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Making a good product better is a con-
cept as old as capitalistic ingenuity
itself. In aviation, OEMs release im-
proved versions of their best airplanes
and power plants, each perhaps a bit
faster or more versatile than its pre-
decessor. Not everyone can afford the
latest edition of a machine, nor does
everyone want it. Some operators get
as comfy with an airplane they’ve bro-
ken in after years of use as they might
with a favorite jacket or pair of running
shoes. But most wish their airplane
could deliver better performance at
some point. That’s where modification
companies stand ready to make that
good airplane even better.

Consider recent production fig-
ures from Textron’s Beechcraft unit
that show the company has delivered
nearly 7,500 copies of the rugged King
Air turboprop since it was introduced
more than 50 years ago. Any mod
house would consider a universe with
those numbers enough reason to be-
gin engineering efforts, but sometimes
real success demands more.

Dave Coleman credits a portion
of the King Air’s triumph as a mod
platform to the original link between
Beechcraft and the U.S. military. Cole-
man works in aircraft sales and acqui-
sitions at Duncan Aviation and has

been around King Airs for decades. He
points to the King Air’s predecessor,
the Queen Air, as the place where the
market really developed. “The mili-
tary wanted the Queen Air built in the
1960s to be modifiable right from the
start,” he says. While the Queen Air of-
fered an enormous cabin for its day, it
wasn’t pressurized, a fact that became
even more problematic once people
began hanging Pratt & Whitney Cana-
da PT6 turboprops on them. Thus was
born the first pressurized King Air 90,
in 1964.

King Air upgrade options today run
from new engines and propellers to
airframe enhancements and a host of
advanced avionics for the cockpit. Toss
in a new paint job and possibly an in-
terior update and the result is an older
airframe capable of delivering perfor-
mance that closes in on that of a new
airplane, all for a considerably lower
investment.

Edwin Black, Blackhawk Modifica-
tion’s senior vice president of sales
and marketing, says owners of King
Air 300s he meets often struggle with
whether to “keep the airplane’s com-
fortable cabin and good short-field per-
formance or trade up to a jet.” Black-
hawk’s XP67A engine STC for the King
Air 350 should be complete by the time
you read this story. Work began in July
2016. Among its benefits, the Black-
hawk re-engined King Air will race to
FL 350 in just 18 minutes versus the 45
minutes it takes a stock aircraft. At that
altitude, the 13,000-pound Blackhawk
King Air will scoot along fully 50 knots
faster than a new factory airplane.

Blending airframe numbers such
as 2,980 model 90s, 400 model 100s,
2,580 model 200/250s and 1,400 mod-
el 300/350s with a structure just beg-
ging for improvement proved to be the
honey that attracted bees such as Jim
Raisbeck, one of the industry’s first
modification giants. Raisbeck earned
his modification stripes rethinking
Learjets and North American Sabrelin-
er 65s, as well as building hush kits for
the Boeing 727. Raisbeck and his team

delivered their first King Air 200 mod,
a set of enclosed landing gear doors, in
July 1982. The rest is Raisbeck history,
with King Air updates such as wing
lockers, the Mark VI performance-
improvement system and today’s Epic
platinum performance mod that offers
near magical improvements to a King
Air 250, for example.

Raisbeck can add a pair of swept-
blade props, or a ram air recovery sys-
tem, enhanced-performance leading
edges, dual aft body strakes or high flo-
tation gear doors on the King Air 250
and other models, as well as increase
the airplane’s operating weights. Rais-
beck claims its modifications can be
found on more than 4,000 King Air
airframes today. Some of Raisbeck’s
improvements proved so unique that
Beech began offering them as stan-
dard equipment on new King Airs.
Dave Coleman suggests comparing a
40-year-old King Air 200 with an Epic
gold package to a much newer 200GT.
“The Epic King Air will perform better
on paper than the 200GT,” he says.

Then there are engine mods, such
as Blackhawk Modifications’ upgrades
to the Pratt & Whitney Canada PT6A-
42 engines that were standard on the
King Air B200 series. Sign up for the
XP61 upgrade and Blackhawk will
replace the original engines with a
pair of PT6A-52s for impressive ben-
efits. Maximum cruise speed on a stock
B200 is about 266 ktas, but pilots fly-
ing a Blackhawk XP52-upgraded B200
will see speeds closer to 310 ktas, more
than a 15 percent increase. The secret
is that Blackhawk installs engines with
a thermodynamic shaft horsepower of
1,320 versus the 850 per engine on the
standard airplane, so the performance
benefits do come at the price of a high-
er fuel burn.

The larger power plants arrive with
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full new-engine warranties from Pratt
& Whitney Canada while, of course,
delivering an increase in aircraft rate
of climb, a reduction in time to climb
and reduced fuel burn for the climb.
A Blackhawk-upgraded engine also
delivers better single-engine climb
performance and an increase in resale
value tossed in for good measure. New
engines may call for new propellers
too, but they’re not always required.
When they are, the Raisbeck or MT
propellers are an option.

Of course, some King Air modifica-
tions don’t necessarily deliver quan-
titative performance updates but are
popular nonetheless, such as Frakes
Aviation exhaust stacks. Straight from
the factory, King Airs were known, like
other jet-A burning airplanes, to create
huge, ugly black soot stains on the en-
gine nacelles that often demanded reg-
ular and exhausting work to remove.
Thanks to Frakes’ engineering magic,
installing new stacks can reduce soot
staining by 90 to 95 percent. Frakes
says the stacks are flying on more than
1,000 King Airs of various models.
Should a Frakes stack crack in the first
seven years of ownership, the factory
guarantees a replacement at no charge
to the owner.

BLR Aerospace says adding its
winglets to a King Air 200 creates re-
duced times to climb, extended range,
improved handling, as much as a 33
percent reduction in required runway
length and up to a 50 percent increase
in climb gradient at sea level. BLR says
the winglets increase the aircraft’s hull
value, and there’s also some cosmetic
value because the winglets can make a
legacy King Air look more 21st century
just sitting on the ground.

Garmin’s no stranger to the King Air
cockpit. The company’s recently an-
nounced NXi avionics upgrade delivers
a faster, more modern successor to the
G1000 integrated flight deck that made
its debut in 2004. The NXi upgrades
require a minimal amount of down-
time because the displays preserve
the same footprint and connectors as
the original G1000. Once installed, pi-
lots will see faster boot-up times and
much-improved graphics thanks to the
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higher-resolution displays. The NXi
upgrade is also expected to shave 250
pounds of weight off most King Airs.

Rockwell Collins’ Pro Line Fusion
upgrade is a good choice for any King
Air already operating with Pro Line IT
or Pro Line 21 avionics. Pro Line Fu-
sion adds three 14.1-inch widescreen
LCDs with advanced graphics, touch-
interactive maps, configurable win-
dows, and touch-screen or point-and-
click navigation. The upgrade includes
geo-referenced electronic navigation
charts that display own-ship aircraft
position for enhanced situational
awareness during approaches. Fu-
sion baseline equipment works well
in today’s global airspace by including
a DO-260B-compliant ADS-B, SBAS-
capable GNSS, LPV approaches and
radius-to-fix (RF) legs. Additionally,
Pro Line Fusion offers high-resolution
synthetic vision as a standard feature,
including Rockwell Collins’ patented
airport dome depiction, and extended
runway centerlines with mile markers
to better orient the pilot from top of
descent through final approach.

BendixKing’s AeroVue integrated
flight deck offers another avionics op-
tion for the King Air 200 by adding
three high-resolution 12-inch LCDs to
create two primary flight displays and
one multifunction screen. The Ben-
dixKing system includes an FMS with
flight director, coupled VNAV and dual
WAAS receivers, as well as a new inte-
grated autopilot and yaw damper. The
air data and attitude heading reference
system incorporates two channels and
makes the aircraft ADS-B compliant.
A digital standby flight instrument, as
well as two audio panels that incorpo-
rate Bluetooth and read-back capabili-
ties, are also included.

King Air 350 owners heard some
good news at this year’s AirVenture
Oshkosh, with several companies an-
nouncing performance-enhancing
modifications for the largest version of
Beechcraft’s twin turboprop. Hartzell
Propeller and Raisbeck Engineering
partnered up to create a supplemental
type certificate for a105-inch diameter
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KING AIR 250 EPIC PLATINUM PERFORMANCE COMPARISON
(HIGHT FLOTATION GEAR)

TAKEOFF 250 + RAISBECK BASIC

(FLAPS UP, 12,500 Ibs, SL/ISA) EPIC PLATINUM KING AIR 250 IMPROVEMENTS
Distance Over 50 ft 2,210 1t 3,270 ft 1,060 ft less runway
Part 25 Balanced Field Length (BFL) 3,990 ft Not Certified Airline Safety Standards
Accelerate-Stop Distance 3,250 ft 3,380 ft 130 ft less runway
Accelerate-Go Distance 3,450 ft 6,700 ft 3,250 ft less runway
CLIMB (12,500 Ibs, SL/ISA)

Two Engine Rate-of-Climb 2,520 ft/min 2,370 ft/min 150 fi/min more
Time-to-Climb to 28,000 ft 14 minutes 17 minutes 3 minutes quicker
Time-to-Climb to 33,000 ft 18 minutes 23 minutes 5 minutes quicker
CRUISE (11,000 Ibs, ISA)

Maximum Cruise Speed at 28,000 ft 314 ktas 300 ktas 14 knots faster
Maximum Cruise Speed at 33,000 ft 303 ktas 290 ktas 13 knots faster
Maximum Cruise Prop RPM 1,600 - 1,800 1,700 - 1,800 Quieter cruise in cabin
LANDING (Flaps Down, 11,000 Ibs, SL/ISA)

Approach Speed (V) 90 kis 99 kts 9 ks slower approach
Landing Distance Over 50 ft (no prop reverse) 1,810 ft 2,590 ft 780 ft less runway

96" Raisheck/Hartzell 93" Hartzell/Beech e Exceptional Performance

PROPELLERS Swept 4-Blade 4-Blade o Stunning ramp presence
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composite five-blade swept propeller
that improves takeoff and climb per-
formance while reducing the airplane’s
noise footprint. The composite prop
has an unlimited blade life and a TBO
0f 4,000 hours or six years.

Commuter Air Technology created a
package for the King Air 300 airframe

called the CAT 350ME that increases
operational gross weight and fuel ca-
pacity. The 350ME can add up to 280
additional gallons of fuel, an option
that could keep the aircraft airborne
for as many as 13 hours, translating
into a range of 2,760 nm. The upgrade
package increases maximum ramp

weight to 16,600 pounds, maximum
takeoff weight to 16,500 pounds and
maximum landing weight to 15,675
pounds.

AvFab offers King Air operators a
host of interior updates, from new
seats and divan options to tray tables
and pleated window shades. Butter-
field Industries created a number of
useful add-ons, such as an oil/air sepa-
rator and an oil residue collection sys-
tem to fit almost every King Air, as well
as a fuel-point pan designed to better
handle the daily metal-to-metal con-
tact encountered during fueling opera-
tions by a King Air crew.

And Dave Coleman offers practical
advice when considering any mod op-
tion. “How much is too much to spend?
For most mods that claim to improve
aircraft performance, it’s wise to de-
termine if the STC holder has docu-
mented the improvement in the per-
formance section of the FAA-approved
aircraft flight manual supplement,” he
suggests.

Coleman mentions financial strate-
gies to consider, such as the amount of
money invested versus how the mod
might affect the eventual selling price.
“Why not look for an airplane that al-
ready has the mods you're after, or find
areally clean airplane with nearly run-
out engines? If you found one with the
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