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Pilots get extra airtime flying model helicopters

CAMP HUMPHREYS - Pyongtaek, Republic of Korea – Two pilots from Camp Humphreys just can’t get enough flying time during the week. To get even more airtime, they rev up radio-controlled (RC) model helicopters on the weekends.

“You enjoy it on duty so much that you want to do it when you’re off,” said Capt. Kevin McHugh, assistant S-3 for Headquarters and Headquarters Company, 2 nd Battalion 52nd Aviation Regiment. “Short of actually going out and renting a helicopter, this is the next best thing.”

McHugh and fellow pilot Chief Warrant Officer Greg Inman, from Company B, 2nd Battalion, 52nd Aviation Regiment, can be found flying their model helicopters around local fields on Camp Humphreys. They are sometimes joined by Sgt.1st Class Miguel Muniz, first sergeant for Headquarters and Headquarters Detachment, 194th Maintenance Battalion.

All are hooked on model helicopters.

McHugh has six model helicopters. His most recent, a Boeing Vertol 107 (CH-46) much like the CH-47 Chinook twin-rotor helicopter he flies on missions for the U.S. Army in Korea.

Rather than actually sitting in a cockpit, though, he controls the model helicopter using a radio-control transmitter which uses one “stick” for controlling the pitch and bank angle of a helicopter.  The transmitters use a second “stick” to control the throttle, main blade pitch, and tail rotor pitch or yaw of the helicopter.  Both combined, an experienced RC pilot has precise control over the actions of a radio controlled helicopter in all planes of travel. 

“They fly like the real thing,”  said McHugh. “The aerodynamics are the same. All the aerodynamics you learn going through flight school apply – loss of tail rotor effectiveness, gyroscopic procession, and others – all apply to the miniature aircraft. In that respect, it’s almost like flying.”

McHugh said flying model helicopters requires a special type of radio that mixes throttle, pitch and the tail rotor control to counter the effect of the main rotor as the helicopter blade revolutions increase. He said at least five servos – tiny control mechanisms – are required to operate the helicopter. A gyroscope is also needed to control the yaw of the aircraft.


He said his first flight experience with a model helicopter was “extreme.”

“I was a little nervous as it lifted off for the first time,” said McHugh about his Bell 222 helicopter. “It’s a combination of the money involved, the fact that you put it together and that it would be entirely your fault if it crashed.. Flying one of these things for 15-minutes can be a pretty nerve-racking experience.”

Muniz added a note of finality to the discussion.

“If you crash it, that’s it,” he said. “It’s back to work bench for some salvage work.”

Just the thought of crashing a model helicopter is unpleasant. They can cost upwards from a few hundred dollars to thousands.

“I knew a guy who paid $8,000 for a model helicopter,” said Muniz, who has five helicopters and lots of radio-control airplanes.

He said you have to be a mechanic of sorts to fly model helicopters. He totes a toolbox to the field to make on-the-spot adjustments.

“To fine-tune them to fly just the way you want them to, you have to tinker with them,” he said.

And when you’re flying on a beautiful day, he said, it’s a great feeling.
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models2: Kevin McHugh flies a Bell 222 radio-controlled helicopter at Camp Humphreys.

Models4: Miguel Muniz starts the engine of his helicopter.

Models6: Miguel Muniz works on the engine of his helicopter.

Models7: Miguel Muniz watches Kevin McHugh flying a Bell 222 radio-controlled helicopter at Camp Humphreys.
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