The two-place SkyStar Series 7 will have
multiple personalities. SkyStar Sport
Planes will manufacture a variation of this
model as a ready-to-fly special LSA. De-
pending on the parameters of the final
rule, SkyStar Sport Planes may sell an ex-
perimental LSA kit (more than 51-percent
complete). When flown as an LSA, the Se-
ries 7 will be limited to the Rotax 912S
engine as its powerplant. SkyStar Aircraft
will continue to offer the Series 7 as a 51-
percent amateur-built kit, with a variety
of engine options, including the 914
Turbo version shown here. Sport pilots
can fly amateur-built versions if the air-
craft meets the definition of a sport
pilot-eligible aircraft.

JIM KOEPNICK

DAN JOHNSON
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kyStar Aircraft Corp. recently

reorganized to take full

advantage of the pending

SP/LSA rule. This corporate

tune up has resulted in two
divisions. One division will continue
to produce S1-percent amateur-built
kits. Frank Miller, veteran SkyStar
salesman and designer, is the new
company CEO and head of the
SkyStar Aircraft Corp., Experimental/
Manufacturing Division. It will pro-
duce Kitfox Lite, Classic IV, and Series
7 amateur-built (51-percent) kits as
well as a Part 103-compliant version of
the Classic IV (formerly known as the
Lite Squared).

The second division, SkyStar Sport
Planes under the direction of Ed
Downs, initially will manufacture the
Kitfox Series 7 only as a special (ready-
to-fly) LSA. Later, it may offer the Series
7 as an experimental LSA kit (more than
51-percent complete), but the company
is waiting for the final rule before mak-
ing the decision.

Ed is a logical choice to take over the
Sport Plane division of SkyStar. He has a
long and illustrious background with
certificated aircraft, which will be put to
good use in managing LSA production.
He worked on aircraft certification for
the Boeing 747 and the Lockheed L-
1011, so he’s no stranger to the regula-
tory environment.

Both men expect their shops to pros-
per as the two divisions develop all
three models to their fullest potential.

For the new SkyStar
Aircraft Corp., the
light at the end of

the proverbial tunnel
is not a locomotive;

it’s the coming of a
bright new day in

light aviation. As the
publication of the

final sport pilot and
light-sport aircraft

(SP/LSA) rule looms

on the horizon, busi-
ness is looking better
for SkyStar and most
other manufacturers
and suppliers of light

aviation equipment.

Tough Period Ends

Ed is an energetic fellow who
becomes animated when he speaks
about the restructuring the company
went through recently. He’s also an
honest guy, and he'll tell you the last
few years have been tough financially
for the company. Like many other
companies, SkyStar was forced to slim
down. Many pilots and buyers may
not be aware of how difficult the past
three years have been for airframe
builders.

When the SP/LSA rule is final, Ed
and Frank believe the company could
eventually see sales soar beyond 500
units a year. They report that SkyStar
could ship 100 units or more in 2004 if
the rule comes soon and if buyers get
off the fence. Ed notes, “Eighty percent
of potential buyers calling the factory
say they will wait (to buy) until the new
rule is issued.”

A Kit-Built Aircraft Sales Surge

SkyStar Aircraft Division forecasts a
boost to its kit business from the
upcoming SP/LSA rule. All three
SkyStar models—the Kitfox Lite,
Classic IV, and Series 7—will meet the
definition of an LSA, enabling them to
be flown by sport pilots. Of course, the
aircraft can be built as experimental
amateur-built aircraft not compliant
with the LSA category and then be
flown by recreational pilot certificate
holders or higher.

Frank predicts a 50-percent increase

Tuning Up

SKYSTAR

homebuilts and special LSAs under “one” roof.
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SkyStar’s two-place Classic IV will
be available as an experimental
amateur-built (51-percent kit) or
as a two-place ultralight trainer, as
long as the training exemptions
remain in effect.

LEEANN ABRAMS

The panel of the Classic IV provides room for a wide variety of instrumentation. Side-
by-side seating and dual controls make it valuable as a two-place ultralight trainer as
well, as long as the training exemptions are in force.

in the sale of amateur-built kits over the
next two years. He expects most of this
increase will come from those fence-sit-
ting pilots or those who believe main-
taining a third-class medical may
become difficult or expensive. The abil-
ity to build a 51-percent kit aircraft and
fly it as a sport pilot with a driver’s
license medical will be a big plus. When
you think about investing $40-$60,000
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in an airplane, you want to know you
can keep using it for some years.

As holders of the repairman certifi-
cate for their aircraft, these 51-percent
kit builders will be able to do all their
own maintenance, whereas a buyer
who purchases an experimental LSA kit
or a special, ready-to-fly (RTF) LSA from
SkyStar Sport Planes will only be able to
do maintenance as approved, and

trained, by the
manufacturer. That
may seem a subtle dif-
ference, but it becomes
meaningful. For example,
SkyStar Sport Planes may tell LSA
buyers that if the airplane’s Rotax
engine needs service, they’ll need to
unbolt it and send it to a Rotax
Service Center, whereas an ama-
teur-built owner can do all the
engine maintenance if he or
she wishes.
Frank adds, “We've found
that kit builders are safer pilots.
They know their systems inside
and out after building the airplane, and
they tend not to exceed limitations.”

A New Star

Where the new SkyStar story
starts to get intriguing is when
growth predictions for the Series 7
special LSA are discussed. These
ready-to-fly aircraft will cost more,
so the dollar volume the company
might generate has begun to attract
venture capitalists.

SkyStar Sport Planes sees its initial
market as non-current pilots return-
ing to aviation and ultralight enthusi-
asts becoming sport pilots to carry
passengers. After that they’ll seek
newcomers to aviation. “That group
may be the last we’ll approach, but
they foretell the future,” says Ed.
“That’s where the SP/LSA rule can
offer new growth to the aviation mar-
ketplace. These new student starts of
tomorrow will be a key indicator of
the health of recreational flying in the
years ahead.”

Rather than being required to
meet a Part 23-level certification
standard to obtain type and produc-
tion certificates, special and experi-
mental LSA kits must meet FAA-man-
dated consensus standards. These
standards are under development by
various ASTM International commit-
tees. Ed’s previous experience work-
ing in the type-certificated manufac-
turing world will be valuable in set-
ting up a production line for fully
assembled aircraft. He believes the
ASTM standards are a unique



approach that opens doors for safe,
interesting, affordable, and manage-
able aircraft for lots of pilots to enjoy.

The Sporty Series 7

Ed believes the traditional tube-and-
rag Series 7 will be a strong competitor
to the composite LSA creations expect-
ed to arrive from Europe. Why?
“Because it'll hold up to duty,” he says.

“The European flying culture doesn’t
ask the same of their airplanes as
Americans do,” he explains. “European
aircraft are often flown and maintained
by clubs, kept in hangars, and treated
like expensive sports cars. Conversely,
Americans want to stuff people and
gear inside their planes and use them
rigorously. They may be stored outside
and flown like someone drives an off-
road vehicle.”

He continues, “Tube-and-rag con-
struction, besides still being the best for
strength-to-weight ratio, is a reliable
and rugged construction technique.”
By contrast a stressed skin, monocoque
design can be made un-airworthy with
skin damage, and that damage may not
be easily identified. While composite
planes have terrific ramp appeal, they
may not hold up as well to rough-and-
ready sport pilots.

Reflecting on the era of tube-and-
rag Aeronca Champs and Piper Cubs,
Ed observes that neither Aeronca or
Piper ever produced a practical cross-
country airplane that came in around
1,200 pounds gross weight. (Note:

SkyStar Aircraft
Corp. will continue
to offer the single-
place Kitfox Lite as
a Part 103-legal ul-
tralight (254
pounds or less) or
as an experimental
amateur-built kit.

1,232 was the maximum gross weight
listed in the SP/LSA notice of pro-
posed rulemaking.) “They all got a lit-
tle heavier when they tried to fly 400-
500 miles with two adults inside. The
LSA category will break that barrier,”
he says.

An average J-3 Cub has an empty
weight of 750 pounds, whereas the
Series 7 LSA, fitted with a 100-hp Rotax
912§ engine, should have an empty
weight of approximately 730 pounds,
Ed figures. That will allow a reasonable
useful load before the aircraft bumps
against its maximum gross weight. If
the final SP/LSA rule comes with an
increased gross weight, as EAA and oth-
ers recommended, the Series 7 will have
an even greater useful load.

However, when built in the experi-
mental amateur-built category, the
Series 7 can be fitted with heavier
Continental or Lycoming engines or
Subaru conversions. When that hap-
pens, these planes will get too heavy to
be flown by sport pilots, with weights
more than 900 pounds empty and
1,550 gross.

Kitfox Familiarity in an LSA

I last flew with Ed Downs in 2002
in an aircraft the company then
called the Kitfox Sport. It was essen-
tially a prototype of the Series 7. In
general, its handling qualities seemed
more refined than the earlier Kitfox
models I've flown over the years.
Those changes come from several

alterations to the venerable design.

For example, the tail of the new
model has an airfoil-shaped vertical tail
formed by the use of intercostals (ribs
or formers) to make a thick, symmetri-
cal vertical fin. This construction
method has no structural function. It
merely forms a surface that Ed says
contributed to the improved flying
qualities I noted.

Intercostal support isn't proprietary
to SkyStar’s aircraft. Formed verticals
have been widely used to improve yaw
stability. The intercostal aggressively
brings the tail back in line. Many FAR
Part 23 type-certificated airplanes
(Cessna, Piper, Beach) use airfoil-shaped
vertical surfaces to accomplish the same
effect provided by intercostals. This
construction technique is an option on
SkyStar Series 7 amateur-built kits and
standard on the special LSA model.

I definitely felt the aircraft was much
easier to coordinate. Unlike earlier
Kitfox designs, I was able—with helpful
coaching from Ed not to use the rudder
too heavily—to keep the ball centered
after a few minutes of flight.

New-style flaperons also contributed
to the improved handling. They pro-
duce more lift and lower stall speeds
with less deflection, and their airfoil
shape reduces adverse yaw in cruise to
near zero, Ed says.

I also found that if you use the
ailerons modestly they exhibit light
handling. On the other hand, if you
crank hard on the aileron, it will start to

KEN LICHTENBERG
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This overhead view of the Series 7 wing
planform shows the full-span flaperons,
a trademark of SkyStar’s designs

The Series 7 cockpit offers plusher re-
finements, while still offering plenty of
panel room for instrumentation.

LEEANN ABRAMS

Ed Downs and Frank Miller look forward
to leading SkyStar Aircraft Corp.’s two
new divisions to a bright future.
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Depending on its certification category,
the Kitfox Series 7 can be outfitted with
engines ranging from the Rotax 914
Turbo, shown here, to Continental or
Lycoming engines. The ready-to-fly LSA
model will only be offered with the 100
hp Rotax 912S powerplant.

SPECIFICATIONS

SkyStar Aircraft Series 7 (LSA)

(Note: All specs and performance figures pro-
vided by factory. Figures are unverified except
as otherwise stated in article.)

Dimensions

Wingspan—32 feet
Wing area—132 square feet
Length—19.6 feet
Height—8 feet
Seating—2 side-by-side, 43 inches
Empty weight—730 pounds
Gross weight—1,232 pounds * **
Fuel—27 gallons (with 18-gallon tah)
Useful load—502 pounds*
Payload—340 pounds (394 pounds @ 18 gal-
lons)*

Wing loading—39.3 pounds/square foot
Power loading—12.3 pounds/hp
Powerplant—100 hp
Cargo area—150 pounds, 8 cubic feet

Performance

Max speed—125 mph
Cruise range—90-120 mph
Stall speed—41 mph
Max rate of climb—1,200 fpm
Takeoff distance—300 feet
Landing distance—300 feet
Cruise range—600 miles
Load limits—+3.8¢/-1.52g**
Ultimate limits—+6g/-3g**

*Gross weight will be dependent on the final
SP/LSA rule; the Series 7 was designed for
1,550 pounds gross. If the allowed LSA weight
is greater than 1,232 pounds, as originally pro-
posed, the useful load will rise along with the
payload.

**The kit-built Series 7 can weigh 1,550
pounds when these limits apply.

SkyStar Aircraft Corp.
3901 Aviation Way
Caldwell, ID 83605
Tel: 208/454-2444
Fax: 208/454-6464

E-mail: info@skystar.com
Internet: www.skystar.com




resist. Ed calls this “load ramping,” a
technique used on Part 23 type-certifi-
cated airplanes for years. It makes for
ailerons that seem light but aren’t
twitchy. SkyStar is aiming at the gener-
al aviation market, so Ed wants the air-
craft to operate like a typical GA aircraft.

For that same reason, the standard
Series 7 LSA will have a conventional
tricycle gear, but LSA buyers may have
the option to order their RTF aircraft as
a tail dragger. Builders of S1-percent
Series 7 aircraft will have the choice of
either a tricycle or taildragger gear con-
figuration, and they can change the
gear at a later date.

The Series 7 LSA will have mechani-
cal trim instead of electric trim. This
isn't a step down. The manual trim is
easy to set, whereas I found the electric
one was a bit difficult to position pre-
cisely. SkyStar will use a spring interface
to dampen pitch changes when the
flaps are extended.

The Series 7 LSA will have a 27-gal-
lon fuel tank, but it will have a tab
inside to help operators load only 18
gallons if they want a higher payload.
Even at the lesser quantity of fuel, the
Series 7 with the 9128 engine will easily
deliver at least a three-hour endurance
with reserve, Ed says. SkyStar will pro-
mote a 600-mile range.

Of course, the famous Kitfox folding-
wing mechanism remains on the ama-
teur built version of the Series 7 but
may be dropped on the certified LSA
version. It will take a close reading of
the final rule to make that decision.

Let’'s Get Ready to Fly

Entry into the tricycle-gear Series 7 is
a rear-end-first proposition. Lift the
door, turn around, sit down, pull the
joystick aft, and work your legs toward
the rudder pedals.

The Series 7’s door latch mechanism
works well with a fore-and-aft pin
operated through a solid-feeling lever
system. After our first landing in
Florida’s April heat, I popped the door
latch, and the door neatly floated up,
hovering at the bottom of the wing. Ed
encouraged this by saying, “Start the
air conditioning.”

Taxiing proved effective thanks to

the tricycle-geared aircraft’s differential
braking.

The Sport/Series 7 model I flew with
Ed was powered with a Rotax 914
Turbo, so the takeoff roll was quite
short. Even with the 100-hp 912§, the
Series 7 will leave the runway quickly
and with great enthusiasm, Ed says.

My initial climb was done at 75
mph. For best angle of climb Ed sug-
gests 65 mph, and for best rate hold 72
mph. Normal climbs are done at 85-90
mph. At first we approached for landing
at 70 mph, though you can slow it
down with practice.

Every touchdown in the aircraft
worked out well with no challenges. I'm
one of many who enjoys a taildragger,
but a nosewheel-equipped airplane is
certainly easier on landings.

My 720-degree steep turns done at a
45-degree bank went well. I did not
have to add extra power, and my turns
came out on heading almost perfectly.
Unlike my memory of the earliest
Kitfox models, the Sport/Series 7 had
surprisingly low adverse yaw. Ed assures
me that good quality would remain on
the production Series 7 aircraft. Early
Kitfoxes demanded a good bit of coor-
dination between the rudder and
aileron.

Despite the handling improvements,
this aircraft remained light to control.
When 1 first tried coordination rolls, I
had the ball rolling around liberally
because I was using too much rudder.
Ed explains patiently that this model
calls for much less rudder. In fact you
can just about do the coordination
exercise with joystick alone.

Stalls were clearly marked by stick
shaking even when the stick was pulled
full aft. The deck angle was extremely
steep, and with the aircraft’s liberal
warning, you'd have to be asleep to
overlook the onset of stall. The resulting
stall breaks were also mild.

While seated in the left seat, I noted
that the skylight will provide good vis-
ibility when banking to the right, but
to my own side lateral visibility was
hampered as my head was above the
bottom of the wing. You might want to
ask your companion to assist in turns
to your side.

Are You Ready to Buy?

SkyStar expects experimental ama-
teur-built kit builders to get in the air
in a Rotax 912S-powered Series 7 for
less than $40,000. I stress this is what
SkyStar projects a flyable aircraft will
cost, including engine, engine
mount, paint, interior, and several
desirable accessories. Don’t compare
this price directly to airframe-only
kits. With the quick-build options
available from SkyStar, the price rises
slightly to about $44,000.

Fortunately, though, buyers won’t
have to pay all at once. The basic fire-
wall-back airframe kit is $16,000. The
rest of the aircraft can be purchased
incrementally.

For those who don’t want to or
don’t have time to build, SkyStar
forecasts a ready-to-fly Series 7 will be
available in the $60-65,000 range,
with the Rotax 912S as the standard
powerplant.

On the very light end, SkyStar will
continue to offer the Kitfox Lite as a
Part 103-legal ultralight, though
Frank says the company is actively
looking for a replacement for the 35-
hp 2si two-stroke engine, no longer
available, that helped keep the
machine’s weight under the required
254 pounds. SkyStar will also contin-
ue to provide the Lite as an experi-
mental amateur-built kit, too, with
the venerable Rotax 503 as the pow-
erplant of choice. Those Kkits are
priced at $11,745 firewall back with
all quick-build features standard.
Engine and instrumentation options
and costs will vary depending on
whether you're building the machine
as an ultralight or an amateur-built
aircraft.

SkyStar Aircraft is actively position-
ing its company to remain a brand to
watch in the years ahead. An
inevitable shaking out is likely to
occur in this industry as some manu-
facturers realize the task of producing
ready-to-fly aircraft is greater than
building kits. However, there’ll be a
diverse market for manufacturers to
address. Those who invest in a SkyStar
aircraft are making a long-term bet
that should pay off handsomely. =z
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