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Aviation power broker flies under the radar 
But $66M gift to Smithsonian raises immigrant's profile 
By Dan Reed, USA TODAY 

At a time in the late 1960s, it seemed like every college student in the USA was busy tuning in and 
dropping out. Not UCLA’s Steven Udvar-Hazy. 

He was holding down two life-guarding jobs and starting his own consulting business. Working from 
his bedroom in his parents’ modest Los Angeles home, Udvar-Hazy by graduation was advising an 
international airline on how to operate more efficiently, and brokering a million-dollar airplane deal. 

It was the start of a career that eventually would make the Hungarian immigrant one of the greatest 
successes ever in the aviation business. As CEO of International Lease Finance Corp. (ILFC), he sits 
atop a $35 billion global aircraft-leasing empire that has earned more than $2 billion since 2000, a 
period in which U. S. airlines have piled up $32 billion in losses. His company owns about 670 
commercial aircraft and manages 100 more, making ILFC’s fleet larger than any airline’s. His $2.4 
billion net worth places him at No. 89 on Forbes magazine’s list of the wealthiest Americans.

In the early 1970s, Udvar-Hazy and partners Leslie and Louis Gonda revolutionized commercial-
aircraft financing with the introduction of deals that work much like today’s garden-variety automobile 
leases. 

Airlines, especially those without deep pockets, could lease a plane for a few years, return it and 
replace it with a new model. Today’s low-cost carriers, which have driven fares down and stimulated 
record air travel, might never have gotten off the ground without the kind of financing introduced by 
ILFC. 

Yet the name is barely known outside aviation 
circles. That’s changing some, thanks to the 
Californian’s $66 million donation to the 
Smithsonian Institution. The Smithsonian’s 
massive Air and Space Museum annex at 
Washington Dulles International Airport, which 
opened in 2003, is named for him. 

"It’s hard to explain this if you’re not an 
immigrant,” Udvar-Hazy says of his gift, the 
largest from an individual in the Smithsonian’s 
159 years. “We came to this country from a 
communist-oppressed background. No 
resources. No economic wherewithal 
whatsoever. We arrived with virtually nothing 
but hope.” ]

A passion for aviation at age 7 

About Steven Ferencz Udvar-Hazy 

Home: Los Angeles. 

Age: 59. 

Born: 1946, Budapest, Hungary. 

The name: Pronounced OOD- var-AHzee, it 
means “house of the king’s court” in Hungarian. 
Goes by Steve Hazy for business. Secretary calls 
him Mr.Hazy. 

Family: Wife Christine and four children, ages 12 
to 23. 
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