NOTES ON FLOATS,  Or what I wished I knew when I first tried this. 

 To begin with this is only an attempt to save the low time float pilot some of the headaches other of us have suffered.  I have been float flying for over 15 years and have learned many lessons the hard way.  Now when I go to float flies I ask a lot of questions and always have my notebook handy.  Most of the information below came from experienced flyers. Opinions vary on equipment and methods. There is no way to cover all bases but I hope this will save you some trips to the lake only to be a spectator and not a participant.

Choice of airplane is important, look for a plane with long nose and tail moments and a light wing loading. Most high wing trainers fill the bill here. The scale like aircraft such as the Golderberg Cub is often flown by low time pilots, but may not be the best choice.  In the hands of an experienced pilot it is a thing of beauty, but it has a fairly high wing loading before you add floats. Compared to other Cub kits it appears to have a shorter than scale tail moment which can create problems. 

 Larger .60 size planes handle the waves much better than their smaller counterparts.  Once you have chosen an aircraft the next thing is a proper set up.  Setting up your plane is not as difficult as you may think as long as you follow these rules.  

1. Wing incidence should be 1 to 2 degree positive  to the center line of the float.  If the top of the     float is flat you can usually measure from that. 

2. Float length should be 75-80% the length of the aircraft including the spinner.

3. Floats should be spaced apart approx. 20-25% of the wingspan, although some people suggest      50% of the float length..

4. The float tip should extend 2-3" beyond the prop.

5. The prop should clear an imaginary line across the top of the floats by 2-3".

     Sometimes a three bladed prop can solve this problem.

6.  Once the plane is set up on the floats, press the heel of the float down against a flat surface and      measure the top of the float.  If you can’t obtain 7-8 degrees of positive angle  the  aircraft may      not rotate properly and be difficult to get off the water.

7. Step of the float in most cases is set up on the CG or 1-1 1/5" behind the CG.  It should be            noted that on full scale aircraft the step is set at the middle of the wing cord.  This is also true         of the “Super Float” discussed below.  

Sub fins: I have never used them, and have seen them cause problems in high wind conditions.  Instead I prefer to increase the area of the vertical stab on some airplanes.

Water rudders: One is adequate in most cases, but two are better on large aircraft or when you have windy conditions.  To improve taxiing, do so with full up elevator. This forces the heel of the float down and increases the effect of the rudder(s).  Water rudders should be retractable or built to kick up as speed increases.  This decreases water looping.  While on this, use the rudder stick very sparingly at high speeds.  On full size aircraft when one water rudder is used it always seems to be mounted on the right float.

Spreader bars and gear: The stiffer the better, if you can see your floats ”walking” on take off through moderate waves you gear needs stiffening.  Stiffer gear will give you more positive control. 60 size aircraft and larger commonly use 1/4"x 3/4" plywood spreaderbars. Spruce will crack and split. Flat aluminum bars covered with airfoil shaped aluminum tubing make great scale appearing gear. The flat aluminum bar gear works great, and I like it better than bent wire.  Be sure and cross brace your gear on larger airplanes.

Waterproofing: No such thing.  The “Strong Box” is nice for your rx and battery pack.  A tight well sealed fuselage will help of course and foam wing tape protects that area. I like internal switches and it is a good idea to put a piece of tape over external charging jacks.  Adding a spray rail to your floats will cut down the amount of water that gets on your plane.  An airplane that produces a lot of spray may not be set up properly or may have floats that are not large enough. Minimize the size of pushrod exits.  Always check for onboard water in both the fuse and floats during pre-flight. 
Floats: First lets explore hollow balsa and plywood floats.  They are a great place to store water, and sooner or later they will.  When that water runs to the back of your float on takeoff, and that’s where it will go you are now tail heavy, nuff said.  If you are lucky enough to get the nose over you will be nose heavy, for a while.

 Both Sig and Goldberg have very good balsa and plywood floats.

Hollow molded plastic floats also store water well. The are prone to cracking at the seems and will expand after setting on a warm beach.  This will cause them to blow out along the seems. If you use these at least vent them with a small hole on the top.  You can also use the hole to pour out the water.

Milk bottle blow molded floats. Do yourself a favor, walk out to the end of the dock and throw your plane into the water repeatedly. This will have the same effect as trying to fly with them but you won’t irritate the chase boat driver. Seriously I have seen them work, but not near as often as the number of times they have not.  Their rounded edges and step design prevent them from cleanly breaking free of the water.  They also are effected by UV rays and will crumble like parchment if stored where the sun can get at them.

Foam floats covered with balsa and or glass cloth.  First of all the only thing stronger is a Louisville Slugger.  In many years of using only this type I have only broken one and that has when I dove it into a dock.  They can’t leak and they will float your plane no matter what condition it is in. 

B.J. Floats are white foam with balsa covering they come in 36" and 48" sizes and I have a pair on my large Telemaster that have been glassed and I am very pleased with them.

Super Floats. Many years ago I met Len Vallie who introduced me to a float design he had been working on for several years. It was love at first flight.  Lens floats come in four pieces two front halves and two rear. You join them together and cover them with epoxy and class cloth.  The result is the closest thing to a perfect float you can find.  All you have to do is go to the float flies in Canada and you will see a large number of aircraft on this type of float.  Lens floats come with a great set of instructions and information about setting them up on your favorite plane.  He even has a list of what float is right for your plane.

Dave Milton of Slocan Floats sells what is basically the same float, the only difference is that Dave sells his floats “assembled” as a core only, not glassed. Primed and glassed, or painted.  I have several of Dave’s floats and for me buying them partially finished is worth the price because it saves me some building time. Dave also tells me he is working on a scale float and hopes to get them out soon.  In addition to direct sales Dave also distributes his floats thought Palmers Hobby Shop as well as other shops in B.C.  I have been very pleased with both the Super Floats and The Slocan Floats and have received my float orders very quickly from both sources.

As I said at the start of this offering it is not intended to answers all questions or cover all there is to setting up a float plane, it is just a starting place. I hope this information will help you spend more time flying and less time watching, unless you are on my frequency, in that case please burn this information. If you have questions my e-mail is NelsonAMAVP@cs.com.
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