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Five-One  Foxtrot

Dean Richardson’s Grand Champion Contemporary
by H.G. FrautscHy

MIKE STEINEKE
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N
o matter  where  you 
stand on Mr. Darwin’s 
theory when it comes to 
biology, there’s no doubt 
that evolution of a spe-

cies is evident in many product lines 
throughout aviation history. From 
Cessna’s prolific production lines in 
Wichita, Kansas, sprang the post-
World War II all-metal tailwheel air-
planes that included the Cessna 140 
and its evolved progeny, the Cessna 
170. The 170 started life as a relatively 
low-powered, four-place airplane with 
docile handling, equipped with fabric-

covered, metal-structured wings. 
As it evolved, the 170 developed a 

more angular profile, with squared-
off all-metal wings. By 1953, the de-
sign saw a major jump, as the core 
of the 170 design was morphed into 
the Cessna 180, a 225-hp workhorse. 
While the 170B continued in produc-
tion until the tri-gear 172 usurped it 
in 1956, the 180 and its cousin the 
185 were part of the Cessna product 
line into the 1980s.

The 180 design saw the basic 170 
structure revised with a set of squared-
off tail surfaces and a triangular dorsal 
fin, along with a trimmable stabilizer 
and reshaped windows. The biggest 
change was engineering the new en-
gine installation, which saw the 180’s 
new cowling wrapping around a 225-
hp Continental O-470-A driving a Mc-
Cauley constant-speed propeller. 

The bigger, stronger, faster 180 
soon became a favorite of business-
men and ranchers, who found the 
utility airplane really lived up to its 
category. It seemed capable of just 
about anything those customers 
could want. In fact, it still seems so 
today—the 180 is a highly sought-
after airplane. Ranchers still want 
it, as do bush pilots from Alaska to 
South America, and anywhere else a 
gutsy utility airplane is needed. On 

Five-One  Foxtrot

The air-to-air photos were taken be-
fore Dean Richardson tracked down 
a pair of original Cessna wheel-
pants. The Jetstream wheelpants 
look great, but they’re not from the 
Cessna factory.



20   AUGUST 2006

skis, on floats, or on wheels, the 180 
seems to have a lot of check marks in 
the “can do it” column.

Dean Richardson of Madison, Wis-
consin, is a longtime VAA volunteer 
and the chairman of VAA Classic 
judging. He’s no stranger to Cessna 
aircraft. Along with a few other air-
planes, he’s owned and restored 
award-winning copies of the 170 and 
a 1952 Air Force LC-126-C (the mili-
tary version of the Cessna 195), both 
of which were award winners at EAA 
Oshkosh. The stone original 1952 
170B took home the Best of Type 
award in the Antique/Classic area 
during the 1984 fly-in. It also pro-
vided a great learning experience for 
what really had to be done to place in 
the awards at the national event. Af-
ter selling the 170, he purchased the 
LC-126-C and restored it to its mili-
tary configuration—as it would have 
looked while serving as a unit hack 
with the Air Force 10th Air Rescue 
Group. The airplane was presented 
with an Antique/Classic Horsepower 
Award in 1987. 

That was fun, and since he enjoys 
working on airplanes so much, after 

that experience he didn’t 
stop, moving on to a Cessna 
T-41, restored to its original 
military configuration.

This time, he set out 
to do it right, all the way 
down to the original mili-
tary radios and locking 
inertia reel shoulder har-
nesses. It won the Best 
Liaison Airplane in the 
Warbirds area in 1989 and 
a Silver Wrench Award 
(the Gold Wrench that 
yea r  went  to  an  Avro 
Lancaster from Canada). 
A couple of years later it 
won a preservation award 
from the Warbirds judges.

Still, it wasn’t what he was looking 
for when he set out to buy a differ-
ent airplane in 2004. He started look-
ing at Howards, enamored with the 
big, high-powered monoplane that 
seemed to be ready to leap over tall 
cumuli at a single bound. But one 
that was “just right” never seemed to 
cross his path when he was ready to 
buy, so Dean kept his options open. 
Prior to the 180, he’d owned a Piper 

Super Cub, and immediately prior to 
that, a Polish Wilga, so a pretty wide 
range of airplanes appealed to him.

Now he wanted something with 
four seats in a comfortable setting, 
a fairly high cruise speed, reason-
able range, and some visual pizzazz. 
Then along came the 180, with its 
150-mph-plus cruise speed, four seats 
in a comfortable cabin, an all-metal 
structure that was well-known for its 

Dean Richardson, proud caretaker and detailer of 
Cessna 2451F.

The 1966 Cessna 180H featured this exact 
color scheme of valor red and vestal white 
over polished aluminum.



VINTAGE AIRPLANE   21

durability and classic good looks.
While shopping for a good, clean 

180, Dean took his time. He did his 
homework on the airplane, refresh-
ing his memory regarding its history 
and boning up on any trouble spots he 
should look out for. He looked for de-
fects such as wrinkles around the land-
ing gear (indicating a hard landing or 
a lot of operation on rough terrain) or 
little dents and dings on the prop and 
leading edges of the tail surfaces, which 
would also indicate a hard life.

While he certainly wasn’t afraid of 
some work to get the right airplane 
into shape, there didn’t seem to be 
much point in doing more than he 
needed to do!

Finally, after searching and read-
ing, and plenty of e-mails and phone 
calls to various owners, Dean found 
himself talking to a pleasant fel-
low from Texas, a rancher who used 
his 180 for duties around a pair of 
ranches he owned, one in south-
eastern Colorado, the other in Pilot 

Point, Texas. Bill Ambrosich has been 
a pilot for most of his ranching life, 
and the 180 was certainly a great tool 
for working a pair of ranches in Colo-
rado and Texas. But he felt he needed 
to go back to a different airplane, so 
he was willing to part with his 180.

Bill and Dean came to an agree-
ment on the airplane over the phone, 
contingent of course on Dean’s in-
spection. Dean invited me to accom-
pany him on the trip to serve as a 
second set of pilot eyes and hands 
as he brought the 180 home to Wis-
consin. After a nice visit with the 
Ambrosichs, Dean and I saddled up 
at the Denton, Texas, airport and 
cinched our belts up tight, for it was 
very windy, and thanks to a very 
strong southwesterly flow in advance 
of a cold front over the great plains, it 
was likely to be bumpy and windy all 
the way home.

And how! We were rocking and 

Above: The instru-
ment panel of the 
180 now features 
a Garmin avionics 
stack, but is oth-
erwise original.

Left: This extra 
bit of 5/16-inch 
wide plastic/
chrome trim, avail-
able at automo-
tive stores, helps 
detail the edges of 
the wheelpants.
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Patience and persistence pay off for Dean Richard-
son, as he was able to track down a pair of pristine 
original Cessna wheelpants after 51F had won the 
Grand Champion Contemporary Lindy at EAA AirVen-
ture Oshkosh 2005. After liberating them from their 
original Cessna packaging, Dean polished the pair 
and installed them with little modification needed 
for the more modern Cleveland twin-puck brakes.

The doorframes and sill plates were 
are carefully reshot with the proper 
paint color. The seat cushions are 
original leather seating that was or-
dered when the airplane was new with 
a bronze and tawny mist color scheme. 
It was part of the deluxe interior op-
tion package.
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rolling nearly all of the trip, since a 
moderately packed cloud deck kept 
us under the cumuli for most of the 
flight. We routinely saw groundspeeds 
of well over 175 knots, which neither 
one of us were used to, having flown 
airplanes with true airspeeds around 
100 mph or so! We zoomed home to 
Madison with one fuel stop in Leba-

non, Missouri. The leading edge of 
the cold front was well into central 
Wisconsin by the time we reached 
the Quad Cities near Moline, Illinois, 
and by checking the weather ahead of 
our projected course, we were able to 
work our way north to the state line, 
at which point the Madison airport 
reported conditions that varied be-

tween marginal VFR and IFR. A call 
to the Madison tower slipped us into 
the airspace as the airport was report-
ing marginal VFR conditions, and we 
landed with a total elapsed time of 4.7 
hours (including a fuel stop of about 
35-40 minutes), averaging 170 knots 
over the ground. If we’d tried to make 
the same trip in an airliner, from Den-

ton to Madison, we’d have 
taken a lot longer!

O n c e  h o m e ,  D e a n 
started to make his list of 
areas where the already 
nice-looking and well-kept 
Cessna could look even 
better. Like most of us, 
each time he and his wife, 
Wendie, went back to look 
at the airplane, the list 
grew. There were just a few 
non-original parts, such as 
the Jetstream wheelpants, 
which were great-looking 

Left: Resting on the grass 
of the Lodi airport near 
Lodi, Wisconsin, you can 
see the amazingly straight, 
ding-free cowling and nose-
bowl of 51F. 
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(and are the ones you see in the air-
to-air photos on these pages), but 
they did not come with the airplane 
from the factory.

The instrument panel and the 
preserved interior were among the 
features that tilted this airplane in 
Dean’s favor. It had all the original 
instruments, including the direc-
tional and attitude gyros, along with 
the original radios. One more factor 
working for Dean was the airplane’s 
paperwork. Each of the previous 
owners had kept all of the paperwork 
for the airplane, including the Cessna 
purchase agreement equipment list 
from when the airplane was first de-
livered to a pipeline company. Most 
likely it was used as its executive/em-
ployee transport to operations in the 
field. The airplane shows very little 
utility work wear, even though it’s 
spent a good portion of its lifetime 
working for pipeline and machine 
shop companies. On it were listed the 
pointed spinner, the deluxe interior 

with green/brown leather seats, and 
the exterior courtesy lights in the 
wings. It seemed to have just about 
every option you could buy, with the 
exception of a heated pitot tube.

The more Dean looked, the better 
he felt about the project, and he real-
ized that if he really hit it hard, he 
could have a show-quality Cessna by 
the time the summer fly-in season ar-
rived. The exterior paint was good, 
if a bit worn and faded, but a strong 
polish job brightened it up consider-
ably. He spent time working on the 
interior, having a new headliner in-
stalled by Eric Paradise (then of Wis-
consin Aviation, now in Reedsburg, 
Wisconsin) that closely matched the 
original and installing a set of much-
needed shoulder harnesses. 

He also worked diligently to repair 
the plastic side panels using a plastic 
welding kit he picked up at his local 
hardware store. After the plastic heat-
welding repair was done, to prevent 
cracking again Dean backed up the 

repair with a thin leather patch at-
tached with contact cement to the 
back side of the repaired panel. He 
has found that this works very well 
over a long period of time.

Once they were repainted, along 
with the small metal trim around the 
windows and doorsills, the repairs 
became invisible. The leather seats 
needed a cleanup but were in other-
wise excellent condition. The origi-
nal tinted windshield didn’t need too 
much work, but quite a bit of time was 
spent detailing the engine, and Wis-
consin Aviation helped out with a new 
a radio package with a Garmin suite of 
navigation/communication radios.

A few of the instruments were 
overhauled and re-installed, helping 
boost the personal score Dean had 
given the airplane. He figured when 
he bought it the interior was about 
a 6 out of 10, and the exterior a 7 
or 8. With the exception of an ad-
ditional logo on the tail, and the af-
termarket wheelpants, nothing else 
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on the airplane would result in major 
deduction points. The radio installa-
tion would not result in a deduction, 
nor would the newer brakes (a safety 
item) or the strobe lights (another 
safety addition).

A bit of skin work did need to be 
done on the flight control surfaces. 
While not terrible, it was pretty obvi-
ous that at one point the airplane had 
gotten caught outdoors during a hail-
storm. Dean had the ailerons, tops of 
the elevators, and horizontal tail re-
skinned by a shop in Louisiana.

Having done all that, he left the air-
plane home when he came to Oshkosh 
for AirVenture, unsure whether he 
should bring it for judging. After all, 
he’d been involved in Classic airplane 
judging for many years, and even 
though he wasn’t involved in Con-
temporary judging, he didn’t want to 
put anyone in a difficult position.

Once he started showing other 
VAAers photos of his new project, ev-
eryone encouraged him, both Con-
temporary judges and others, to go 
to Madison and get the airplane so it 
could be judged and put on display.

Now that some folks had talked 
him into getting the airplane, he 
brought it up on Wednesday of the 
convention, and the following day 
the Contemporary judges swarmed 
over it. A number of remarkable 
things came to light as they looked 
it over. First, most commented later 
about the condition of the nosebowl 
and cowling. 

The 180 has a smooth compound 
curve cowl that shows dings and 
dents quite readily, but Dean’s cowl-
ing didn’t show any of that usual 

runway and maintenance rash. He’d 
paid particular attention to the little 
areas that always seem to show wear, 
such as the door side panels, the 
doorframe and door sill plates, and 
the door seals, which needed to be 
replaced. All were neatly touched up, 
and the rest of the airplane showed 
great attention to detail and was 
original in its configuration. Three 
days later, at the awards ceremony 
in EAA’s Theater in the Woods, Dean 
was stunned to hear that he’d won 
the Grand Champion Contemporary 
Lindy for EAA AirVenture 2005.

After being recognized hands-
down as the most original Cessna 180 
at EAA AirVenture 2005, you’d have 
thought it might be time to relax. But 
I know Dean pretty well and knew 
that would never happen.

“I never leave well enough alone, 
since I love working on airplanes, so I 
kept wanting to get everything origi-
nal,” he said.

The next item on his list?
Original Cessna wheelpants.
Dean placed a few ads in some of 

the trade papers, including Vintage 
Airplane, advertising for a set of good 
original pants, just like those de-
livered on the earlier 180s. At least 
a dozen callers responded, but one 
caller in particular really made his 
ears perk up. When Dean told him 
that he was looking to have them in-
stalled and polished, not painted, he 
asked the owner of the wheelpants 
how they looked.

“I don’t know,” he responded. 
“They’re still in the boxes they came 
in from Cessna years ago.”

That sounded good to Dean!

A deal was struck, and a few days 
later the delivery man dropped off 
the boxes marked “Cessna Aircraft,” 
and Dean very carefully opened 
them, gently pulling the staples. As 
he folded back the box tops, it was 
like Christmas and the discovery of 
King Tut’s tomb all rolled into one. 
There, peeking out from the packing 
foam and blue plastic wrapping, was 
a pair of never-installed Cessna fac-
tory wheelpants, along with the bits 
and pieces for installation. 

For days he carefully removed the 
plastic wrap, which over the years had 
deteriorated and was stuck more firmly 
to the aluminum than was intended. A 
bit of solvent to loosen the light adhe-
sive on the plastic film did the trick, 
and he was the proud papa of a pair of 
perfect pantaloons for his Cessna. 

There was one minor difference in 
the pants as manufactured and their 
installation on the 1966 180H—the 
Cleveland double-puck brake caliper 
on the later model was in front of the 
landing gear, and these pants were set 
up for the smaller Goodyear brakes 
on the back. By swapping sides and 
axles (and keeping the shims in place 
for the proper toe-in) the pants were 
a near perfect fit, with hardly any 
trimming needed for fitting. 

One more detail, after polishing, 
was added to the pants. Dean has 
never cared for the rather unfinished 
look of the very edge on the bottom 
of the Cessna wheelpants, but he 
spotted something at an automotive 
store that he knew would solve the 
problem. It was a chrome-plated plas-
tic trim section (see photo) that has 
a small amount of adhesive included 
in it. You simply push the U-shaped 
section onto the edge you’re dress-
ing up and the adhesive will keep it 
in place. When done with restraint, 
it looks just as if the factory made it 
that way.

I just smiled when I saw it, because 
it was so Dean Richardson.

On his airplanes, or Chris-Craft 
wooden boat, he always seems to 
know just what needs to be done to 
make something “just so.” No won-
der he loves working on airplanes 
so much!
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