
 “I think 
the number 
one thing 
that I learn 
and get 
reminded 
of … is that 
the hobby 
is about 
making 
friends 
and having 
fun.”

—Nick Maxwell
Camp AMA Instructor
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They packed up their spare batteries, CA, extra propellers, any builds they were working 
on, and a few clothes. The 36 teenagers from across the country told their families and 
friends goodbye and began a journey that would change their lives.

 What was their great destination? Camp AMA at the International Aeromodeling Center, in 
Muncie, Indiana. For many, it is the highlight of their summers.
 This annual camp, held since 2011, does not fit the stereotype. There are no campfires to sing 
“Kumbaya” around. The camp “counselors” are some of the top pilots in the country, and instead 
of hiking or learning about nature, they fly all day—and love it!
 “After the first couple of days, you find out that it’s not about who’s better, it’s about having 
fun,” said camper Rob Thomas, age 17. “You leave your ego in the hotel room and come back 
here and have fun. All of my friends are here,” he said while in the Ed McCullough Educational 
Facility that is attached to the National Model Aviation Museum. Camp attendees worked on 

Several of 
those who 

attended camp 
became friends, 

including (L-R) Leonardo 
Pilipis, Christian Filoux, and 

Grant Richards. 
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 “It’s 
definitely 
a huge 
dream 
come true 
to get 
expertise 
and advice 
from one of 
the world’s 
best 
pilots. It’s 
definitely 
something 
to take 
advantage 
of.”
—Tristen Lobbezoo

Michael Belanger (L) works on his scratch-
built aircraft with Christian Filoux. 

and stored their models there.
 “Every year you make a new 
friend,” Rob’s buddy, Michael 
Belanger, age 18, added. They 
met each other at the airport on 
the way to camp one year, and 
now have a YouTube channel 
and Facebook page together 
called AMAture RCSpinsider.
 Rob and Michael agreed that 
attending camp three years in a 
row has changed their lives for 
the better. Their friend, Tristen 
Lobbezoo, age 17, who has 
traveled to camp for two years, 
said that he loves having the 
opportunity to share his love 
of aeromodeling with others at 
camp.
 “The biggest takeaway they 
have is that there are others 
just like them and that model 
aviation and the enjoyment of 
it is not limited to their home 
club field,” AMA Education 
Director Bill Pritchett said.
 “When they’re home, nobody 
understands what they do,” said 
Jessy Symmes, AMA Education 
assistant. “To get to spend the 
week with kids their own age is 
life-changing.” 
 Some of the campers said they 
were the youngest members of 
their home clubs. Those who 
attend the camp must be ages 
13-19 and can have skill levels 
that range from beginner to 
advanced. For the first time, 
two females attended camp this 
year.
 Helicopter pilot and Camp 
AMA instructor Nick Maxwell 
said, “Honestly, just interacting 
with the young pilots and seeing 
them able to interact with other 
people their age” was the best 
part of being involved with the 
camp. “Even to this day, I do not 
have many people my age I am 
in contact with about RC or the 
hobby, so seeing these young 
pilots have that opportunity 
is very rewarding. I am sure it 
makes them enjoy and love the 
hobby just that much more.”
 Several of the campers 

commented that having the opportunity to meet and learn 
from top 3-D pilots and past Extreme Flight Championship 
winners Nick and Andrew Jesky were the main reasons why 
they wanted to come to camp.
 “It’s definitely a huge dream come true to get expertise and 
advice from one of the world’s best pilots,” Tristen said about 
Andrew. “It’s definitely something to take advantage of.”
 Helicopter pilot Christopher Diamanti, age 14, said, “I like 
working with Nick because he’s open about teaching you. It’s 
easier to learn from him by watching him fly.”
 “Nick set up two helis for me. Just from watching him, I’ve 
learned so much. When I [first] saw him fly, I was like ‘Oh, my 
gosh.’ He was amazing,” Andrew Sites, 14, said while setting 
up some battery chargers with Christopher.
 Nick and Andrew helped the campers tweak their 
helicopters and airplanes and gave them tips while flying. Nick 
often was seen on the flightline during the mass flights, having 
as much fun as the teenagers.
 Nick said working with so many kids at the same time was 
easy because they were all so well behaved. 
 “Every second of the day they were out there with the kids,” 
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Chandler Pilipis checks the 

battery on an E-flite Apprentice. 
Joseph Andrews (L) signs a bottle of Michael 
Clark’s glow fuel, while Alex Strehlow watches. 
Several campers took home similar momentos. 

Watch a video interview 
with Michael Belanger.
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Sadly, no amount of CA glue or tape could put this airplane 
back together again. (The aircraft had already been rebuilt 
once.)

Photos by the author

Watch a highlight video 
from Camp AMA.

Jessy said about Nick and Andrew. “When we 
did camp registration [on the first day], those 
guys walked in and those kids got quiet.”
 That likely was the only moment 
that the campers were quiet. While on the 
flightline, they were constantly cheering 
each other on and giving compliments when 
someone nailed a low flyby or made his or her 
first successful landing. 
 They flew all day—unless they 
were interrupted by a meal or the threat of 
thunderstorms—until the sun went down. 
After leaving AMA Headquarters, they flew in 
parking lots, in a local gymnasium, and in each 
other’s hotel rooms. There also were water 



“The biggest 
takeaway 
they have is 
that there are 
others just 
like them and 
that model 
aviation 
and the 
enjoyment 
of it is not 
limited to 
their home 
club field.”

—Bill Pritchett
AMA Education 

Director 

Camp attendees rush to help Christopher 
Diamanti after he crashed an airplane.

Christopher Diamanti (R) watches Michael Clark fly his glow fuel-powered 
helicopter. 

balloon fights and bowling to keep them busy.
 “Regarding the flying, while the instructors do 
help with some technical aspects, a lot of times 
the campers group together and help each other as 
well. So in all honesty, even with having 36 young 
pilots, with them all working together it’s very 
enjoyable and things are not chaotic at all, as one 
might think,” Nick said.
 “It doesn’t even ever stop until people drop,” Rob 
said. Michael added late in the week during camp 
that many were up until 2:30 a.m. that morning.
 Despite being sleep deprived, (by choice), the 
campers said they learned a lot this year. 
 “I learned how to do a couple of aerobatics,” said 
Alex Strehlow, age 14. “I did my first solo today,” 
she added, with excitement in her voice.
 The other teenage girl at camp, Savannah 
Dayton, also 14, said, “I got a refresher on how to 
work my battery charger.”
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 “Nick set up 
two helis for 
me. Just from 
watching him, 
I’ve learned so 
much. When 
I [first] saw 
him fly, I was 
like ‘Oh, my 
gosh.’ He was 
amazing.”

—Andrew Sites

(L-R) Mason Wallace and Joseph Andrews took 
turns flying this micro helicopter. 

(L-R) AMA Education assistant Jessy Symmes, Alex Strehlow, and 
Savannah Slayton pose for a picture. This is the first year that female 
pilots have attended Camp AMA.

 The campers also 
learned how to make 
quick field repairs. 
Whenever an aircraft 
crashed, several rushed 
to the flightline to help.
 “I know several 
kids brought 15 to 20 
bottles of glue. Glue 
and tape—we are 
definitely stocked up on 
that,” Jessy said during 
camp.
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This nitro-powered helicopter 
was flown at camp.

Watch a video interview 
with Rob Thomas.

 Nick said that even he learned a thing 
or two during camp. “Every year there is 
always something to learn. A lot of times, 
it’s simple things [such] as techniques for 
building or flying that you would never 
expect.
 “I think the number one thing that I learn 
and get reminded of … is that the hobby 
is about making friends and having fun. At 
times, pilots like myself and Andrew get 
very focused on our contest goals and forget 
that simply going out to a field and flying 
with a friend is just as important.”  
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