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Center Stage
Bobh Watkins

A Lear and MU-2 help
keep airlines flying

Interview by Mark Huber
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“The only reason [ got a driver's license
was so | could gel to the airport,” said
Robert G. "Bob’ Watkins, who has been pi-
loting his own aircraft for 46 vears. Today,
Watkins is CEQ of Coatesville, Pa.-hased
Global Capital Corp., whose subsidiaries
Jinance, build and service many of the giant
aircrafi-refueling trucks and portable ficel-
hydrant pumping caris seen al commercial
airports under the Rampmaster brand.

Warkins ' company operates a 1975 Lear-
Jet 36 and a 1979 Mirsibishi MU-2. Watkins
Slies them both, as does his son, Owen, who
is Rampmasters director of engineering.
The company also employs four ather pilots.

Watkins' passion jfor aviation began
early and by age 15, he was painting houses
o pay for flying lessons. He earned his
pilots license ar 17.

In 1967, after graduating from Penn
State and serving in Vietnam, he joined his
Jathers company, which owned two GMC
truck dealerships and operated a driver
leasing firm. Watkins soon found a way to
grow the business. servicing the mechuni-
cally temperamental refueling trucks at
major airports. That business quickly ex-
panded to include leasing the trucks and
then to designing and building them.

As airports have turned to a system of
underground fuel hydrants at passenger
gates, Rampmaster has developed hydrant
pumping cares. Irs latest design runs off bai-
teries that are recharged by a wirbine spun
as the fuel moves through the cart from the
hydrant to the aircrafi.

Watkins credits his aircraft with helping
him expand the business from its home
base near Philadelphia to haoth coasts of
the U.S., Europe, the Middle East, the Pa-
cific and Asia. Today, according o Watkins,
Rampmaster delivers 60 million of the 560
million barrels of jer-A aircrajl fuel can-
sumed annually in the US.

What was your first airplane?

A Mooney Super 21 [single-engine
piston aircrafl]. We started [our busi-
ness] with Texaco at Philadelphia Inter-
national Airport and then a: Newark
[N.J.] airport. Soon, our op:rations
spread to Boston, Hartford, New York,
Detroit, Milwaukee and Atlanta. I would
fly in and hire and train the mechanics.

And then you upgraded sircraft?
Yes. In 1971, we got a twvin-engine
Cessna 310, then moved into the pres-
surized Model 340. 1 made the leap
into turbines in 1983 when I bought the
first MU-2. With the MU-Z, I could
casily reach west to the Mississippi
River and as far south as Dallas. By the
1980s, there wasn’t an oil company in
the country we weren’t working for.

Tell me more about these airport
fuel trucks and how you developed
that niche.

I was looking for ways to add to the
business, particularly the maintenance
side. The fuel companies were provid-
ing the airlines with fuel fr acks as part
of their service. They were desigued to
fit under the wings of the large jetliners
of the day. They were maintenance
nightinares. The trucks were fully inte-
grated, so if you lost any one compo-
nent it would sideline the truck. They
were built low to the ground, so aspects
of maintaining the drive train were
very difficult. They commcenly sprang
leaks because they were so long. So the
oll companies were very receptive to
farming oul rmainienance.

How did you go from maintenance
to leasing to manufacturing?

When the 1973 Arab oil embargo
hit, the oil companies moved quickly to
cut costs and that included unloading
their airport refueling trucks off on the
airlines. They were fairly brutal about
it. I saw an opportunity there, found a
$10 million credit line and bought 100
of these old refuelers and leased them
back to the airlines.

But now the airlines were seeing
how much these trucks really cost to
maintain, as the oil comparies were not
picking up the tab anymore. We knew
more about these trucks then just about
anybody, so it was a natural move for
us to design a better mouserap and
build our own trucks. We started build-
ing and leasing them in 198 1.

What motivated you to sell your first
MU-2 and buy a Learjet?

The MU-2 is a great airplane and I
used it to move sales and support teams

and for family vacations to the Baliamas.
But by 1992, I wanted to go after the
West Coast market—70 percent of the
U.S. population lives on the coasts—sa [
sold our first MU-2 and bought the Lear
36. The Lear not only opencd the Wost
Coust market for us, it allowed us to fly
10 Paris and meet customers there from
places like Saudi Arabia. The Lear 36 is
fantastic. I can fly from Philadelphia to
Gander [Newfoundland, Canada] and
then hit anywhere in Europe.

What have been your most
memorable flights in the Lear?

There have been several: Manuas
[the Amazon] to Miami; Asuncion to
Curacao; Barbados to Corumba,
Brazil; Anchorage to Philadelphia; and
Gander to Paris to Helsinki. Once we
even flew from Philadelphia to Buenos
Adres and Rio and back to Philadel-
phia the same day.

I understand your son has
sort of taken over the airplane.

Owen is a tremendously skilled pilot
and is living proof of the saying that
children do*what their parents do to ex-
cess. He is out-flying me and out-engi-
neering me and creating better patents
than 1 ever did. Owen and I fly the Lear
together when we can, but we both have
vital functions at the company and are
often headed in different directions, so I
bought another MU-2 and kept the Lear.

Bob Watkins, with director of aircraft
malntenance Jerry Roberts (center) and
son Owen, who is Rampmaster’s director
of engineering. “Owen is a tremendousfy
skilled piot [who is] oul-flying me and
aut-engineering me and creating better
patents than | ever did,” Watkins sald.

Tell me about your second MU-2.

The old one was an MU-2P This
one is'a 1979 model MU-2-40 Soli-
taire. It had previously been owned by
former Apollo astronaut and Eastern
Airlines CEO Frank Borman.

The MU-2’s safety record [see box]
has led some critics to call for its
grounding. Are you conceraed
about this?

Fighty w 90 percent of the MU-2
crashes over the last five years show
certain common (raits: The pilots had
no simulator experience; the airplanes
weren't properly maintained; they were
flown by some marginal operators; and
the pilots committed a major, easily
identifiable ervor just prior (o the crash.
There are at least a dozen aircraft
types in the world crashing at a much
higher rate than MU-2s. And that
includes some very popular airplanes,
such as the Swearingen Metraliner and
turbocharged Piper Malibus. The indus-
try has proposed an improved training
and maintenance program that is going
to address the causes of MU-2 crashes,

So you don’t have any reservations
about flving the airplane?

Given a choice, for the coldest,
darkest, ice-covered, snowstorm-kick-
ing cross-wind night landing, I'll take
the MU-2 long after I've left the Lear
n the barn.

What would you tell someone
thinking of buying an MU-27

Without great maintenance, older,
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complex, high-performance ancraft
eventually will challenge even :he hest
pilots. If you own an MU-2 ani{ haven’t
flown it the majority of its life. suspect
everything. After we bought owss, we did
a logbook inventory of eVvery part ever
changed on the airplane. We replaced all
the components as recommended by the
manufacturer. We changed out the criti-
cal flight and engine performance instru-
ments. We had both praps overnauled.
This plane had only 3,800 hours on it
when we bought it and it was « unsidered
one of the best on the market, hut we
spent $100,000 on maintenanc: to get
[it] to the level where | wanted 1o flyitor
put my family in it.

But that is the case with many
turbine-powered aireraft.

Yes, it is pay now or pay a whole lot
more later and that’s a place you don’t
want to go. There is no such thing as a
low-budget turbine [-powered aireraft].
You have to commit the dollar < or don’t
buy this,

You have nine grandchildren. Do you
think at least one of them will follow
you into the cockpit?

Ol ves. The five-year-old i- alrcady
saying, “MU-2."

Though safety concerns have been raised
by others, Watkins has no reservations
about flying the MuU-2.

Safety and the MU-2

Cn Sept. 12, 2006, U.S. Rep. Tam Tan-
credo {R-Colo.) introduced H.R. 6058, a

bill that would ground all MU-2s. At press ; o ; : : } ‘ { { I

time, meanwhile, the FAA issued a sup- . ; : A : , 38 ﬂﬁ S

plemental notice of proposed rulemaking . S Hame: Hobert G, “Bog” Watkins

that would requira MU-2 pilots to obtain ; : / B o

initial/transition training if they have fewer . Age: 62

than 50 hours MU-2 flight time. The previ- ferbost ] ] Horme: East Fallowdield, Pa

ous requirement allowed pilots to have any Sy é e - CEO Gloat Capitsl Corn

amount of documented MU-2 flight time ‘ : ocupation: LED Glofal Fapisl Carp. - .

in the preceding 24 montits, Education: Geaduated ram Penn State, 1965, Markeling o,
Tancredo's interest in the ajrcraft y : Alroratt owned: Lear 36, Mitsubishi MU-2

seemz Z%SZSY in gar}f Sw;’\/’ﬁsd ;L? by tg@ Houts flown: 300 annually. 10,000 totat

Aug. 4, 2 crash of an MU-¢ flown by ‘
A § . Personal: Wite Linda, three children,

an air freight operator on approach to - . i grandchilaran v

Centennial Airpart in Englewood, Colo.
Radar and voice data from that accident
showed the pilot was flying the instru-
ment approach bslow the minimum pub-
lished altitude prior to the crash and had
been warned by the conirot tower that he
was flying too low. ~M.H.





