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NOTICE:

The next meeting of the BRRCC will be Tuesday, May 6th at the Greenwell Springs Rd. Library at 7:00pm
_______________________________________________________________________________________
Get ready for flight competition

Model Airplane News,  Mar 1999  by Wolanski, Dan
Precision acrobatic competition is a sport like no other. Whether it is IMAC (International Miniature Aerobatic Club) or AMA pattern, guiding your plane through a predetermined set of aerobatic maneuvers is one of the most gratifying experiences in modeling. Some pilots may contend that aerobatics is not for them, but let's face it: when you first began to learn how to fly, what did you ask your instructor over and over? I'll lay odds it was, "Can I do a loop now?" or "How do I do a roll?" Then, after you cut the trainer cord, did you just continue to fly around the sky in a racetrack pattern executing nice level turns? Once again, I'd bet a handful of Vegas chips that you started toying with rolls, loops, spins and snaps. This, my fellow pilots, is the grassroots of aerobatic competition. What you do from this point on will determine whether you are destined to compete. 

When you watch someone else fly, do you find yourself saying, "I can do that," or "That looks easy"? When that person leaves, have you ever found yourself trying some of the maneuvers you saw him/her perform? If so, you'll recognize the reality that we are all born to compete. If you choose to ignore your primal instinct, so be it. If you want to learn how to harness your zest for competition, read on. 

EARLY SEASON

When winter breaks its stranglehold on the land, it's finally time for early season flying-the toughest time in the entire season. Your reflexes and flying skills have diminished during the long hiatus, and if you fly IMAC, you are faced with a fresh set of maneuvers that you may never have attempted. To make the most of this season, start by just flying straight and level for the first few flights. Warm your thumbs up to the feel of flying out about 100 yards in front of you, straight and level. Keep your plane parallel to the runway at all times, and retrace your path with a turn-around maneuver. (If you've read any of my previous articles, you're probably saying to yourself, "Here he goes again on that straight and level thing." Sorry, folks, but the fundamental of every aerobatic maneuver is straight and level flight, and it cannot be stressed enough.) When you are comfortable flying straight and level, you may want to try a few of your favorite maneuvers from last year. This will help to build your confidence, which is key during this time. As your confidence grows, try a few maneuvers from the new sequence, but don't try to fly the entire sequence. Your pilot skills and concentration are at an all-time low, and you will quickly become frustrated. Pick out an easy section in the new sequence and try to fly it "in the box." Then string on more maneuvers until your confidence or concentration becomes strained. This "strain" is analogous to the bum bodybuilders feel. If you don't push yourself, you will never develop your brain to concentrate for an entire sequence, but don't overdo it! Flying slightly strained is good; flying totally strained will surely lead to re-kitting. 

By now you will have gone to the field a few times and you may want to attempt the entire new sequence. But before you do, practice the difficult maneuvers; you don't want your brain to freeze up when you get to those parts in the sequence. Take a day or two and fly nothing but difficult maneuvers. When you practice a difficult maneuver, be sure to fly the maneuver that precedes it, and continue with the next maneuver in the sequence in case you need to adjust your elevation or heading. When you can do the difficult maneuvers, it's time to attempt the entire sequence. Go ahead and give it your best shot. Remember to throttle back between maneuvers to give your brain time to think about the next one. Concentrate on straight and level flight, and don't be afraid to break sequence if you can't quite get it yet. After you go through the sequence once, you will find yourself saying, "I can do it!" Now you're ready for the next step. 

REFINEMENT 

As a kid, you learned "Practice makes perfect," but practicing a mistake over and over does nothing but teach you how to consistently mess up. Let's rework that saying to read "Perfect practice makes perfect." Practicing with perfection requires you to formulate a practice plan goal or set of goals in your mind-before you head out to the field. 

The human brain is like any other organ or muscle: it is strong after resting and tires with use. This means that you are sharpest during your first flight or two, and then your eye/hand coordination deteriorates and your reaction time slows. Your ability to detect minor heading changes or flaws decreases, and flying becomes more difficult. The practice plan you develop must revolve around your ability to concentrate, so you should perform the most difficult maneuvers first. For this reason, I suggest you fly the entire sequence on your first flight of the day. Fly it exactly as you would at a contest. Resist the temptation to mess around or go back to redo a bad maneuver. If you screw up a maneuver or part of the sequence, do not stop; press yourself through the entire flight. This is exactly how you will feel on your first flight in a contest: fresh off the bench and into the air, you need to teach yourself to calm down quickly for the first sequence of the day. Also, your brain is at its most responsive during your first flight, and you should use this time effectively. Have your caller watch for areas that need improvement, and after the flight, sit down with him or her to review any flaws and agree on how you should attempt to fix them. 

Start your second flight by attempting to fix any errors you made in the first flight. Have your caller direct you to the problem areas of the sequence. Be sure to fly exactly where you intend to fly it in the context of the sequence. This is very important. If you are having a problem with an end maneuver, do not practice it in the center because it will look completely different to you. Likewise, do not practice the segment close in if you usually fly farther out. Perception is everything; if your plane looks "different" to you when you're trying to improve a maneuver, you will defeat the purpose of the plan. When you get to the problem maneuver, have your caller verbalize the fix immediately before you attempt it. If you want, your caller can even tell you when to input rudder during the maneuver by saying, "Now." You will be amazed at how much verbal cues help when you are trying something new. If you notice an improvement but still agree it isn't as good as you would like it, turn your plane around, chop the throttle and listen to your caller's suggestions. For example, your caller may say, "It looks like you gave enough rudder, but the input was too abrupt. Try to input the rudder more smoothly." Armed with this revised plan, go back and try it again. Once again, have your caller verbalize the fix right before and possibly during the maneuver. If you notice improvement, great! Go back and do it again to confirm your results. If you don't, go on to the next segment that needs improvement. You can revise your plan after you land and agree to try something different on the next flight.

Before attempting your third flight of the day, I suggest you relax a bit. More than likely you are a bit fatigued. You will probably have a newfound spark about you if you did notice improvement in your second flight, and you will be eager to test your skills within the sequence. If you feel up to it, go ahead and attempt the entire sequence. Chances are your brain will not be as sharp as before, but you should notice an improvement. You may want your caller to remind you of the fix again. I have found this very helpful until I become comfortable with the new inputs. If you attempt any more flights, I suggest that you work on specific maneuvers, just as you did in flight no. 2. By now, your brain is past its peak responsiveness, and you may not be able to concentrate for an entire sequence. If you push too hard, you risk frustrating yourself and losing some of the confidence you gained. 

CONTEST WEEK 

The week before a contest should be filled with mostly complete sequences. By now, the refinement technique has certainly resolved or aided your quest to obtain higher scores on your weakest maneuvers. Now it is time to practice the entire sequence again. After all, the sequence must be flown with precision and grace. If you don't polish the entire package, your net gain will be zilch! If a particular maneuver is still giving you problems, do the best you can to improve its presentation, even though you know it isn't perfect. This week, resist the temptation to go back and fix botched maneuvers during a sequence. You must train yourself to recover and continue. Mistakes happen during contests, and you need to be prepared for them. 

Your equipment must also be in perfect working order. Go over every inch of your plane to be sure there are no loose fasteners or parts. Be sure your engine is in top working condition. If you are worrying about your engine quitting during the sequence, you are sure to lose points. Now is the time to work out every detail of how your plane will perform on contest day. Make any adjustments to the airframe or engine early in the week to allow for test flights. Never make adjustments immediately before a contest without making a test flight. You do not want to show up at a contest with an unforeseen problem that may have been induced by your adjustments. 

CONTEST DAY 

Contest day is all about focusing on what is between your ears. If you have prepared properly, you should be confident. Your biggest challenge is to scope out the field and find some visual clues. After all, your plane won't know the difference between landing at your field or one 300 miles away, but you sure will! If you can, fly at the field the day before the contest. Fly a few sequences and get the feel for the landscape. You will need to adjust to the prevailing winds, sun direction and landing conditions. If you have a chance to fly on the morning of the contest, do so only to verify that your engine mixture is set properly and your plane is trimmed. Resist the temptation to do a complete sequence; 

save your concentration for later.

As the contest begins, try to relax and maintain your composure. Sure, you're going to be a little nervous in front of the judges; that's normal. But don't let it get the best of you. If you notice that you are scoring particularly poorly on a certain maneuver, you may want to ask the judges what they saw. Try to obtain as much input regarding your performance as possible. If the remedy to scoring higher on a particular maneuver is very simple, e.g., you aren't flying fast enough for the current wind conditions, you may want to try it on your next attempt. If the remedy requires a bit more thought, e.g., your point rolls are not being placed where they should, do not attempt to fix it at the contest. Catalog and make notes on ways to improve maneuvers, but resist the temptation to drastically alter the way you have been performing them. Adjusting to environmental changes is something that must be done at every contest, but fundamental changes in the way you fly must be practiced before you're in front of the judges. 

UNKNOWN SEQUENCES 

The beauty of IMAC is that you are often required to fly an "Unknown" sequence during competition. An Unknown is a never-before-seen sequence that is given to the pilots the night before they fly. You can review, talk about and pretend to fly the sequence with a "stick plane," but you are not allowed to actually fly or practice the sequence. The next day, you must perform this new sequence in front of the judges for part of your overall score. Unknowns usually separate good pilots from great pilots. Pilots who have years of experience tend to do better because they have flown nearly all of the individual maneuvers at some time or another. Pilots who have practiced the "Known" sequence but have little contest experience find themselves at a slight disadvantage. One thing is sure: there's nothing like being handed a sequence the night before and flying it the next day. If you are uncomfortable about flying Unknown sequences, don't worry; they are only found in the Sportsman, Advanced and Unlimited levels of competition. Basic flyers are never asked to fly an Unknown, but some contest directors will allow basic flyers to participate to gain the experience. The scores will not count toward the contest totals, but the experience may be enough to compel you to move on to the next class. 
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