An article from Quest (the makers of the Kodiak):

Quest Kodiak: A Mountain Rocket

When you absolutely, positively have to get off that mountain

Quest Aircraft Co. pilot Kelly Mahon pointed out a 1,000-foot section on the approach end of the runway at Sandpoint Airport, Idaho, and then landed his company's Kodiak utility airplane in less than 500 feet. Once stopped, he set the flaps to 20 degrees, promised to be off before the 1,000-foot marker, and invited me to follow through on the controls. This wasn't a stunt; it's a requirement for any turboprop destined for the backcountry.

I jammed my feet into the toe brakes as the power setting on the Pratt & Whitney PT6A-34 engine climbed toward 1,200 foot-pounds of torque. Mahon called for release and the acceleration moved us back in our seats. Just as Mahon fine-tuned the power to 1,600 foot-pounds of torque (out of 1,795 available) we were off — it took only 300 feet, still 200 feet inside Mahon's self-imposed limit.

During the prototype's early flights Mahon said he routinely lifted off in 225 feet with 200 gallons of gas and four people aboard. The aircraft was lighter than it would be in service, since it had no interior or final panel configuration installed. 

Then we flew to a grass runway hidden among some trees that is approached from inside a rocky river gorge.

The Kodiak had never been to Allison Ranch on the Salmon River in central Idaho before, and I was along for the first arrival. It is a restricted, private grass runway at the base of a mountain (but 200 feet above the Salmon River) that serves a missionary retreat.

The approach starts with an overhead pass just above the trees atop the 6,000-foot mountain peaks that line the Salmon River. Within sight of the ranch are peaks that reach 8,500 feet, so this is not a scud-running destination. You then parallel the river downstream (a downwind leg) and make a 180-degree turn to descend into the narrow gorge. You'll slow the Kodiak to 63 KIAS (fully loaded, the Kodiak approaches at 70 KIAS), and keep in mind that the 1,400-foot runway is 200 feet above the river.

Cozy up to the sheer rock wall on the right side of the river to make room for the turn to final, but not so close that you need to watch for wingtip clearance from the rocks. That distraction could kill you. Some pilots count dead trees called "snags" as they fly along the river — the third one on the right means you're ready to turn left to the runway — and other pilots look for the windsock that marks the 35-foot-wide runway. If the windsocks at the approach end and the opposite end are showing winds in different directions, better not land today.

The sun can be blinding. If you're not an early bird and the sun has risen higher than the peaks, you will be unable to see the runway. A go-around means you continue along the river, climb, and start all over. We had left Sandpoint at 5 a.m. because Mahon wanted to be out of the mountains by 10:30 a.m., before the turbulence could start.

The windsock at Allison Ranch had been removed for the Kodiak's arrival just in case the aircraft's 45-foot wing-span needed extra room, and Mahon was using his knowledge of the area to find the runway. The landing took only a few hundred feet. Takeoff an hour later was accomplished in the opposite direction by first taxiing up a 400-foot up-slope, then charging down the mountainside toward the 200-foot drop-off. The Kodiak, however, was off in a few hundred feet and had climbed above the mountains in short order at 1,700 fpm.

Special niche market

The aircraft was designed to meet the special needs of missionary groups, but for the business plan to work, the aircraft must be a commercial success. Quest Chief Executive Officer Paul Schaller has targeted, in addition to the missionary and humanitarian market (good for perhaps 200 sales), the adventure segment (private individuals), the air-charter market, corporate users, and special-use aircraft (government agencies). At this writing, the company had received commercial orders of seven aircraft for personal use with three more sales pending, two orders from charter operators, two from small businesses, and commercial deposits from missionary groups for two aircraft.

Quest has an additional 15 noncommercial-sales $750,000 deposits from international missionary groups that are members of what is called the Quest Team. Quest Team member deposits are available to the company for development of the airplane, but in return the members will purchase an aircraft at a discount. For each discounted aircraft ordered, Quest needs to sell nine at full price to make up for the discount. The total budget for developing, flying, and certifying the Kodiak is set at $25 million, and fund-raising efforts are still in progress. Certification costs are budgeted to be only $5 million of that amount.

Meet the customers

Franklin Graham, son of evangelist Billy Graham, operates Samaritan's Purse International Relief and uses several aircraft in his work. One of those in the future will be a Kodiak, and if the aircraft performs as expected he may purchase two additional aircraft to use in the high temperatures and altitudes of Sudan. What sold him was a demonstration in which Mahon took off in less than 300 feet and maintained a climb rate of 4,500 fpm to 1,500 feet. While Graham's organization operates Cessna Caravans, he said the Caravan doesn't have the short-field performance of a Kodiak. "I've watched its development and it offers quality plus toughness," Graham said. An enthusiastic pilot, Graham is type-rated in the organization's turbine DC-3 and flies a Cessna 185, but his favorite is his 1956 160-horsepower Piper Super Cub.

Another Kodiak customer, Salmon Air in Salmon, Idaho, which operates to backcountry destinations with 13 airplanes, including Cessna 206 Stationairs, Piper PA-34-350 Chieftains, and a Britten-Norman Islander, has placed an order for a Kodiak. JoAnn Wolters, former owner of Salmon Air and co-owner of a company that will lease aircraft to Salmon Air, said she and her husband, Dan Schroeder, are buying one with options for two more. The main reason is the Kodiak's TKS icing system (anti-icing fluid seeps through microscopic holes in the leading edges and is routed to the propeller). While it is smaller than a Caravan (maximum gross weight is 1,250 pounds less), the engine has 75 more horses, and it can take off from a backcountry landing strip at maximum gross weight.

Meet the designer

The Kodiak began in 1985 when Mission Aviation Fellowship pilot David L. Voetmann met Tom Hamilton, designer of the Glasair and GlaStar, and described an airplane design needed in the bush country of Africa. Hamilton has done some mission work in the past and went to work on a design. Yes, the Kodiak looks a lot like a Caravan, but is not based on it, Hamilton said. Hamilton described several of the aircraft's main features:

· The aircraft has a discontinuous leading edge near the wing tips. The leading edges droop to keep the outboard wing flying through a stall. 

· The cowling is pointed to maximize takeoff thrust, and the four-blade, 96-inch propeller contributes to that goal. 

· The propeller has 19 inches of clearance for taxiing in rough terrain. 

· The wingspan was restricted intentionally so that the aircraft could turn in the tight confines of small landing strips. 

· The exhaust stacks face rearward. If the stacks faced downward, they might ignite tall grass in the backcountry. 

· The gear was designed to be removed easily for a quicker conversion to float operations. The wing struts and engine mounts were designed from the start to accept float landing loads. 

Marketing strategy

There are four options packages that are still in the planning stage. The first is the basic airplane. The second is a utility airplane that can be quickly changed from cargo to passenger service or half and half. The third is the Adventure Package, which has more of a sport-utility-vehicle interior. It will have a durable interior so you can go fishing and throw your fish into the back and not damage the interior. The last is the executive or VIP option with a luxury interior. "We will have certain suggested options to match each of those packages. We don't have prices yet," Schaller said.

The Garmin G1000 glass cockpit will be standard equipment on the Kodiak.

Certification is expected to be completed in the first quarter of 2006. Production rates were expected to be 36 in the first two years, and one a week after that.

The flight test

I did slow flight, stalls, and steep turns. It's trucklike — after all, it is a cargo airplane and a people hauler, where stability is a plus. There were long periods of time when I could leave my hands and feet off the controls, yet there was no autopilot. When doing stalls, I first used the conventional method of raising a dropped wing with the opposite rudder (thinking the ailerons would be ineffective at that point), but learned that thanks to the discontinuous leading edge you can use the ailerons to raise the wing.

My notes at the time say something about a "flying bank vault" because of the aircraft's toughness and sturdy construction. But if it's a bank vault, it's one with a rocket engine.

For more information, contact Quest Aircraft Co., 1200 Turbine Drive, Sandpoint, Idaho 83864; 208/263-1111; www.questaircraft.com.

