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Pi per ’s new Malibu Mer id i an tur b o prop is a pret ty slick
piece of machinery. Its look is all-bus i ness, it’s easy to fly,
and its Meggitt avionics are a re f re s h i ng depart ure from

t he ant i q u ated steam gauges found in the instru m ent panels of
most light ai rcraft. Some will no doubt say the Mer id i an is what
t he Malibu should have been in the first place, but it’s really a dif-
f erent ai r p l ane .

T he PA - 46 - 500T Mer id i an is bigger, he a v ier, faster, more pow-
erful, and at $1.5 mil l ion, nearly twice as costly as its pi s t on - p ow-
ered cousin. From a design stan d p o i nt, the two ai rcraft share on l y
t heir fuselage pre s sure vessels. Whereas Malibu pilots can mean-
d er below 10,000 feet in se a rch of scenic views and tho us an d - d o l-
lar hamburg ers, the Mer id i an is geared for speed runs above FL
180, where the capab il i t ies of its 500-hp Pratt & Whitney PT6A-
42 are best re a l i z e d .

“ T he missed approach to a ho l d i ng pat t ern is a good il l us t r a-
t ion of the diff erence bet we en the Malibu and the Mer id i an,” says
one Piper employee involved with the Mer id i an program. “Yo u
c an stay low in the Malibu, but if you do that in the Mer id i an ,
you’ll be su c k i ng fumes before you know it. It’s going to take a
d i ff erent attitude on the pilo t ’s part . ”

So who are the se Mer id i an pilots? For the most part the y ’ re
we l l - he e led, vent ure s ome individuals , including more than a few
Malibu, Mooney and Beech Bonanza ow ners. As such, Piper plan s
to market the ai rcraft as part of larg er “lifesty le image” to buyer s
of sec ond homes, boats and other luxury items. Dan Snell, who

left a successful stint at Ha r le y - Da v id s on to run Piper ’s cus t om er
service eff o rt, describes early purc h a sers as larg e - l i v i ng ent re pre-
ne urs se e k i ng maximum visibil i ty with clients and frien d s .

“ Time is the one com m o d i ty they can cont rol, and the
M er id i an helps them do it,” he says. “Early purc h a sers con s id er
t he Mer id i an an achie v e m ent, both to earn the money to buy it,
and to gain the skill and know ledge to fly it. They’ve been doer s
t heir who le lives, and do not want to deleg ate the flying to a hire d
h and. Most won ’t even let their pilot friends touch the cont ro l s . ”

T h us, the Mer id i an is the latest of the “per s onal” tur b i ne - p ow-
ered ai rcraft that give non - pro f e s s ional pilots access to the flight
le v e l s .

I n sur ance coverage can be a factor when non - pro f e s s iona l s
o per ate at such rare f ied altitudes. For example, U.S. Spec i a l ty
I n sur ance in Addison, Texas, re p o rts it will pro v ide Mer id i an cov-
erage, but it re q u i res 750 ho urs total time and pre v io us exper ien c e
in high-perf o rm ance ai rcraft with ret r a c t ab le lan d i ng gear. The
c om p any dec l i ned to furnish a quote, saying it han d les app l i c a-
t ions on a case - b y - c a se basis.

“ T here are questions about insur ance and trai ni ng as the num-
b er of ai rcraft in the FL 250 to 410 range incre a ses, and we
d e s i g ned the Mer id i an with that in mind,” says Chuck Suma,
T he New Piper Airc r a f t ’s pre s id ent and CEO. “We took aw a y
fuel mana g e m ent in the Mer id i an, and soon will have new simu-
l ators at SimCom [Piper ’s trai ni ng part ner], including LOFT
[ L i ne - O r iented Flight Tr ai ni ng] that insur ance com p anies are
l i kely to insist on. LOFT puts an o t her pilot in the right se at for a
s pec i f ied per iod, and uses pass/fail trai ni ng scena r io s . ”

M er id i an is unlikely to see much use as an FAR Pa rt 135 mount .
I t ’s an expensive com petitor with the used fle et. It also doesn’t
c a rry enough su pp le m ental oxygen to meet the FAA’s re q u i re-
m ents for sing le - eng i ne IFR com m ercial flights, and its paylo ad
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P i p er’s Meridian

Meridian owners can reasonably expect to match or beat perf o rmance numbers.

To enhance the sense of spaciousness, most of the interior edges are ro u n d e d .

I t ’s Not Yo ur Fat her ’s Malibu
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c a p a c i ty isn’t in the same league as the
C e s s na Caravan or Pil at us PC-12, both
s i ng le - t ur b o prop heavy haulers. Know n -
i c i ng cert i f i c at ion for the Mer id i an was
i m m i nent as B / C Awent to pre s s .

Flying Impressions
T he PT6A-42 lights easily; our test ai r-
craft (N17PW) id led at 65 . 7 - perc ent
t o rque at first, then stab ilized at 64.0 per-
c ent. The parking brake held despite the
f o rm id ab le thrust produced with the pro-
pe l ler in flat pitch, but ground oper at ion s
a re best conducted in the beta range to
keep the taxi speed down and reduce brake
we a r. He ad sets without noise - c an c e l i ng
reduced the eng i ne noise to a dull, re a s sur-
i ng ru m b le .

T he Meggitt avionics display is re m i ni s-
c ent of a per s onal com p u t er, and off ers the
same ty pe of inform at ion that is avail ab le
on the EFISes found on the largest bus i-
ness jets and ai r l i ners. Ini t i a l i z at ion time is
quick, as it is for the ai rc r a f t ’s dual Garm i n
GNS 530s. The Mer id i an is the first origi-
nal equipment app l i c at ion for the Meg g i t t
system, and accord i ng to Piper pilot Bart
Jones, my su pervisor on this flight, “re l i a-
b il i ty ’s been gre at . ”

T he PT6A surges a bit as power is
a pp l ied or reduced through the upper
r ange; Jones says this app a rent sen s i t i v i ty
is endemic to the -42 variant and Piper is
e x p lo r i ng ways to remedy it, including
m o d i f y i ng the thro t t le linkage. This is a
minor issue, howe v er, and the ai rc r a f t
a c c e ler ates quickly, ro t ates smoothly an d
tracks straight on the climbout, and even
s t r ai g h t er if a little right ru d d er trim is
a pp l ied pr ior to take o ff .

S peeds at low altitudes are re m i ni s c ent
of high-end pi s t on twins and low - end twin
t ur b o props — our Mer id i an was even l y
m at c hed with Pat ty Wa g s t a ff ’s Beec h
B a ron 55 photo plat f o rm below 10,000
f e et, even at high torque set t i ngs — but
t he PA - 46 - 500T pulls away han d ily as the
air gets thinner.

Cont ro l - w i se, the Mer id i an feels like a
c abin-class twin or light jet, with none of
t he “Spam can” feel ty pically associat e d
with ai rcraft under 5,000 pounds MTOW.
L ong wings make for firm ailerons, but
o v erall cont rol harm ony is good. Our test
ai rcraft was well-rigged, with pre d i c t ab le
ru d d er inputs in turns and only slight trim
c h anges needed dur i ng con f i g ur at ion
c h anges. The Mer id i an stayed where I put
it, slowly rec o v er i ng in the ab sence of
trim, and the Meg g i t t ’s digital ai r s pe e d
and altitude re adouts re f lected pi t c h
c h anges instant l y.

T he ai rcraft is just as docile with the
a u t o pilot engaged; pilots can fly it one -
h anded us i ng just the he ad i ng bug con-
t ro l ler and pitch button, though I, a
stodgy Luddite, would pre f er a “pi t c h
w he e l ” - ty pe system as found on most
o l d er units. As with most autopilots in this
class of ai rcraft, turns gre at er than 180
d eg rees must be han d led in at least two
steps so the device knows which way to
t urn. Altitudes may be pre - se lected an d
c a p t ures are smooth.
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Meggitt displays are standard equipment.

B/CA Equipped Price . . . . . . . $ 1 , 5 0 0 , 0 0 0

C h a ra c t e r i s t i c s

S e a t i n g . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1 + 4 / 5
Wing Loading . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2 6 . 5
Power Loading . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 9 . 7
Noise (dBA ) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 7 2 . 0

Dimensions (ft/m)

E x t e rn a l . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . See T h r e e - Vi ew s
I n t e rn a l

L e n g t h . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1 2 . 4 / 3 . 8
H e i g h t . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3 . 1 / 0 . 9
Wi d t h. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 4 . 2 / 1 . 3

Po w e r

E n g i n e . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . P&WC PT6A-42A
Output (shp) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 5 0 0
Flat Rating . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . I S A + 5 5 ° C
Inspection Interva l . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3 , 6 0 0

Weights (lb/kg)

Max Ramp. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 4 , 8 9 3 / 2 , 2 1 9
Max Ta ke o f f . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 4 , 8 5 0 / 2 , 2 0 0
Max Landing . . . . . . . . . . . . . 4 , 8 5 0 / 2 , 2 0 0
Zero Fuel . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 4 , 3 9 3 / 1 , 9 9 3
E OW . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3 , 2 8 6 / 1 , 4 9 1
Max Pay l o a d . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1 , 1 0 7 / 5 0 2
Useful Load . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1 , 6 0 7 / 7 2 9
E x e c u t i ve Pay l o a d . . . . . . . . . . . 1 , 0 0 0 / 4 5 4
Max Fuel . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1 , 1 3 9 / 5 1 7
Payload w/Max Fuel . . . . . . . . . . . 4 6 8 / 2 1 2
Fuel w/Max Pay l o a d . . . . . . . . . . . 5 0 0 / 2 2 7
Fuel w/Executive Pay l o a d . . . . . . . 6 0 7 / 2 7 5

L i m i t s

VM O . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1 8 7
VA. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1 3 3
P S I . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 5 . 5

C l i m b

Time to FL 250. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 16 min.
Initial Gradient (ft/nm) . . . . . . . . . . . . . 8 3 7

Ceilings (ft/m)

C e rt i f i c a t e d . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3 0 , 0 0 0 / 9 , 1 4 4
S e rv i c e . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3 0 , 0 0 0 / 9 , 1 4 4
Sea Level Cabin. . . . . . . . . . 1 2 , 4 0 0 / 3 , 7 8 0

C ru i s e

Long Range
TA S . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1 5 1
Fuel Flow . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1 0 7
A l t i t u d e . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . FL 300
Specific Range . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1 . 4 1 1

H i g hS p e e d
TA S . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2 6 2
Fuel Flow . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2 2 2
A l t i t u d e . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . FL 300
Specific Range . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1 . 1 8 0

C e rt i f i c a t i o n . . . . . . . . . . . FAR Pa rt 23A-52

The EFIS/AHRS cockpit presents flight information in a whole new way.

Piper Meridian Specifications
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T he Mer id i an has spirited climb per-
f o rm ance — accord i ng to the pilot infor-
m at ion manual it will top 20,000 feet in a
b e at shy of 15 minutes on a stan d a rd day.
Just re m e m b er to reduce power at le v e l -
o ff, or the next sound you hear will be the
M eg g i t t ’s 188-knot (indicated) over s pe e d
w a rni ng. For max cru i se at 30,000 feet ,
you can expect 262-knot TAS while burn-
i ng 222 pp h .

In the pat t ern, the Mer id i an can be
f lown fast or slow, and the PT6A can com-
pen s ate for a variety of sins. High and ho t ?
No pro b lem. Ret a rd i ng the thro t t le turn s
t he four- b l ade aluminum pro pe l ler into a
massive speed brake — and down you go.
L ow and slow? A mere su g g e s t ion of
p ower puts you back on the glid e p ath, but
w atch that -42 surge. Navy trai ned? Lock
in that ai r s peed and whipsaw the thro t t le
f o rw a rd and back to your he a rt ’s cont ent ;
t he PT6A doesn’t care. Piston driver ?
Fo rg et about stage cooling, overhe at i ng ,
g low i ng tur b o c h a rg ers and bootstrappi ng
— this is a tur b i ne .

L an d i ngs are ro u t i ne, and the strai g h t
leg (as opp o sed to trail i ng - l i nk) gear
quickly resolves any ambiguity over the

exact instant of ground contact. Rever se
t h rust is a help and will no doubt impre s s
t he natives, but re m e m b er that the
eng i ne / prop com b i nat ion gener ates a
maximum of only 310 to 360 foot-pounds
of torque in re v er se thrust mode (com-
p a red to 1, 313 at take o ff), so be re ady on
t he brakes if you want to make the first
t urn o ff .

M er id i an ow ners can re a s onably expec t
t heir ai rcraft to match or beat its pub-
l i s hed perf o rm ance criteria, since Piper
e a sed off its test data slightly to he ad off
l i t i g io us number- c ru n c her s .

A l t hough its int er ior is signi f i c ant l y
s m a l ler than that of the Pil at us PC-12 an d
e v en the TBM 700, the Mer id i an cabin is
sur pr i s i ngly com f o rt ab le with en o u g h
leg ro om and he ad ro om for WWF-sized
p a s seng ers. Each ai rcraft is cus t om - c r a f t e d
to the cus t om er ’s spec i f i c at ions. And
“crafted” is the oper ant word. The le at her
work on the ai rcraft flown for this re p o rt
displayed excellent handiwork, re m i ni s-
c ent of Coach goods.

To en h ance the sen se of spacio us ne s s ,
most of the cabin int er ior edges are
rounded and buttons, le v ers and han d le s
a re rec e s sed. Five passeng er se ats are stan-
d a rd, but buyers can se lect a four- se at lay-
out with an optional ent ert ai n m ent cent er
e q u i pped with an ice chest, stereo, VCR
and flat - p anel moni t o r.

T he only sho rt c om i ngs noted in the
M er id i an cabin were an aw k w a rd writing
t ab le, which can only be used by tho se
o c c u p y i ng the two right-hand se ats, an d
t he modest luggage accom m o d at ion (100
pounds is the rear area limit.)

O v erall en v i ron m ental cont rols were
easy to use, pre s sur i z at ion has a 5.5-psi
maximum diff erential and the 72.0 dBA
c abin noise level was lower than expec t e d
and quiet er than the TBM 700 (76.2 dBA)
and the PC-12 (74.3 dBA).

Building the Meridian
It all begins with “ai r p l ane eggs,” Piper ’s
t erm for huge rolls of she et aluminum that

ent er through one side of the com p an y ’s
Vero Beach, Fla., plant and emerge from
t he other side as fini s hed flying machine s .
Con s t ru c t ion is by trad i t ional mean s ;
p a rts and stru c t ures are built up in jigs in a
logical se q u ence and installed as ne e d e d .
P i per ’s goal is to move tow a rd the “int e-
g r ated product team” approach, which
gives small groups “ow nership” of ent i re
su b s t ru c t ure s .

Molly Martin Pearce, Piper ’s market i ng
m ana g er, says the factory is in the midst of
a com pre hensive upgrade in tec h n o lo g y,
and rec ent ad d i t ions include a multimil-
l ion-dollar Finn Turret Punch and other
c om p u t erized mil l i ng machines. A ne w
S t retch Press enab les the con s t ru c t ion of
c om p lex shapes on both sides of a part ,
and some plastic parts, like cow l i ng piec e s
and fai r i ngs, can now be crafted from alu-
minum us i ng the new tools.

O l d er machine tools are in ab u n d an c e ,
howe v er, and many earn their keep every
d a y. Others, including a vast number of

The clamshell door makes cabin access easy.

Piper Meridian

Piper is exploring ways to improve thro t t l e s e n s i t i v i t y.
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c on s t ru c t ion jigs, are ret ai ned to buil d
p a rts for the 100,000 ai rcraft Piper cont i n-
ues to su pp o rt in the field. With all com-
p onents, bar codes are used to track who
b u ilt what, in case a pro b lem crops up
with a particular per s on, part or pro c e s s ,
and a team of industrial eng i ne ers pat ro l s
t he factory floor in se a rch of bottlenec k s .

P i per does far less outsourc i ng than
m any other OEMs, even going so far as
c u t t i ng and fini s h i ng the le at hers an d
woods used in ai rcraft se ats and int er io r s :
“ [ i nt er ior su pp l ier] No rdam does some of
t he moldings, we do every t h i ng else , ”
P e a rce says. Tec h nical re pre sent atives from
G a rmin, S-TEC and other su pp l iers are
on site as well, to resolve issues quickly.

P i per has sus pended Malibu Mirage
pro d u c t ion while it gets the Mer id i an line
g o i ng, though it plans to build 30 Mirages
in the sec ond half of this year. Of the 542
ai rcraft Piper plans to build this year, 114
w ill be tur b o pro p s .

Light ai rcraft pro d u c t ion takes place in
an o t her area of the plant. Piper ’s most

popular model this year is the vener ab le
A rc her (120 are to be built), followed by
t he Sa r atoga TC (89) and the Seneca V
twin (50). Chuck Suma says the next five
years will be “critical” in det erm i ni ng
P i per ’s future. Plans for an initial public
stock off er i ng have been back-burnere d ,
at least for now. Success with the
M er id i an could le ad to a jet, but only as
p a rt of a joint vent ure, Suma says.
De v e lo p m ent of a new twin will hinge on
t he com p an y ’s ab il i ty to make the $250
m il l ion to $300 mil l ion investment ne e d-
ed to see an original design through to
f ru i t ion .

“ We’ re explo r i ng markets above an d
b e low our current product line, including
t he grow i ng sport aviat ion market,” Suma
says. “A stret c hed Mer id i an is not like l y,
due to the cost of moving the wing spar
box, but we are lo o k i ng at ways to use the
new tur b i ne eng i nes, the Wil l i a m s
Tur b o prop and the [Pratt & Whitne y
C anada] PW600, and for the se you need a
pre s surized cab i n . ”

Suma says pe o p le often ask him ab o u t
re s t a rt i ng Navajo and Che y enne pro d u c-
t ion, but a study Piper undertook in 1995
re v e a led a market that did n ’t justify the
cost of such an undert a k i ng. Tho u g h
m any pi s t on twins are ne a r i ng the end of
t heir oper at ional lives, Suma believes use d
B e ech 1900 tur b o props will fill their ro le
in freight oper at ions and third - level carr i-
ers in remote parts of the world.

C lo ser to home, talk of an imminent
d ow nt urn has been the source of much
s pec u l at ion. “We saw big pro b lems with
t he ec on omy when the first Mer id i an
deposits came due, but this turned out to
be a non - i s sue,” Suma says. “Actually,
we’ve found that pe o p le tend to put the i r
m oney into hard assets when the market
t anks — homes, boats and ai rc r a f t . ”

P i per ’s ne west off er i ng, the Mer id i an, is
also the com p an y ’s most expensive. Ti m e
w ill tell how well it perf o rms as an asset .
But its perf o rm ance as a flying machine is
s t rong and has its makers ho peful ab o u t
w h at lies ahe ad. B / C A

General maintenance for the PA-46-500TP Meridian has been simplified by
the bonding of the all-metal fuselage and multi-sectional wing. The process
is performed in an autoclave and causes the ribs to permanently adhere to
the stru c t u r e . A dva n t a ges of this type of construction include decreased
weight because of the lack of rivets and increased strength. The main draw-

back comes when any major stru c t u r-
al repair is necessary.

“Since the skin is bonded, you can’t
drill out rivets and replace sections,”
said Rick Dav i s ,P i p e r ’s technical sup-
p o rt specialist. “The wing is built in
three sections and you would have to
replace the damaged port i o n .”

The aircraft is designed to readily
accommodate inspection and main-

tenance of its mechanical flight controls and components. H oweve r, t e c h n i-
cians will need to work with care on the engine fire detection system. T h e
“ F e n w a l ” style continuous-loop single wire detector can easily be damage d .

“The loop is delicate and ve ry brittle. You need to be cautious wh e n
pulling fuel filters, nozzles or igniters,” said Dav i s .

The least mature system on the Meridian is the Meggitt Avionics Next
Generation Integrated Cockpit (MAGIC) system. Used as the primary
EFIS/AHRS cockpit display dev i c e , the MAGIC system is new to Piper prod-
u c t s . It presents all of the information obtained from the sensors and
r e c e i vers and processed by the Data Acquisition Unit (DAU ) , an analog-to-
digital conve rt e r. The devices monitored by the DAU include torque, I T T, N p ,
N g, Va c , oil temperature/pressure, OAT, t r a n s p o n d e r, A D F, a u t o p i l o t , D M E ,
G P S / N AV, m a r ker beacon, radar altimeter and overspeed aural warn i n g.

The Meridian’s powe r p l a n t , the Pratt & W h i t n ey PT6A-42A, was derated
to 500 maximum takeoff shp at 1,313 ft/lb.

“ We chose the PT6 because we knew the engine was ‘ b u l l e t p r o o f ’ wh e n
it comes to maintenance,” said Dav i s . “The PT6 line already had a gr e a t

Piper history when we used it on the Cheyenne IIIA.”
The Pratt engine comes standard with Exxon 2380 oil, but can operate

on five other altern a t i ves as per P&W Service Bulletin 3001. H o t - s e c t i o n
inspection for the PT6A-42 is performed at 1,800 hours and can be accom-
plished on the wing through
borescope inspection, a capabili-
ty that reduces engine/aircraft
d ow n t i m e . C u rr e n t l y, the T BO for
the engine is 3,600 hours. T h e
aircraft operates under a 100-
hour progr e s s i ve inspection pro-
gr a m , but the Meridian comes
standard with an Engine Cond-
ition Trend Monitoring (ECTM) system that will allow operators to use an “ o n -
c o n d i t i o n ” engine inspection progr a m . Data can automatically be dow n-
loaded using a laptop computer, and Piper provides one ye a r ’s wo rth of free
trending through the Trend Group.

“ We are hoping that operators take adva n t a ge of this program and con-
tinue using the trending program with either the Trend Group or directly with
P r a t t ,” said Dav i s .

R e garding maintenance, D avis said the most important thing is to follow
the manuals and adhere to scheduled inspection periods. In addition, l u b r i-
cation of the flap tracks and nose gear is especially import a n t . After dis-
c overing that operators were washing off the grease and that the nosewh e e l
was not getting the same loads as the mains, Piper recommended opera-
tors use Mobil 88’s red gr e a s e .

Piper says Meridian maintenance costs are not yet confirm e d , but esti-
mates from multiple sources were $58.00 per flight hour for powe r p l a n t
ove r h a u l , $48.30 for labor per flight hour and $30.00 per flight hour for
p a rt s . Cost savings can va ry depending on variables such as the optional
Pratt & W h i t n ey Eagle Service Plans (ESP) and the on-condition inspection
p r o gr a m .

Shop Talk By Dave Benoff


