Helicopter Flying Made Easy “er” . .     
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If you’ve ever tried flying the Bell 206 in FS98 or 2000 . . and you are NOT a chopper qualified pilot yet then you probably gave up in disgust and believed all those comment from the sim forums that the Microsoft flight dynamics are not very realistic.  You are missing a real treat. Like flying down the Grand Canyon or making an early morning visit to one of those off-shore drilling rigs in ¾ mile vis and moderate rain.  Helicopters are closer to “flying like the birds” and offer a lot of great scenery or gut wrenching challenges far away form those highly groomed, lighted, landing areas they call Airports.

If you want to know the joys of NOE (nap of the earth) flying then read on and I’ll give you my best chopper-instructor tips to help you get going.  The Bell 206 is actually a pretty good representation of the real thing and even without the peripheral vision clues that are so useful in REAL flying, there are a number of things you can do to minimize effects of that limited view. Here are settings I like for training:
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Realism: Set this to EASY at first (Duh!). This one is set to MEDIUM, but don’t set IGNORE CRASH or you may end up at altitude and have to get back to the ground to cross “Translation phase” into the “Hover” and that’s a more advanced move.
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Joystick: Try these settings first. You will have better control with a small Null Zone (maybe not quite as small as this) but remember you’re better making only very slight movements of the stick. Did I mention you need a Joystick. I’d recommend a force feedback one of some kind. I REALLY like the Logitech Strikeforce 3D.I got it for Christmas this year and it has very good feel and lots of buttons to assign where you like. I’ll give you some suggestions on helpful helo switch assignments another time.  If you use a wide Null Zone you’ll find yourself over controlling even more, but don’t set the sensitivity too high. 50-75% is usually best to begin with. Set it higher as you get better if you like but I find about 75% is pretty realistic.

Display Settings: Try these. Even if you have a very fast machine you want to consider frame rates (over 50 if you can, 30 min) to give smooth, rapid movement cues. If you don’t get 30 fps then turn down texture quality and remove any smoothing but keep the shadows. If you don’t see shadows you probably just need to upgrade to the FS2000 patch that came out last Dec 2000. Check any sim site they all have it.
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I’d leave the shadows on though and turn down the complexity and distance detail. This will give you as much detail close in as you can get. And forget the dynamic scenery for now we just want to hover smoothly and get back on the grown in one piece.

Next go find a nice simple airport layout with a few buildings or towers around. Actually, Meigs is fine but some other places like LAX or Santa Monica CA would work well too.  Position the helicopter on the ramp with one of the buildings at 10 o’clock and another at 2 o’clock.. Here’s an example in Santa Monica: I find it’s often easier to go to “Map View” under the “World” menu, Zoom in, and just grab the plane and set it near the runway somewhere. I like to move the tower nearby at the same time. I set it about 5 ft higher than the plane so I can watch those great Instant Replays. Now, in SLEW mode set it down where you want.
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Give yourself the minimum 60 miles in “unlimited visibility” and leave the shadows on. Did I tell you about the shadows. Set the textures and complexity to normal or near 50%, less if you have to, in order to get at least 30 fps. That will give you pretty good frame rates even on a slower machine if the Image and other “smoothing” is turned off. Now get into Spot Plane view and sit back about 5 o’clock position just slightly above the chopper and maybe zoom in once (the “+” key).

From view point you can experiment. I assume you know how to turn the machine on and get the throttle up to 100%. Now the normal “throttle” control acts as the “collective”. (You REALLY need a joystick for this). There are some good discussions on helicopter dynamics so I’m not going to go into all that. Just remember this. The stick will tilt the rotor disk and drive the helicopter in the same direction. (Although you can’t see the rotor tilt in FS2000. Maybe in the next version).  Bring the collective up slightly till you notice some movement in the shadows and hold it there. Try feeding in some rudder “twist” to the left and right. If it doesn’t move add just a touch more collective. You should be able to rotate 360 degrees while “light on the skids”. Inside the cockpit that’s about 60 lbs of torque. 

Now go back to the start position or reset it quickly <CTRL ;> . This time as you get light on the skids, try and feed in a little left rudder to hold it steady as you bring it to a hover with a touch more collective. OK now put it back down right away . .  S l o w l y . Do it again, but this time let it move to the side a few feet first. Just like the real thing (and this is my best tip from real chopper flying, from my old flight instructor “Billy Sundman”) don’t try and move the helicopter by moving the stick. Just “Think it LEFT a bit” and the slight control movement that your thought generates will be just enough to move slowly and smoothly.

Watch the shadows AND the helicopter  AND the near buildings or tower. .  now try it from inside the cockpit and see if you can READ the subtle movements and “think it” into a steady hover.  Play around with “light on the skids” hover for several minutes before you get it up into a 3 foot hover. Rock it back and forth and side to side gently while you get used to the “very little” amount of control input needed. Believe me, the real ones are the same. I’ve tried this in full realism and with about 8 or 9 different machines including the H53 and the little Hughes 300. They all behave differently due to their size and weight but I think the FS2000 helicopter flight dynamics are actually pretty realistic with a good joystick.

I highly recommend http://www.simviation.com/fsdtutheli.htm for a GREAT introductory FS98 chopper lesson. You’ll notice some differences in our approach but he’s got some great tips too. If you liked this discussion let me know and I’ll publish some more advanced stuff with some great flight/joystick configurations and adventures in mesh scenery and drilling rigs that will challenge your “pucker factor.”

TIP: If you ever get totally out of control in some weird “Spin” that won’t stop just click “P” (pause) and go to map view under the World menu. Look at the aircraft airspeed. It’s probably ZERO. Just set it back to  100 kts and go back to flying. Something in the software makes it otherwise impossible to fly out of the spin as you might do by in the real aircraft entering auto-rotation. I haven’t experienced auto-rotation in any of the sim choppers yet so I’ll be trying that next.
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