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The MU-2

When An Airplane Is Also A Symbol

Support For The MU-2 Is An Unwavering Objective

M. C. Neuda

Just as every person has a unique tale to tell, every airplane manufactured has a
story of its own. This is the story of the Mitsubishi MU-2: a symbol of design
excellence, unusually long life, and exceptional manufacturer commitment.

he Mitsubishi MLU-2

comes out of arich his-

tory that began with the

founding of Mitsubishi

itsell as a shipping
company in Japan in the early 1870s,
In 1908, Mitsubishi Heavy Indus-
tries (MHI) built Japan's first large-
turbine passenger steamship. This
early background in turbine power
became extended into its aircraft de-
sign applications. Mitsubishi also
was no newcomer to the airframe
business when it started exploring
the potential market for executive
aircraft in the 1950s. (See Sidebar,
Page 53: Reactivating the Company.)

The MU-2 Design Concept

By the end of the 1950s,
Mitsubishi had begun design work
on an executive aircraft culminat-
ing in the MU-2A. Its first Might
was made in September of 1963,
powered by Turbomeca Astazou
llk engines. The wing was one
piece. employing full-span. double-
slotted flaps, with spoilers instead of
ailerons for lateral contral, Becaunse
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of the large flaps and the airplane’s
compact size, the engines needed
to be hung below the high wing on
pylons,

The aircraft was visionary, con-
ceived from the start as a turboprop,
and destined for the United States as
the number one market. As such, it
was designed to meet U.S. Federal
Aviation Agency requirements, un-
der CAR 3. Mitsubishi went on the
hunt for an American partner who:

* Would not have a competitor
to the MU-2 in its line;

* Would be interested in adding
such a type airplane to its sales line;
and,

* Would be a company with a
good growth pautern.

Mooney Aircraft. Inc. in Kerrville.
Texas, had made a name for itself with
aline of single-engine aircraft designed
for both business and personal use,
Around 1963, Mitsubishi made over-
tures o Mooney for a joint venture,
with MHI shouldering the develop-
ment. engineering and test costs of its
new aircraft and Mooney assembling,

selling, and servicing the airplane in
the United States, Canada. and Mexico.
To seal the agreement, Mitsubishi
agreed for Mooney 1o act as its pur-
chasing agemt here for the American-
made equipment and parts that would
be installed in all production airplanes.
Mitsubishi also agreed that the MU-2
would be marketed under Mooney’s
name. A third concession was that the
airplane be fitted with AiResearch
{Garrett) TPE-331 turboprop engines.
so the companies would not be depen-
dent on overseas supplies for their
powerplants. The agreement was con-
cluded on June 1, 1964

Toaccommodate the AiResearch
engines, the airframe needed 1o be
modified. This included the rede-
sign of the engine nacelles and the
extension of wing span and spoilers.
among other changes.,

The Mooney MU-2B was intro-
duced on tour in 1965. It was a
seven-place, pressurized aircraft,
with a maximum gross weight of
#700 pounds and 284 usable gallons
of fuel providing a 1200-mile range



with a 30-minute reserve. lis basic
cost was S260,000,

Mooney's main competitors for
the turboprop market were Beech
and Aero Commander. Its speed of
315 mph at 10,000 feet made it faster
than they were, but it was less quiet
and somewhat smaller in exterior
dimensions, although the cabin inte-
rior volume was roughly the same,
But most important from the mar-
keting standpoint, it was foreign-
built - not a selling point at the time.
What some potential buyers failed to
realize was the extent of the Ameri-
can-made parts. In addition to the
engines, the propellers, wheels, tires,
brakes, air-conditioning and cabin
pressurization systems, and a vari-
ety of instruments and avionics gear
were all manufactured in the United
States,

Still, it was an optimistic time,
and Mooney fully expected to sell
900 of the MU-2 series over the next
decade.

The Vagaries of the Marker

In 1966, a bear market and a tight
credit situation began to cause major
problems for Mooney. which it could
not resolve. In 1969, it declared
bankruptcy. American Electronic
Laboratories, Inc. bought it out.
Under the terms of the settlement,
Mitsubishi Heavy Industries ac-
quired the San Angelo factory and
27 acres of land there. Mooney was
to continue assembling the MU-2s at
the factory.

By 1970, the industry as a whole
was bautling a sliding economy, cor-
porate aircralt sales were down by
33%. and MHI decided to take pro-
duction of the MU-2 under its own
wing. Itestablished Mitsubishi Air-

craft International (MAT) with head-
quarters in Texas, and although sales
declined from 47 in 1969 10 41 in
1970, MAI succeeded in increasing
its market share from 19% to 25%.
William Stinson, then Marketing
Director, publicly stated that the par-
ent company was fully committed,
financially and otherwise, to the
program’s success.

This proved true in the ensuing
vears, when the effects of the slow-
ing economy were compounded by
the energy crisis of the 1970s and the
fast-increasing labor and material
costs.  As the decade lengthened.
however, production rates and sales
increased, culminating in a boom in
the late 1970s.

What was good for the industry
was good for MAL It began 1o
concentrate on the market’s high-
end. producing the higher-perfor-
mance Marquise and Solitaire, In
1978, MAI phased out production of
the MU-2N and MU-2P, the last of
the original series. In 1979, it intro-
duced the Mitsubishi MU-300 Dia-
mond 1, a twin-turbofan-powered
airplane. George Scragg, MAI's Vice
President of Marketing, could note
in that year that brand loyalty for
Mitsubishi aircraft was high, with
nine out of ten new aircraft bought
by previous Mitsubishi owners.

Manufacturers were optimistic
that economic good times would
continue into the 1980s, But, as for
Mooney a decade earlier, murket
forces gathered to deliver a resound-
ing wallop to the entire industry’s
hopes and plans.

Keeping the Flame Burning

Starting in the early 1980s, the
industry began a long, long slide

caused by factors here and abroad.
In 1985, MAI decided 1o sell the
Diamond program 1o Beech. which
took over assembling the jet at jrs
Wichita, Kansas, headquarters,
promptly renaming it the Beechjet.
Beech agreed, as part of the deal, 1o
provide support 1o the Diamond and
the MU-2 series.

In April 1986, MAI closed the
San Angelo factory doors. Dissolu-
tion of MAI was filed in 1987, and
Raytheon Aircraft Corporation was
designated the official provider of
MU-2 product support.

In that same year, Tom Berscheidt.,
the former MAI Director of Product
Support, founded Executive Enter-
prises to provide aviation counseling,
a major client being MHI in its con-
tract with Raytheon. Ten years later.
Berscheidt joined with three other
former MAL employees and the com-
pany name was changed 10 Turbine
Aircraft Services (TAS).

In 1998, MHI took back the re-
sponsibility for MU-2 product sup-
port from Raytheon and created an
Aircraft Product Support Division
with headquarters in Dallas, Texas,
headed up by Noel Takayama.

The Aircraft Product Support
Division Today

Takayama is Genernl Manager of
the division. with two groups report-
ing to him: technical support and
customer support.  Technical sup-
port programs include air safety,
FAA coordination, type cenificate
maintenance, NTSB coordination,
and technical field service.

Customer support is handled by
TAS under a long-term contract. Its

Continued an Page 12
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The MU-2 - Continuad frarm Page 11

program responsibilities include
parts and publications distribution,
service center network development
and liaison, programs coordination,
customer and vendor relations, and
general management service, TAS
officesare in Dallas and San Angelo,

Mitsubishi's commitment to
product support for the MU-2 has
been an unwavering objective, One
could justifiably say that the
company’s arrangement with
Raytheon, aided by the entrepre-
neurial skills and technical know-
how of its Tormer employees resid-
ing at TAS, has, in fact, provided
unbroken support to the MU-2
from the time it was originally
conceived — a remarkable testa-
ment to the vision and commit-
ment of a company to a greal

product. one more long-lived than
perhaps anticipated,

This commitment is reflected not
only in attention to product support
(one MU-2 owner imerviewed for
this article called back to stress its
excellence. including parts availabil-
ity) but in its support of cusiomer
training and safety — witness the new
SimCom simulator which was built
for the MU-2 in Orlando, Florida.

Manufacturer commitment is cer-
tainly an important factor in inspir-
ing ardent brand lovalty, Bul what
about the airplane itsell”? What at-
tributes and selling points cause its
ownerfoperators to prize itso highly?

Design, Benefits, Long Life, Cost.

Paul Poulicakos, a pilot for Keller
Companies, describes the virtues of

the MU-2 from the design stand-
point:

* The ML-2"s power-weight ra-
tio is higher than in comparuble air-
craft, making for better handling.

* The wing area, percentage-
wise, is smaller, which makes the
girplune more aerodynamic and.
therefore, faster. 1In fact, he says,
“It's the Fastest aircrall of its size in
the world,” adding. “and very fuel-
efficient.”

Ike Eichstadt of Pamida Incorpo-
rated has a Marquise. purchased in
1984, the company’s third MU-2.
Eichstadt describes the aircraft from
the standpoint of its benefits:

ot gets in and owt of shorter
runways with more payloads and at
higher elevations,

o It"s faster and has a largercabin
si#e than comparahle aireraft.

* It's well-built, “like a tank™.

H1
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* It ¢can fly through rougher
weather more smoothly,

* It has narrow landing gear and
high propeller clearance: “That's
really comforting when you fly into
smaller airports that have snow ridges
and drifts,”

o It can also fit nicely into air-
ports where the ramp size is small,
because of its shorter wing span and
length, but without compromised
cabin size.

As fTor the MU-2"s remarkably
long life, Rick Wheldon, Vice
President of Flight Operations for
TAS, attributes it to the airplane’s
structural integrity, saying, “There
are MU-2s out there flying for 18 -
20,000 howrs.” Poulicakos con-
curs. He says his boss™s MU-2 has
22,000 hours on it, this in New
Hampshire. “where the weather is
terrible.”

And, as far as the cost is con-
cerned, Wheldon says, “A plane of
comparable size goes slower al
maybe twice the cost.”

How Does It Fiv?

Powerful arguments all for run-

ning right out and buying an MU-2 of

your own. And vet, the MU-2 has
been bad-mouthed. Words like
“tricky to fly” and “accidents™ come
. usually in the same breath—words
that cause owners of the aircraft (o
bristle. According 1o Eichstadt, these
things are “said by people who don't
know anything about airplanes, It'sa
high-performance plane but very doc-
ile, very forgiving.” (See Sidebar
Page 53: The Initial Pilot Report.)
Foranon-owner, what does this mean
exactly? Simply, that the aircraft has
its particular raits. according to three
people who should know,

Tom Berscheidt, President of
TAS. “lIt incorporates an advanced
design: it flies more like a jet. The
hundling is different.” Headds, “It's
avery safe, reliable aircraft, but, like
any other high performance aircraft.
it needs 1o be flown by a qualified
pilot,”

Poulicakos: "It's not difficult o
fly once you understand its special
characteristics. It"s like asports car,”
Wheldon: 1t feels like a bigger air-
plane, but it"s very predictable once
you’'ve been trained on it and know
exactly the feel of it.” And. finally,
Noel Takayama: “You will get 100%
performance from this aircraft il you
fly it according to its guidelines.”

All of this indicates the great im-
portance of solid training on the air-
plane. As Wheldon says. “You have

Continued on Page 52
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Tha MU-2 - Continued from Page 13

1o be serious about the training and approach training
and maintenance as you would with any other high
performance mircraft. You can’t cut corners and think
because you ve bought an airplane that doesn’t cost so
much. you can cut out the training as well and save
money. A step up in performance means vou have o

step up in professionalism,”

This makes sense, but for someone who might be
considering a purchase, the best testimony is probably
Franklin Graham’s, whose initial view of the aircrafi
was decidedly negative.

What Changed His Mind?

Graham has two MU-2s, which. as head of a Chris-
tian relief orgamization called Samaritan’s Purse, he
flies into and out of all sorts of places. including really
bad airstrips in remote African bush country. Of the
MU-2, he says. “It’s my favorite airplane to ly.”

It wasn't always. Graham never liked the plane 1o
begin with: he thought it was ugly. But he was experi-

encing maintenance problems with the aircraft he had at
the time. and all the other aireraft he looked a as
possible replacements didn’t have the right combina-
tion of features for his needs. A friend sicered him
toward the MU-2, and one feature that stood out imme-
diately was the shon-field capability at high altitude.
He went to FlightSafety for ground school, liked wha
he saw. and enlisted Noel Springer’s aid in doing a pre
purchase inspection. Stll: “After | bought it, I thought
I had made a mistake.” He took a recurrency class and
flew 30 hours with Springer. at which point the laner
got out, said, “You can My it on your own now,” and
waved goodhye. Graham gulped.

He admits he was afraid of the airplane. It was
fuster and much more powerful than other aircraft he
had flown, and it didn’t fly the same way. He says il
took 150 hours Tor him to begin to get comfortable
with it. But it had exactly what he needed. He tells
of flying into an airstrip in the Sudan that was
covered with ruts and being able o land in less than
1000 feet. As for weather, the plane went through it
“like a brick.” He now has 4,000 hours on the
aircraft. When asked what the best part of the aircrafi
was for him, he answered without hesitation, “It's
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fun! Every time I getinit, I grin,” Try toimagine the
glee in his voice, as he speaks of landing the airplane,
“You come screaming in, and you stop so quick.”

Staving Power

Quite obviously, the MU-2 is not forthe casual flyer,
I°s for those who appreciate its advanced design, vears
ahead of its time when it was first introduced. 105 for
those who are committed to putting in the time and
elfort to learn how to fly it right. It's Tor those who
appreciate customer support that has been in place from
the beginning and has lasted, through good times and
bad. for twemy-five yvears after production ended.

Things that have quality last, and guality attracts
supporters.  Which is why the MU-2, this trim little
aircrafl with a profile no one can mistake, that’s built
like a tank, flies like a jet, and inspires the kind of brand
loyalty every manufacturer longs for, is still here and
flving high.

Reactivating
The Company

Interestingly, it was the Korean conflict which
revived Japan's airerafl industry after World
War 1L In 1952, the United States signed a peace
treaty with Japan. and then called upon tha
couniry for overhaul suppont for its aircraft en-
gaged in the Korean War. The need for such
facilities. and the realization that troops drianed
from Japan for the Korean conflict. left the
former country under-defended (with both the
Soviet Union and China as hostile neighbors)
caused the ULS. wo actively encourage the revival
of Japan’s aviation industry,

In 1956, Mitsubishi was the prime contractor
when Japan signed a license agreement with
North American Rockwell w build 300 F-86F
Sabrejet fighters for Japan's Air Self-Defense
Force. In 1962, the company was again prime
contractor in a licensed-production agreement
for the Lockheed F-104 Mach 2 fighter. Fulfill-
ing this contract essentially closed the techno-
logicul gap in airplane manufacturing between
Japan and the United States.

The Initial
Pilot Report

Interestingly, the comments here and below
echo those made almost 40 years ago in the
November 25, 19635, issue of Aviation Week &
Space Technology. David Brown, the author of
that issue’s “Aviation Week Pilot Report.” had
this to say: “The MU-2 is much more of a hot-
rod aircraft than other wrboprops of compa-
rable size. but once its peculiar light character-
istics are understood, it is not a difficult air-
plane to fly.” And he continued, “For an
airplane with such high-performance charac-
teristics, and with such a relatively high wing
loading, the MU-2B has docile approach and
lunding flight characteristics.”
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