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By: Michael C. Fabianac

“Pre-Buy” Inspections CAN SAVE YOUR LIFE
In October of 2000, a good friend, Charles Strickland, and I bought a 1961 “V-tail” Bonanza. It was an “N” Model with less than 3000 total hours and only 200 hours on a factory-remanufactured engine installed in 1990. It was being offered at a great price because its owner had recently lost his medical. As part of the deal, the existing owner of the Bonanza agreed to do an annual with his mechanic of 10 years, so there was no need to do a pre-buy inspection. The mechanic assured us the airplane was in great condition and was a good buy. As neither of us had Bonanza time, our insurance company required that we each get 10 hours of dual in the airplane from a qualified flight instructor. The instructor was great and kept stressing one very important point: “No matter what happens, never stop flying the plane.” 

With the annual inspection complete, a bill of sale in hand and insurance in place, we were ready to take our first flight. Out first touch-and-go was perfect, and then we had a serious equipment malfunction. As the landing gear came up, smoke filled the cockpit and there were visible flames coming from under the right seat of the flight instructor. The Fames only lasted a few seconds, but even after they went out, smoke still billowed from under the right seat.

The first thought that crossed my mind was “Never stop flying the airplane.” We managed to make a good landing before bailing out. Nobody was hurt, and believe it or not, I got signed off to fly the Bonanza without any additional instruction.

What else went wrong with my bargain Bonanza over the next three years and 500 hours? Virtually every radio, the fuel bladders, all the glass, the exhaust system, the vacuum pump, the directional gyro and altimeter needed to be replaced, and the landing gear motor had to be rebuilt, which was the cause of the fire. The cost of those fixes was about $50,000. Has I spent the money up front, I could have gotten a much nicer airplane.

If I had known then what I know today, what would I have done differently regarding the Bonanza, and what were the clues that should have turned me into a suspicious detective?

First of all, the plane had less than 3000 hours on it, yet it was almost 40 years old. That means that it either was rarely flown or sat for along time at some point in its life. Second, it only had 200 hours on a 10-year-old factory-remanufactured engine. Third, the airplane was being sold because the seller lost his medical-several years ago, as it turned out, during which time the plane had virtually been a ramp queen in the South Florida sun. Fourth, the plane was about $25,000 below market price, which could be a great deal or an indicator of its true value. I don't know many aircraft brokers who won't scoop up an airplane that is 20 percent or more below market price unless it has problems, and lack of use is a major problem for an airplane. If the prop doesn't turn on a regular basis, parts rust and systems fail. Fifth, if an A&P has been taking care of an airplane for years, he becomes familiar with it, and familiarity can create an oversight.

Finally, what I know today is that a “Pre-Buy” inspection done by a Bonanza expert would have caught the problems, saved me thousands and not endangered my life. Today, as a professional aircraft salesman, I have flown hundreds of airplanes and helped many people buy and sell aircraft. At Premier Aircraft Sales, we insist on “Pre-Buy” inspections by maintenance personnel who specialize in the make and model airplanes that we are buying and selling. We don't compromise our high standards - “Nothing gets delivered until it is right.” We also minimize risks by dealing in only late-model or low-time premium airplanes, and we rarely accept an airplane that has had an annual inspection in place of a “Pre-Buy” inspection. It may cost a little more, but I know that when I buy an airplane, my life and the life of my family are more valuable than the cost of a “Pre-Buy” inspection.

So the next time you buy an airplane, have a “Pre-Buy” inspection done by an expert on the airplane. It could save your life.

Michael C. Fabianac is the Sales and Marketing Manager for Premier Aircraft Sales. Contact him at 800-903-8402 or visit www.flypas.com.

For feedback or questions, feel free to email me at ma.

