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Hot Air, Wings and Flying Things  by Jim Ellis 

Dave Fetherston’s NexAir, an avionics shop 
south of Boston at the Mansfi eld airport, spe-
cializes in upgrades to older aircraft revolution-
izing their instrument panels with the latest in 
“glass”. NexAir was even written up in a recent 
edition of Flying magazine for an upgrade of a 
Piper Saratoga panel with a full Avidyne R9 sys-
tem. Since NexAir is still working out certifi ca-
tion issues with the FAA, I didn’t get to fl y the 
Saratoga. But Dave off ered me the opportunity 
to fl y a 1977 Cessna 182Q with a panel incredibly 
updated with a Garmin 500 display fed by the 
very latest touchscreen Garmin GTN 650 and 
GTN 750 navigators.

The NexAir 182 mod may be one of the fi rst 
completed panel upgrades in the country to use 
the GTN 650 and GTN 750 touchscreen units. 
Fetherston got the GTN 650 and GTN 750 at an AEA convention. The units 
were installed and fully integrated in an aircraft panel not much more than a 
month after Garmin announced them. The 182 is an airplane he co-owns. It 
was set up as a demonstrator aircraft for the 2011 AirVenture at Oshkosh, and 
is intended to be sold after Oshkosh. (His “fun plane” is a beautiful blue and 
yellow Stearman which he keeps in a hangar across from NexAir.)

The old Cessna plastic was removed from the panel and a new gray alu-
minum panel was installed. The 2-screen Garmin 500 was installed, plus the 
GTN 650 and GTN 750. A GMA 35 remote audio processor and a remote 
GTX 33 transponder, controlled through icons on the face of the GTN750, 
were installed. A JPI EDM 830 electronic engine monitor and an STec System 
30 autopilot were also installed. Backup steam gauges were retained, includ-
ing the artifi cial horizon, altimeter, and airspeed indicator on the left side of 
the panel and all of the original engine gauges on the right side, including the 
tach and manifold pressure gauges. Fetherston said he thought that it would 
be easier to get FAA certifi cation if he left the steam gauges, and it provides 
a nice balance of the latest high tech displays and traditional steam gauges.

The Garmin 500 is just a display, although a very impressive one. It needs a 
Garmin 430/530 or GTN 650/750 to provide nav data. Charts, including in-
strument approach charts, can be displayed. Fetherston recommends putting 
up the charts on the right side display on the Garmin 500. He used NOS in-
strument approach charts, which were not georeferenced. He said that Jeppe-
sen charts could be georeferenced. The georeferencing feature is not available 
on the vertical profi le portion of the approach charts. 

Fetherston said that the three big improvements in the GTN 650/750 were 
the FMS capability to display airways; the integrated transponder and audio 
panel in the 750 (integrated transponder but not audio panel control is avail-
able with the 650); and greatly improved screen resolution.  (I question the 
value of the greatly improved screen resolution. How much more crisp and 
clean do a magenta course line or waypoints need to be than what was already 
presented on the Garmin 430/530? Screen resolution would seem to be more 
important on the Garmin 500 in synthetic vision mode, especially when try-
ing to locate an airport in poor visibility conditions.) While the Garmin 500 
has very impressive synthetic vision providing a 3-D type terrain view, the 
GTN 650/750 still have 2-D terrain pages.

Getting to my favorite part, we fi red up the 182 
and headed out for a demo fl ight.  Fetherston let 
me fl y from the right seat, and I was glad to see 
that my takeoff  was smooth despite not having 
fl own 182s for a while. Fetherston programmed 
a triangular course from Mansfi eld Airport to 
Hopedale Airport to North Central Airport and 
back to Mansfi eld Airport. He began by dem-
onstrating STec System 30 autopilot Heading 
and then GPSS hold functions. The Heading 
function accurately maintained the heading set 
in. When the GPSS function was selected, the 

autopilot turned the plane to intercept the pro-
grammed course to Hopedale Airport. When 
we arrived near Hopedale Airport, the autopilot 
smoothly turned the plane onto the course line 
to North Central Airport. The autopilot also has 
a minimal altitude hold function, with the abil-
ity to move the elevator. If there is too much al-
titude hold commanding required, a “Trim” yel-
low light will illuminate, indicating that manual 
trim is needed.

The GTN 650 and GTN 750 were intuitive and 
very easy to use. The icons were large, and I had 
no problem using them to program functions. 
(My impression of the GTN 750 was that it was 
not as large as I had expected it to be.) One of 
the main improvements over the GNS 430/530 
is that the new units can program fl ights on air-

ways, which the 430/530 could not. If I were upgrading my plane’s panel now, 
I would put in the GTN 650 rather than a GNS 430, even if the older 430 
was less expensive. But I am not impressed enough that I will be pulling my 
430 and putting in a GTN 650. We discussed the probable used market for 
Garmin 430s that should become available from aircraft owners upgrading to 
GTN 650s. (The Garmin 430 has become established as the baseline capabil-
ity for anyone claiming to have a true instrument capability in their airplane.) 
Fetherston said that at one point he had 24 used Garmin 430s, and that he 
talked to a Garmin representative and was able to quickly sell them all.

The Garmin 500 has an impressive Synthetic Vision capability. The area 
southeast of Boston was too fl at to get much of a feeling for how accurate 
it depicts surrounding terrain. But it gave a good view of North Central and 
Mansfi eld airports as we approached them, even from a distance, where the 
view on the screen looked very much like the view of the airport out the 
windshield. Fetherston has map view or charts selected on the right side of 
the Garmin 500 and map view on the GTN 750. He said he uses the smaller 
GTN 650 for Nearest and other information functions. You can put NOAA 
or Jeppesen charts on the right side of the Garmin 500. The 182 had NOAA 
charts, which were not georeferenced. He said that Jeppesen charts could be 
georeferenced on for map views. Georeferencing is not available for the side-
depicted vertical glideslope views. 

As we approached Mansfi eld Airport, Dave loaded the GPS Runway 32 ap-
proach. A procedure turn for a course reversal was required. The entry to the 
procedure turn and the procedure turn course was depicted on the GTN 750, 
and the autopilot fl ew it smoothly. The Suspend function is still required for 
missed approaches. Neither the GTN 650 nor the GTNB 750 show what 
the required altitudes are at instrument approach waypoints.  You still need 
to reference IFR approach charts for this information. Fetherston said that 
Avidyne systems can provide this information. 

Fetherston was very open about the prices of the units as installed in the 
demo 182. The total installed price is $80,000. The installed prices of each of 
the component units are:

                                                a. G500    $21,000
b. GTN 650    $14,000
c. GTN 750    $18,000
d. Remote GTX33 Transponder $4,000
e. Remote GMA 35 Audio Panel $4,000
f. JPI EDM 830   $5,000
g. STec System 30 Autopilot  $14,000

If you have an old airplane you love and a de-
sire for a “glass panel” and some money to spend, 
contact Dave Fetherston at NexAir at 508 339-
7077 or by e-mail at sales@nexairavionics.com. 
Check out their website at www.nexairavionics.
com.
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