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Cessna Airplanes
in the 21% Century

By Dennis Wolter

An interior renovation project can be a great chance to see
what'’s really underneath all that old avocado-green uphol-
stery. Whether you hire it out, do it yourself, or choose a
combination of the two, you need to be informed every step
of the way. Industrial designer and airplane interior expert
Dennis Wolter is here with a series of articles to help you.

WH AT a difference 50 years

can make. During my
college days back in the late 1960s, I had
a job where I would occasionally be sent
to ferry a new Cessna from the distribu-
tor back to Lunken Field (KLUK, now
Cincinnati Municipal) for delivery to its
new owner. To this day, I can remember
the look, feel and smell of a new, ferry-
time-only airplane.

Very few of us have the opportunity to
own a brand-new airplane, but there are
obviously many older airplanes out there
in need of upgrades that can in many
ways elevate them to exceed the design,
comfort, performance and safety of a
new airplane.

After graduating from the University
of Cincinnati as a newly-minted indus-
trial designer, I tried two “real” jobs
before deciding to pursue my true pas-
sion of renovating airplanes. The key
word here is passion; I believe it is the
glue that holds the General Aviation
community together.

Folks who own, fly and maintain these
wonderful machines do it primarily out
of love of flying. I am committed to help-
ing save these irreplaceable machines. In
coming months, [ will submit a series of
articles that will cover in detail the work
required to truly renovate an entire cabin,
from the firewall to the aft bulkhead.

I plan to walk readers through each
step in the process, with photos show-
ing all of the tricks we’ve learned over
the past 44 years—including the tools
and supplies required—to thoroughly
execute the job.
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Common issues in aging aircraft

I often mention in seminars that the
time has come in this world of General
Aviation to either save these airplanes
for future generations of pilots, or let
them slowly deteriorate and end up in
a salvage yard, where their corroded
airframes will be picked clean of usable
parts to support the dwindling number of
still-airworthy airframes.

Some readers may feel that this is an
overly pessimistic comment, but in my
business, I see far too many airplanes that
are deteriorating before our eyes. Various
aging-airplane problems seem to apply to
all makes and models of older airplanes,
no matter the value of the airframe. High-
dollar 310s are as susceptible as 150s.

Installing a new interior in a Cessna
presents a great opportunity to really see
into every nook and cranny of the cabin
area with all interior components and
insulation removed.

About 15 years ago, I realized we were
dealing with an increasing number of
non-upholstery issues, such as corrosion
(Photo 01, Page 67); questionable wiring
(Photo 02, Page 67), degraded static and
fuel lines (Photo 03, Page 67), leaking
windows, and so on.

These problems were becoming almost
commonplace in the majority of airplanes
going through our shop, so I decided to
make it standard practice to invest the
time necessary to repair all of the techni-
cal issues we discovered.

To address corrosion, we started
with antiseptically cleaning all floors,
bulkheads and cabin skins, followed by

a thorough application of corrosion-
controlling zinc chromate. (The corrosion
mitigation process will be covered in-
depth in a future article. —Ed.)

Corrosion isn’t the only aging air-
plane issue that must be addressed,
however. We often encounter other
problems such as neglected or poorly-
executed maintenance and carelessly-
installed upgrades.

Addressing problems takes time

This total approach to renovation
has made a very pronounced change in
both the time required as well as the cost
involved in fully renovating the interior
of a 40-plus-year-old Cessna. When Air
Mod first opened its doors in 1973, the
scope of work required to renovate an
aircraft interior was much less than the
task we face today.

I remember one of the first interiors
we did in an early-1960s Cessna 205.
Working 12-hour days, a part-time
assistant and I completed the job in two
weeks. This turnaround time was possi-
ble for a number of reasons.

First and foremost was the fact that
the airplane was only 10 years old at
the time, and it certainly did not present
many of the issues we would see today in
the same, now 55-year-old airplane.

A second factor was that, at the time,
our customers typically did not add items
beyond what we included in a full inte-
rior renovation. Today, an extensive list
of upgrade items can bring airplanes up
to 21st century standards.

These optional upgrades include
safety-enhancing four-point inertia reel
shoulder harnesses; more efficient, qui-
eter ventilation systems; LED lighting;
super soundproofing; thicker glass; fully-
articulating seats; composite side panels
with recessed armrests (see Photo 04,
Page 68); and custom instrument panels
with exotic wood trim, to mention a few.

A third issue adding to today’s longer
downtimes involves avionics installations and
maintenance. QOur company partners with
two companies located at Clermont County
Airport (169), and coordinating these pro-
jects while the interior is being renovated
makes it convenient for a customer.

But the bottom line is this: the 205
interior that took two weeks to complete
in 1974 has become an eight- to 10-week
project in 2018.

Proper intervention is key

Here’s the good news. For most of
the airplanes in the fleet, the level of
degradation is at a point where it can be












