Maintenance 101 for Pilots

At the May WAPA meeting, Gregg Andrews, owner/operator of Spencer Airport made a brief announcement about his upcoming seminar entitled Maintenance 101 for Pilots.  Having recently become a part owner of a 1979 Warrior, I decided to sign up.  The seminar was held on Saturday, May 17, 2003 in the hangar at Spencer Airport.  I arrived at the prescribed 8:00am staring time.  The attendees were greeted to fresh coffee complete with your choice of milk or cream, muffins and donuts.  

Gregg had set up a small classroom environment with combination chair-desks for each attendee.  On each desktop was a small collection of items.  Each attendee received a small bag of spare parts, containing an assortment of brand new hardware, ranging from nuts, bolts, sheet metal screws, lock nuts and even cotter pins of various sizes.  It was small enough to stuff just about anywhere in your airplane to have for that rainy day away from home when you really need it.  

We also received a bottle of AeroShell Flight Jacket Plexicoat, a really nice cleaning solution for your windshield (and other windows.)  Underneath the bag of spare parts and Plexicoat was a bright red folder containing the material for the days’ seminar.  Inside the folder was a wealth of information related to airplane maintenance.  During the day, we would refer to these handouts as we explored the related topics. 

Along side the makeshift classroom, there was a table with a variety of literature laid out for the taking.  Of course, there was the typical assortment you would find at your local airport, i.e. Atlantic Flyer, Trade-A-Plane, etc.  In addition to the usual, there were a variety of maintenance-related items.  Some of the more interesting included reprints of articles about the magnetic compass, aircraft tire care, and my personal favorite, a colorful checklist of “Maintenance Personal Minimums.”

The curriculum was very complete.  In the morning hours, we covered FAR Part 43.3C Preventive Maintenance, a thorough review of the Annual Inspection process, and Aircraft Systems and Standard Practices.  This part of the presentation included a top-notch PowerPoint presentation projected onto a large, easy to read projector screen in the corner of the hangar-classroom.  Along with the computer-generated materials, we were also treated to a workbench full of engine and airframe parts of various types.  We were able to look inside an actual airplane engine cylinder to better understand the internal workings of the engines we all fly.  There were numerous other parts and assemblies that Gregg used to demonstrate how things worked, and equally important, how they can fail.

After a huge lunch consisting of pizza, salad, soft drinks and chocolate chip cookies, we covered power plant management, and then we had a hands-on session with two very different airplanes.  The first airplane the group was allowed to un-cowl was a Diamond Star DA40-180, which has appeared recently on the covers of AOPA Pilot and Flying magazines.  This airplane was flown in by our regional Diamond rep, Jim Sherman, who also attended the seminar.  And yes, we actually unscrewed and remove the engine cowling and spent about 45 minutes taking a very detailed look at the engine, airframe and systems that make up this ultra-modern flying machine.

We then rolled a mid-seventies vintage Skyhawk into the hangar.  Once again, out came the power screwdriver as Gregg removed both the top and bottom engine cowlings.  We spent another hour taking a detailed look at everything from the nose strut to the propeller.  Virtually every component from the firewall forward was examined and explained.  Gregg also removed a pair of inspection plates, and we each took turns taking a close-up view of the critical components hidden behind those innocuous looking covers.

There were nearly a dozen ‘students’ in attendance at the seminar.  As with most gatherings of pilots, none of us was shy about jumping in with questions and comments.  We finished up the day with an open question and answer session, mostly gathered and centered around the un-cowled airplane which took center stage in the hangar.  It was a lively and entertaining day, and I am certain that all of us walked away learning more than we had expected about the machines we so casually trust with our very lives. 

Submitted by Chris Hallinan

