Going Solo – My Hints and Tips.

There are 3 phases to a Solo flight ;

a) Take-off.

b) Circuits.

c) Landing.

Take-off is easier than Landing and with a powerful engine will happen almost automatically.

Circuits should have been done to death by your Instructor.

Landings are the hardest.

New Model

Prior to flying a new model, both Lateral balance and CG should be checked.

This is to make sure that ;

a) the plane acts like a Glider when the engine cuts.

b) the plane does not need excessive trim or avoids running out of trim.

Check control surfaces are set to neutral.

Check controls move in the correct direction and manual rates (control surface movements) are medium-low. 

1) Take-off

Take-off is all about getting the plane up to flying speed as quickly as possible.

Take-off is dependent on three things ;

a)    The state of the flying strip (long grass or bumps will cause drag and impede the plane’s speed).

b)   The power to weight ratio of the plane (more power means a short take-off).

c) The length of the strip (only important if b) above is low)).

Keeping the plane straight down the strip to build up speed (taxying the plane helps this but the best advice is to start with low rates or low surface movement on the rudder and increase rates when more proficient). 

2) Plane Type

a) Tail Dragger

These planes tend to tip forward on take-off as the tail-plane comes up and the propellor hits the ground, stopping the engine, and possibly breaking the prop... Hold in some UP elevator on take-off to keep the nose up. Unfortunately, you need to control both the throttle and rudder at the same time.

b) Tricycle

Not usually a problem if the front wheel is steered and tracking is correct with the rudder or if the front wheel is fixed and straight.

3) Where does the Pilot stand ?

In order of difficulty, it can be either of the following ;
a)   Facing the rear of the plane and down the strip.
a) In parallel with the strip.

b) Oblique angle to the strip.

This is due to difficulties with depth perception the further you are away from the line of take-off and also affects landing.

I would suggest practise with a) first, then b) when proficient with a), then c)

4) Circuits

Don’t forget the rules ;

a) Downwind – minus two clicks on the throttle.

b) Other 3 legs – up two clicks to cruising speed.

c) Keep the plane close on the furthest away leg.

d) Turn early in a wind, especially when going downwind

I found right hand circuits harder than left, so practise whichever is the weakest until it’s automatic.

5) Landing

a) Pilot Position

Just like taking-off, there are three positions in order of difficulty ;

1) Looking down the strip towards the incoming plane from either side of the strip.

2) From a position at 90degrees to the strip (the normal “pilot box” one)..

3) From an oblique angle. 

While the second is normally taught , I find the first easier to line up the plane, then concentrate on a throttle controlled descent. .

You can very often land perfectly by accident, then wonder exactly what you did !

Concentrate on 1), then 2). 3) is not really necessary.

b)  Throttle

The throttle trim must be set so that fully off shuts the engine off. It is important to find the optimum trim setting for landing. This should be enough to cause a slow sink once the throttle stick is closed.

Because each plane is different (weight/wing area/aerofoil/power) it needs a certain amount of throttle to fly slowly down the strip. I determine this by flying down the strip as a simulated landing with the throttle stick closed  15-20 feet high– if it flys straight past you then you need less throttle trim – go down 2 clicks and try again. 

If it drops the nose sharply, then you have too little throttle – adjust trim up 2 clicks and try again.

Practise throttling back on the trim while flying in to the strip.

The optimum is to have a slow sink ,then a flare 2ft high. You can have too little and use the throttle stick to compensate, but you cannot land with too much throttle.

e)  Landing Methods

There are two variations here , the first is the usual Instructor method ;

1) Controlled throttle descent and flare out (up elevator) at 2-3 feet approximately.

      Aim to get descent to this height just after the runway begins.

2) Fly controlled descent and once at height of approx. 3 feet  , apply up elevator and throttle up to hold plane in a controlled “sink” on to the strip.

I would suggest you test the plane’s stall characteristics at height first prior to trying this technique. Most Trainer aircraft tend to stall fairly predictably, but you are using the throttle to prevent the stall.

This one can be practised by coming up the strip and testing the technique at some 20ft height, to allow plenty of “pull-out” space, should you need to apply full throttle and go round to try again.
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