Story of Justin Chi
By Benny Chi

This is a story about a 5-year-old boy whose love is flying RC model helicopters.  He was born on July 21st 2002 in New Jersey.  He was born to a mechanical design engineer dad who worked in new product development and to a corporate account mom who worked in the investment banking sector.

It would be impossible to dispel all the misconceptions regarding my motives and Justin’s awareness of his surrounding.  But, it is my hope to shed some light to those who are simply clueless or to those who formed their belief based on the few videos floating on the internet and may have come to a conclusion that Justin was slave driven to develop his flying skills, against his will, for my glory.  
It all started when Justin was about 8 months old.  While we were strolling in the park grounds, I saw model airplanes flying over the other side of the lake.  This discovery has rekindled my long lost love for RC flying.  Much has changed in the flying scene since I was flying 20 years ago.  I bought a simulator to learn this new type of flying called 3D and it was much more fun for the spectators as well as thrilling to the pilots.  Since then, I’ve spend almost every weekend at the RC field and brought my family along with me.  So, Justin pretty much spent his infant days around the flying field accompanied by his mother. As for Justin’s normal development, everything seemed late compared to the average kids regarding crawling, standing, walking and talking etc.  He did not speak a single word until his 2nd birthday.  My wife and I were actually worried about him at one point.  Although he never spoke other than “Mommy” and “Daddy”, he has shown great interest in anything that flew.  We would get him match box cars and airplanes.  He would look at the car one time and just chuck it away and play only with airplanes.  When he started crawling, we did put up a child fence in the living room to protect home theater electronic equipment and Justin from each other.  I ran my Aeroflypro sim for learning airplane 3D from the living room PC and a projector for viewing. On or around when Justin was 1 3/4 years old, he started to bug me to play with the sim controller.  I had no intention of teaching a baby to do sim nor did I think it to be possible to teach someone who could not comprehend words.  So, when I was done with my practice, I would go upstairs to work while his nanny watched him play with his toys and the sim box was just another toy to him.  Over the few months, I saw him making the connection between the stick movement and the reaction on the projector.  It seems that the throttle was the most obvious one that he picked up first then elevator and aileron in that sequence.  During these days, the flight paths were pretty chaotic with predictable end.  It would go up, make some crazy motions until it crashed.
One day however, when Justin was about 2 1/4, I accidentally saw something most shocking and wonderful at the same time.  I came down to get something to drink and was passing the living room where Justin and the nanny were playing. I had a glimpse of the sim plane making a turn and coming around.  I turned around to take a look and sure enough the plane went straight out and made a banked coordinated turn coming back.  I started to pay more attention to him but still did not think much of it. It just was amusing at the moment and did not think much of it.  At the time, my wife had just quit her job to rear Justin full time.  This allowed us to go to the field together more often and allowed Justin to observe how RC planes flew.  Around this time, just past his 2nd birthday, his speech development was on an afterburner.  He spurted out new words each and everyday.  My theory behind him not speaking a word until then was that he did not want to utter words that made no sense.  At that time, he has also developed interest in names of airplanes and airplane parts.  He would always grab an RC magazine to bed and potty and ask my wife to name airplanes by pointing to it.  Later we would reverse this by saying the name of the airplanes and he would point to the correct ones.  
The major break through in his flying came when he discovered how to fly knife edge by correcting with rudder.  Prior to this he would watch me do a knife edge circuit and he would attempt to do the same.  He would roll to a knife edge but helplessly watch it fall to the ground time and time again.  I wanted to help him by showing the rudder input by putting my arms around his while he was on the sim.  He would simply elbow my arms away as he had to do this on his own.  I think it took couple of months and he finally discovered rudder around the age of 2 1/2.  The rest is history as everyday he learned new moves and torque roll and rolling circles came shortly thereafter.  By this time, his typical morning greeting to us became “Simulator!” He went straight to the living room after getting up in the morning to fly on the simulator.   His learning was so incredible that I actually started to think about putting him on a buddy box for field flying.
In June of 2005 at the age of 2 years and 11 months, he did his first buddy box flying while wearing a diaper under his shorts.  Strangely, perhaps due to change of environment, the calm sim stick moves on the sim became wild stick banging at the field.  He was flying my Funtana 40 at the time.  In order to combat his stick banging, I reduced to throw to less than 1/4inch on the surface so even stick banging would produce reasonable flights.  We then took him to his first funfly at Allair State Park in NJ.  He did pretty well on a buddy box there but did something I had not thought of or was prepared for.  He pulled up and cut the throttle to idle and the plane flopped to nose down attitude.  I took over but there wasn’t much you can do with less than 1/4inch throw and nose down attitude with zero airspeed and maybe 75-100feet of altitude.  We both watched my Funtana 40 take the dirt nap and it was his/my first crash experience.  We then purchased a Hobbico Hobbistar 60 and converted it to an electric where Justin was seen flying it at the 2005 NEAT on a buddy box.
Although we thought he was very talented in flying RC model airplanes, we did not think much of it as I assumed any young child exposed a controller would produce the similar result when given enough time.
When he was reaching 3 years old, he got in to “How much is this?” phase.  He would go around the house and pointing to things and asking the same question relentlessly.

On our trip to an electric funfly in NJ, in June 2005, it was no different.  During that 90min drive to the fun fly, he would start from a nose of airplane and go through every component of an airplane and ask for the price.  He would start from the spinner, propeller, landing gear, canopy, and wheel, until he got trough the rudder. After the complete round, he started up again and I was getting tired.  I chose to answer to his question “How much is the spinner?” with another question “How much is Justin Chi?”  That stopped him cold in his tracks.  There was a brief silence with puzzled look in his eyes.  But, soon that puzzled look changed to a gleam and he uttered something that took me and my wife by complete shock.  Justin smiled and said “How much is Benny Chi?”  I could not speak for a moment as the counter punch was completely unexpected from a 2 years and 11 months old toddler.  We then started to think maybe there is something special about him other than flying RC early.  This started us to look up on the internet regarding signs to look for in gifted child.  Sure enough, sense of humor was very high on the list.
In February of 2006, we went to WRAM and saw the RealFlight G3 display.  Justin immediately ran over to it and started to hog it.  Simulator display outside of our house was like a candy store to him.  He kept on asking for a helicopter and I kept on telling him that he did not know how to fly helis.  He insisted and I had to watch a scene similar to his very early days of airplane sim of going up and crazy movement until crash.  However, my limited knowledge of hovering from the late 70s told me that this sim felt much like what I remembered from early days.  So we proceeded to order a copy the next month and that is how Justin’s heli flying began.
Those that are fortunate to see him at the home field or at a funfly know just how much Justin loves RC planes and helis.  It is not just flying but he loved every aspect of the hobby including cleaning.  He gets a big kick out of helping others prepare flight and help them clean their bird.  Many believe, based on the little info they have, that Justin was pushed into RC to fulfill my ego.  I don’t mean to be rude but how small does ones ego has to be, to be satisfied by doing RC, the thing that we do to relax and get away from the daily rigors?  Do I have an ego?  Sure I do!  I want to be a great RC pilot myself.  I wouldn’t be satisfied just being a pilot’s dad.

I know how head strong Justin is and how everything had been on his terms.  This also meant that he can wake up tomorrow and say “I don’t want to fly helis anymore.” And that would mean the end of Justin and helis as there is no way I can change his mind.  For this reason, I have chosen to give him 100% of my support until the day he quits.  I just did not want me have any regrets for not supporting him fully when he quits suddenly.
Many people, seeing how gifted Justin is regarding his hand eye coordination, suggested teaching golf to him.  I would answer them by saying that “He may or may not show talent in golf but that would be simply wrong as the pure motive would be because of possible financial gain”.  I don’t consider golf to be a necessary component in life that he has to take lessons to learn.  If my hobby was golf and I discovered that he enjoyed golf so much then it would be a different story.  The only reason that Justin flies RC helicopters is because he enjoys it more than anything else.  Up until 9 months ago, he still used to favor planes over helis.  But then he started liking helis more.  I can understand that has he seems to express complete freedom using heli.  The only thing I can do is to support him and guide him in such way that he can learn to fly safely with the potentially dangerous equipments.  Contrary to some belief, I would find RC flying much safer than if I put my son on a football field to be tackled.  This though horrifies me but I guess everyone has their hang-ups.
I see countless stories about gifted children being robbed of their childhood with countless hours of training to excel in the sport or art they themselves may or may not have volunteered for.  They then grow to resent their parents for putting them through it.  I feel like I’m on a high rope doing the balancing act when thinking about it.  I am in constant check to see if I’m giving him 100% of the support he needs or if it is more than 100% where my ego and “soccer dad” mentality is kicking in. I’m only human and being such a proud father makes me get ahead of myself sometime.  As for now, I’m relieved to know that there is no potential “Millions” to be had in this hobby which may weaken my belief.  

His field heli flying began in May 2006 with my Raptor 50 on a buddy box.  Ironically this transition to heli came as a result of a trade.  We traded for the Raptor 50 with Justin’s E-Hobbistar 60 that he stared his RC plane flying with.  His first buddy box flight was an absolute sensation as he took off and did a pirouette and a flip and finally land on his very first flight.  He then solo-ed a fellow member’s Trex450 and did well.  However novel it felt, helis are dangers and I felt that he needed complete control of being able to fly figure 8s with control over orientation to be deemed safe enough.  I stopped his field heli flying until he can accomplish competent figure 8s.  He complained as I told him that he can’t do field flying until he can prove to me that he can perform a safe figure 8s on the sim.  So now it was up to him to practice figure 8s if he wanted to fly helis at the field and he complied.  In July, he showed much disciplined figure 8 while on the buddy box and later performed the same solo.  Although he did quite a bit of 3D flying on the sim, he limited himself to figure 8s and autos at the field.  Out of frustration and wanting to see more, I asked to show some 3D.  He would reply “I don’t want to crash.”  I felt embarrassed for asking him to show the stuff that he did on the sim.  It seemed fuzzy as to who the adult was and who the child was at that moment.  It was at this point, watching how cautious he was, that I had a first glimpse of his attitude toward safety.
During the next fun fly event of East Coast Heli Gathering 2006, he opened himself just a tiny bit more than his usual figure 8s and autos by showing inverted and some tail slides.  By this time, that was less than 10% of what he was capable on the sim but he seemed to show restraint himself until he himself felt ready.

People have guessed that Justin must be on the sim for hours and hours at a time per day.  This simply is not true.  Since he started flying helis, his sim time had been less than 30mins per day and was getting shorter as each day went by.  Some also have said that kids do not have the comprehension to perform complex routines and must be following the muscle memory while doing the practiced routines.  Actually, Justin does not have a routine.  All of his moves are improvised on the fly at that instant.  Those who have seen him know that no two flights of Justin are even remotely similar and only thing that is constant is the seemingly fluidic transition between maneuvers. 

I think his flying is incredible to a point that it makes me jealous as a pilot while being proud as a father.  If Justin’s own father can get jealous, or envy to put in gentler term, I would assume that others will definitely feel the same way.  Maybe not all of them but some will.  Unfortunately, I am the only one fortunate enough to see the truth behind Justin's heli flying skill development.  Most if not all, will deny such thing is possible initially from a toddler.  Once that has been proven to be real, most will in their arrogance (no fault of their own but it simply is the human nature) base the learning curve associated with their own training.  So the conclusion will be "The kid must be breathing and eating sim from morning to night".  If I saw someone doing this as well, I would probably come to the very same conclusion myself.  I know how long it took me to learn the piro-funnel.  One hour on sim each day for 30 days to do one that I can call piro-funnel but far from perfect and would judge anyone's learning using that guideline.  After watching me fumble and struggle to get my first piro-funnel, Justin asked me if he can try.  I agreed and he started to attempt.  He went through 2 wobbling and weaving circles and on 3rd circle, he managed to do one that rivals the one that took me 30 hours in mere 5minutes.  I am in the process of learning opposite piro-flip. This is right rudder p-f for me as I mostly use left.  I asked him if he can do the chaos reversal (never previously done by him), he said sure and he executed half decent chaos reversal.  It is simply mind boggling.  As the start of the year, he has been spending less and less on the sim. Toward the summer, that time has been around 10-30min at the most per day.  The rate of learning based on the time spent is simply unimaginable by normal human beings.

Only parents of 3-4 year olds know how next to impossible it is to make them do things that they don’t like or want.  Justin would be an extreme example of this case.  All of the sim time from the beginning had been initiated by him and he would not have it any other way.  How do I know?  During his early days, when he was around 3, “Soccer Dad” mentality got the better of me and I tried to make him practice.  It immediately backfired and he would not even hold the sim box for more than one minute.  I then realized that all had to be in his terms.  Since the age of two, his love for flying things and sim never subsided.  This made for the interesting punishment arrangement for Justin when he did something wrong.  We would take away his sim privileges for a day for light offence and few days for more severe ones.  During early learning days when he was around 3, I had also used the same punishment for any flying over the pit area and that made him avoid the pit area like the plague. Later, I had used words to try to explain dangers of flying over the pit area.  To this date, he is vigilant about anyone breaking this safety rule and I would have very hard time giving him plausible explanation as to why that club member flew over the pit area.  One time I had told him that the guy was not experienced enough and made that mistake.  He then told me that he should not fly alone and should be on the buddy box.  Since that time, I am more careful and try to give an explanation that I would normally give to an adult.
If someone was to ask me what aspect of Justin that makes me most proud, I will have to say it is the ADULT behavior once he gets hold of the transmitter to control his heli.  However amazing his flying maybe, the most proud part about Justin is how he behaves while flying.  He turns from a normal 5 year old into a pilot and no more, no less.  Most would guess and believe that I slave drive Justin to practice flying helis. For what purpose I ask. Why not golf if that was the case? He had already proved that he has incredible hand eye coordination.  When in fact, it is Justin himself out of love for his flying, strives to improve, not me pushing him for my own ego (perhaps there is a hint of that in me as I'm only a human).  Last thing I want to be is a "Soccer Dad".  Most people form opinions based on the however little info there is and mix that with their own experience to come to a conclusion.  This would make them conclude and label me as a "Soccer Dad".  All the evidence of a kid flying which must come from breathing sim and all the promoting video posting would lead to that conclusion.  Only God and my family will know the truth.

In the same manner as above, I form my opinion about Justin and what I believe he may be thinking based on my observation.  Will I ever know what he really knows?  Never! Unless I can link up to his brain, I will never truly know.  So, I form my opinion based on how he behaves. I believe I have enough data to form that opinion and I am pretty confident that my opinion is fairly accurate.

One of the things or hints that I consider dangerous toward flying by such young age would be "tantrum behavior". Over the years, I have yet to witness this from Justin and I'll continue to monitor if this ever shows up.  As I consider this to be extremely dangerous trait for any pilot never mind 5 year old.

As stated above, he did not need my help in the flying department and he would not have it any other way.  He used to brush off my arms or elbow me if I tried to reach around the show him stuff when he could not talk.  After he started verbally communicate with me, he would simply say "I want to learn it myself" on my offer to show him a maneuver.  So, my involvement in teaching him was in the safety area he could not comprehend as it can only come with age and experience.  I needed to teach how to be safe to a toddler.  How crazy does that sound?  This, if you think about it, would be next to impossible task and 5 year old doing world class flying would be a child’s play in comparison.  My training regarding safety started when he can maneuver the plane (he started with airplanes) around with some degree of control.  I setup the sim field so it would have distinct pit area and paved runway with a centerline.  I made him be aware that the area between the centerline and the pit was a no fly zone.  It was a concept that was many fold more difficult to teach than the flying itself.  I would tell him that mommy is watching your flying inside the pit area.  I would tell him that if he crashes into the pit, mommy would be no more (dead).  This was when Justin was around 2 1/2 to 3 years old.  He did seem to have picked up the idea.  I do not know how much.  After that, he made a conscious effort to avoid the pit area at all costs.  Do I really know if he knows what “No More Mommy” means?  No. But I can only guess based on my observations.  Fast forward 2 years to current, I can still only guess his safety concerns through his behavior.  Since the age of three, up till now, he has yet to drop the Tx down for NO reason.  During IRCHA 2007, he had an opportunity to test fly the new E-Magnum heli from Bergen.  During the flight, tail gear pin slipped out causing the tail to go out of control.  Justin calmly hit the hold switch and was able to steer it away from the crowd in the next flight station.  If it was me, I don’t think I could have reacted in the time he did nor be able to steer it away from the crowd with a blown out tail.  Most of us think we will react the way we should with lightning speed.  In reality we will more than likely freeze and fumble for the hold switch much slower that we think we can.
While playing with his Lego blocks, I casually asked him “What would you do if you have to go poopoo while flying?”  He said, “I press the hold button and land the heli”.  I then asked him “What if it is watery poopoo?”  He said “I try to hold it”. I then asked him “Would you drop your Tx while heli is in the air to go to poopoo?”  He replied with a shocking face “No!”  When I asked why not, he replied “That is dangerous!  You don’t know where the heli is gonna go”. I then asked him “What would you do if someone did that?”  He replied “I will run and grab the Tx.”  This put smile on my face and told me that my countless hours of trying to teaching him on safety have paid off.  Or it could be that he is following my directions to the letter.
All of his behaviors and actions only enforce my belief of his safety minded thinking.  At the field we fly over the landfill, there are nasty fly-like bloodsucking insects.  These are not as subtle as mosquitoes when they bite and quite painful.  While he was flying, one started to peck on his calf and Justin was screaming.  However, he would not relinquish his control and brought it to a safer distance before hitting the throttle hold.  He went and tended the bite afterwards.  Another incident involved one of the things that Justin absolutely hated at the moment.  He absolutely hated the water splashing on his face like shower and thus resorted to taking bath instead.  During the Honduras heli demo in August 2007, severe shower hit us without any notice of starting.  His heli was still far away and strong shower drops were hitting our faces.  Instead of running for cover (while all the rest did), he stood his ground until his heli was safely on the ground and then he ran for cover.  These are two extreme cases that show his mind set in my opinion and reinforces my belief toward his safety consciousness.  Or, it maybe that he just did not want to crash his favorite heli.  Along with the safety zone flying that I taught him, I routinely made him fly in strong wind conditions of up to 30mph to make him aware of his environment and learn to adjust to it.  I would not attempt to fly in such condition as I simply would be fighting the wind the whole time never mind the maneuvers.  Justin did not disappoint me in this department as he would compensate for the 25-30mph wind directed at his face and continued to draw the straight line with helis.  I felt strongly that he needed to prove that he can place the heli in exact spot no matter what.  His individual maneuvers look rough compared to his ability to place the heli in any spot on the field.  This is because his maneuver are not polished with repetition but rather improvised at the moment.  With or without the wind, all of his maneuvers are placed within few feet of the runway centerline.  There are times when he would abort a maneuver or chop it short.  If he feels that continuing the maneuver will breach the nearside safety boundary which is typically the runway centerline, he would simply chop the maneuver short rather than continue and risk leaving the safe box I’ve designated for him.
I know that Justin being a minority in every sense of the way, he has to be twice as safe and twice as good just to fit in.  I also know that any incident will bring out all those who are concerned and safety minded people.  It will also bring out those that are jealous of Justin’s skills, and disguise themselves as concerned citizens and have a field day.  Over the past two years, the issue of buddy boxing Justin has come up as a topic.  Although it sounds reasonable, these must come from either airplane pilots or heli pilots of intermediate skill levels.  I am no expert but I believe I can handle myself with helicopters.  I can handle piro-funnels, piro-rainbow, piro-tic-toc, and piro-flips.  In heli flying, one needs to be ahead of the happening maneuver to be able to recover from when using the buddy-box.  This requires one to have faster reflex and higher skill than the pilot doing the maneuvers to out think and recover from in an emergency situation.  If this doesn’t sound clear to you, imagine yourself buddy boxing Alan Szabo Jr. or Henry Caldwell.  These guys probably fly 2-3 times the reaction time you can digest.  At what point, when it is going out of control, will you be able to comprehend the orientation and take over and recover?  Most likely you will take over and crash soon after.  How do I know?  I have done that very thing with Justin.  If one of you guys are willing to volunteer to buddy box Justin, you will be welcomed with open arms.
On a fateful day of 16th of September 2007, Justin’s heli injured a spectator during NEAT Fair open flying.  No matter the condition or the reason, the end result is that our heli injured and we caused it.  We have lived our lives pretty much keeping to ourselves and I doubt that my tomb stone would say “Here lays a generous man….” However, my motto always has been “Don’t do to others if you don’t want them done to you”. This has kept me out of trouble most of my life.  Accident or not we are incredibly sorry that we made others suffer and it is eating us alive from inside.  I wish this and I wish that but none of it will turn back the time.  We can only hope to learn from this misfortune and do everything in our power to avoid such an accident again.
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