My parents have written me let-
ters, over the years, telling me how proud they are. It would 
have been too easy if they had just given me the money. May-
be I would not have worked so hard, and pushed and made 
that first sale. I’m glad it went the way it did,” she says confi-
dently. “The company has sold more than 400 aircraft. I get to 
go to all the shows, and meet the most interesting people. And 
now people want me to help them! I had a vision, a drive, and 
positive energy that I put to work. The result: I love my job!”

It doesn’t get any better than that.� ✈
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Being a small 
business owner, 
I have the joy 
of not having 
to discuss 
“positions” or 
“titles” in my 
company. 
Those who 
are on my 
payroll do not 
work for me, 
but with me. 
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