Introduction to R/C Helicopters

Volume 3: Construction Techniques – Tricks And Tips For The Beginner

by Steve Bygren, Colorado Rotor-Heads

In our first two articles, we laid out some of the basics involved in getting started in R/C helicopters.  I hope you found it interesting, and left you yearning for more.  This month, I’ll be discussing some of the tricks and tips that will make your entry into helicopters easier.  It is impossible to cover everything here, so I would always recommend seeking the assistance of an experienced pilot.

Building

· In spite of their mechanical complexity, building a helicopter is really quite easy.  They key is to follow the instructions to the letter.  It used to be that you had to have significant mechanical aptitude, including the ability to dial indicate and adjust all rotating parts and performing precision balancing.  Now, most kits are about as “plug-n-play” as you can get, and you don’t even have to balance your main blades if you purchase modern carbon fiber blades.  That said, there are a few tips that will make your helicopter run smoother, and last longer:

· Threadlock - ALWAYS use a threadlocking compound on any metal-to-metal threads.  The blue formula is preferred, as it allows you to remove the parts later if you choose.  The red formulas work well, but don’t expect to get the parts apart without the use of a propane torch.  The only time you don’t want to use threadlock is when you are using a self-locking nut with a nylon insert, or if you are placing a threaded bolt into plastic.  Threadlock can have a weakening effect on plastic, so avoid using it here.  Speaking of nuts and bolts, always make sure the threads are free of all grease and oil.  Many kits come with bolts that still have some machine oil on them from the manufacturing process.  This film should be removed with your favorite de-greasing agent.

Setup

· Ball Links - Some ball links are better than others.  Those that come with JR kits (Ergo, Vigor) are notorious for being far too tight to function freely.  If your ball links don’t allow the link to rotate smoothly, you should “fit” them using a commercial ball link sizing tool (JR, coincidentally, makes a nice one) or gently squeeze the links on the ball with pliers.  Links that are too tight will make the helicopter difficult to control smoothly, and that is the last thing that a beginner needs.  Rocket City makes some of the best aftermarket links available.

· Flying

· Training Gear - For your first flights, you should build (or buy) a set of training gear for your helicopter.  This consists of nothing more than a couple of 36” dowels arranged in an “X”, with whiffle balls attached to the ends.  When this contraption is strapped to the bottom of your helicopter, you have a wide, stable platform that will prevent tip-overs that can plague a beginner.  Now, when you make your first attempts to hover a couple of inches above the ground, you can simple cut your power if you get in a bind, and the helicopter will settle to the ground without incident.  

· Initial Flights - If you’ve never flown a helicopter, you may be surprised how unstable they seem to be.  For this reason, it is helpful to get an experienced heli pilot to inspect your machine and take it up for its initial checkout and trimming.  Now, when you get your hands on the transmitter, you can have confidence that the helicopter is in good flying condition, and that any odd behavior is probably due to the pilot, and not the helicopter.  For the next several tanks of fuel, you should concentrate on hovering 4-6 inches above the ground until you get the hang of things, and gain some confidence.  DO NOT attempt to take off into forward flight right away.  While in forward flight, a helicopter feels similar to a pattern plane (it goes where you point it), but when you attempt to return to hovering mode, you will find that you have a tiger by the tail.  Save this experience for another day.

· Batteries - If you closely monitor the capacity of your flight batteries, you will find that a helicopter can drain a flight pack much faster than an airplane.  This is due to the heavy and continuous load that the servos experience during flight.  Be sure to fly only with fully charged batteries, and monitor them with a voltmeter on a regular basis.

Upgrades

· Don’t Bother (at first, anyway) - There are lots of aftermarket parts available, many of which consist of pretty anodized aluminum and carbon fiber items.  For beginners, you will be MUCH (much, much, much!) better served by buying fuel and flying your stock helicopter than you will by decking it out with all the latest gizmos.  The only tangible effect many of these upgrades will have for the beginner is to make to helicopter so expensive that you’ll be afraid to fly it for fear of crashing.

· Safety and Invaluable Rules of Thumb

· You Get What You Pay For - You’ve heard this one a thousand times, but it applies here more than ever.  Yes, you can buy bargain engines, fuel, glowplugs, servos, etc., but you’ll regret it in the end.  Unfortunately, this means for money up front, but it also means less outlay of cash for crash kits and worn out parts in the coming months.  Please don’t skimp here! 

· Safety - The very nature of R/C helicopters requires you to fly closer to yourself than you do with airplanes, especially when you are first learning to hover.  With all the energy in those moving parts, the last thing you want is for a bargain servo to strip its gears with the helicopter 15 feet from your knees (or eyes)!!  Inspect your helicopter before each flying session, and replace any parts that are worn.  Don’t reuse any parts that may have been damaged during a tip-over or crash.  ALWAYS wear something over your eyes (sunglasses at a minimum), and never fly over the pits.  I could tell you some interesting stories where very capable pilots had a mechanical or electrical failure that had nothing to do with their skills as a pilot.  Always think SAFETY FIRST!!

The Colorado Rotor-Heads is a group of R/C helicopter pilots based in Denver, with members all along Colorado's Front Range.  Our members belong to many of the Front Range clubs from Colorado Springs to Fort Collins.  As a result, you may see our members at many of the local club fields and even the occasional cul-de-sac.  If you would like to learn more about the Colorado Rotor-Heads, or R/C helicopters in general, please visit our web site at www.coloradorotorheads.com.

