aturday, April 29 — My day for

081, an aging Schweizer 126

glider built in 1963 and joinrly

owned with four other club mem-
bees. But che forccast for tomorrow is
betrer, so good that I could consider a
Silver badge distance attempt (flash of
unsicty). My wife Miriam suggests 1
should sec whether Bill, who has the
glider on Sunday, plans o fly. Just think-
ing about chis, I get an e-mail from Bill
offering (o trade Sunday for a future
draft choice. Done. Dave (another part-
ner) graciously agrees to crew for a Silver
distance aucmpt comotrow. 1 have trou-
ble falling asleep and wake carly, cxcited
and nervous,

Sunday morning - | arrive early ar
Front Royal airport, home of Skyfine
Soacing Club. There are lots of us here
this morning, all che makings of a busy
soaring day. | find another 1426 pitor,
Bob, in the airport building, he's going
o try for New Castle, We're bah ner-
vous. Muthodically and carefully, | go
abous preparatory tsks, Dave arrives
waving, smiling and helpful. He scals he
batograph ( recording altimerer used to
verify that the aircrafi was in continuous
tiight) and scraps it inw the glider, We
discuss strategy. My plan is 1o release
1800" above che airport and 2 miles o
che northeast aud from there fly 1o New
Market airport, a discance of just over 33
miles. My plan is conservarive — | hope
to Jand at an airport instead of an
unknown farm field somewhere in the
Shenandoah Valley, but T must make a
Jow scarc ar Front Royal in order to avoid
a release altitude penalty. This will have
(0 be 2 one-way Hight hecause our glider
has no camera mount ro allaw pharo
verification of 2 turnpoint, and Dave’s
clectronic GPS Hlight logger is out for
repairs. Kolic kindly agrees to accompa-
ny Dave on the rerrieve.

I scarch the sky for signs of lift and see
that high hae is limiting thermal con-
vection. | delay launch hoping for this to
clear, and news arrives that twa clul
gliders have landed in ficlds not far from
the airporr. Nor encouraging for  firsc-
timer and a perfect excuse ra give in to
nervousness and just make a nice easy
local fight. But could I face mysclf
tomorrow moming? “Besides” I tell
myslf “what fun ic would e o succeed

e Silver Badge is awarded 10 glider pilors who filil three require-

ments: a flight of at least 5 hours, an altitude gain of at least 1000

meters, and a distance of at least 50 kilometers (31 miles).

on 3 day when mare experienced pilots
didiit” “Yeah, fat chance” 1 answer “If
youlre smart youll call it off now.” The
haze moves east and I convince myslf 1o
proceed

Launch, some turbulent evidence of
lift while on tow, release at 1,800, o
lift, back on the ground in 11 minutes
and straight to the launch line o try
again. Bocausc 1 am making a badge
ight atcempt, the Operations
Ditector, Kevin. kindly lets me
cut to the front of the launch

By Gregory Ellis

linc.
Relaunch at 1:56pm,
celease ac 1,800
quichly dive 300
0 record the

graph
race, pull up
w convert e
energy of the dive
back into alticude.
Turn and look back ax
the airpore — 2 miles 1o che
southwest, Lecs ey tha liffing
arca w hit while on row,
there. Meander ovee the iclds, sink-
ing lower. Move in roward rhe 4
down to 1,007, near the landing parrern
right

entry poinie. Going to have o la
now. The variomerer hiccups. then chirps
secadill, indicaring rising it
Py fighting o conter che glider in a
thermal. The fields below are close - 1
can see individual leaves on the trees
Open e virele biere, tighten up chee.
Ac2,000' 1l becomses tmore consistenc
and strengthens, passes 4,000°, and tops
out just over 5,000". A successful save,
iy fowest ever.

Tiead toward the norch end of the
Massanusten ridge. This ridge starcs
about $ miles wese of our airport with
Signal Knob al its extrene northeast
end, and runs souchwest for about 50

Suddenly

tiles. New Market airpore,
my goal, is a liede more dhan
halfweay down the ridge and wbout 5
miles our into the Shenandaah valley:
The Shenandoabs - from above it [noks
like a v, B, isregular guilk of farms,
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The author began bis soaving carcer in 1967, at age 21, and had saon
completed the 5-hour flight and 1000-meter altitude gain. Bus

until now he had never flown away fiom the local ai

over the Shenandoah Valle, try over the
tidge. No lifr. This is about as far as 1
have ever been from the wirport. Altitude
slowly bleeds off to 3,700", Turn back
downwind to the airport. Try over the
bare spous and the rock faces of the near
ridge. Norhing doing. 2,500' - time co
head toward the airpor, No lift on the
way back.
Down 10 1,000', just northwest of the
airporr. Strong curbulence and the
varia is chirping, Tighten the cir-
dle where the thermal weakens,
open the circle where it
strengehens, pull up in
the bursts of life. Ac
2,500 the life
becomes
smoother.
Suddenly [
am not
alone;
there arc

three searing
birds around
me. T slow che glid-
cr almose fo a srall
and accompany them for
a few moments, They v
off left and righr, and | kecp
pace with one of them. | can see
his feathers, his color, Lis head look-
ing quickly lcft and right. T am invad-
ing their world, sharing it with them.
They disappear northward. Lift tops our
at 6,500, Head upwind for the ridge
again. Sinking t0o fast. Signal Knob

ars to be rising - can' gec there like
ind waak lifr over bare rocks on
the near ridge. Back up to 5,000". [ pen-
etrate windward, grab  drink of waer
from one of my botdles. wolf a bite of
apple, and reach Signal Knob at 4.000°
e « mile sourh over the ridge, chen
our over the vallcy, then back over the
ridge: no lifi. Back down to 3,000". Back
to the airport naw or I mighe nat have
cnugh licude ro rerurn (Bach of ansi-
-} Glide ower likely thermal-generating
spots on the way back, no luck. Sinking

cer

roads, and screams. Fly fase
oo steong head winds. Sinking
air all along the way. 1 arrive over

Massanueten ridge half a mile sonh of
Signal Knob. 't on the radio every
minutes. reporring my situation, I iy

down to landing pattern altitude. Ac
1,200° the vario clicks and I am back in
the fray, circling at low altirude, ficlds
spinning slowly below, sun flashing
thythmically through the side of che
canopy with cach circle, trying to save
the day. The life becomes murbulend and
sttong. I'm tossed upward like a leaf in &
whitlwind. The vario sas 9 knots up. |
am sill yammering reports to me fricnds
an the ground. Chief Instructor Jim
orders me to stop talking and fly che glid-
ez I climb to 6,000,

Once again [ penetrate into the wind,
losing altitude while approaching che
Massanurcen idge. Getting tired, back
aches a littl, I¢s been a wonderful expe
rience su fa, « great flight, why push i
could call it quits, Jand at the airport and
chalk up a fine day. But the landscape
beyond my limitations is enicing. The
fear, che excitement, the adventure; leds
fly over the ridge one last time; if chere is
no steong life aver rhe ridge Il call it 2
day. 1 relas 4 bit. I am directly over
Signal Knob at 4,900" when it hits. The
vario scrcams. Ihe wings teemble, Lift all
che way asound each circle. Dak doubt
thrusts itself forward: do I really want
this Lifi? Il have no excuse lefe. Choice
rapidly approaches. "T'he climb takes me
€ 7,100", T repore my altitude and posi-
tion to friends on the ground. They reply
“GO FOR I11” I'he airport rescnbles a
postage stamp, far below. 1 laok down
the Massanurcen ridge and can see practi-
cally all the way ro irs southern end.

The morment is now upon me. Am 1
going to let go and soar off into the big
wide world? Trusc my skill, cxperience,
weaining, judgment, apen mysclf to what
may come? Or will I stink back to the
field, make my escuses and drive home
regrerring what might have bee?
Something happens in me. Choice is

past.
“Skyline ground. this is glider 126
Delea. I'm heading south along the ridge
line. Going for New Market.” Dave’s
eply comes through dhe radio speaker
“OK Greg, we'l leave che field and statt
driving south along 1-81. Do’ stop at
New Market airport. Keep going down
the ridge.” The handheld GPS shows 28
miles o go. The landscape crawls under
me. T glide above rhe ridge. firs shifting
aver the windward face and then letcing

Awgust 2000




mysclf drif downwind, showly sinking,
hunting for fifr. Always | had looked for
thase rising air currenrs, Now [ hunt
them. | am an sirborae predaror with
dhermals my prey: ='his is different.
Primal. The altimerer slowly unwinds.
Down to 6,000". 1 look buck at che air-
por, far back over my lefr shoulder.
Perhaps unreachable from my present
heighr. Push chat chought away. No
cwrning back. Fither soar all the way co
New Marker or land in onc of those
fields below. | expricnce a strong sense
of selfceliance.

The radio comes to life “Hey Greg,
how are you doing? 1 heard
vou're o your silver flight. Gng, do you
know whe this is?” 1 reply not
quite sure. *Tm out of Dlles e e 0
Adanca.” Then it clicks — its my friend
Mike a partner in 081 and a commercial
airline pilor. Tle just took off from
Washingeon's Dulles Airport in his
Bocing and runed in the glider fre-

quency to sce what is happening. This is

a real surprisc. “Yeah Mike, I'm doing
fire bow about yout TTave a grear Right
danta.

Ustare down at one field after another.
Could I land safely therc, or there? Whar
about that ene - does it have road access
fio che retticve? The words of fim, my
cross-countey InSCRCEor rise up in my
consciousness “Surface — Hat plowed &
harrowwed fields arc best for landing; Slope
— pick a flac feld, Jand uphill i it i not
flac: Wind - read he wind dircction and
lond ino the wid. but uphill if faced
with a chaices Wires — fields arc oficn bor-
dered by wires, can be deadly for the glid-
er pilot, watch for the wites, expect
wires.” The varia begins chirping. There is
fife t0 be found away from the wirpord |
curn circles over the ridge, gain back eight
bundred fiet of ltinude before it weakeas.
That fieels good. May make it yet. 1 look
at felds further ahead for possible landing
sites as [ push southwest over the ridge,
slowly Ioasing alrirude.

Ahead, twa colored triangles cirele

each ather just bove trees and racks, 2
chousand feet below. lang gliders
There is a toven ahead and to the right
of the ridge. Must be Woodstock. T
share the hang gliders’ chermal for a few
minutes and gain back 100 feer. Not
avear lift but Tl wake it. Up ahead is
Shore Mouncain, an isolated ridge per-
haps five ta seven miles long thar sits a
half-mile upwind of che main
Massanuteen ridge. At 5,000° [ cross the
gap 1o Short Mouncin and candinue
gliding southwest. There is sporadic
weak life. 1 slow down to take achvantage
of ic. but donfe circle. It is wo weak and
[would loose more in downwind drif
than the alricude gain would be worth.
Again the radio cracks o life “Hey
Greg, it’s Glenn. Where are you? What
i your location and altirude? I don' sec
you." Gilenn bas an airplanc, and is
apparently flying down the valley ta see
how | am doing, a fiiendly surprisc. He
ks my disrance from New Market air-
port. The handhld GPS walls ic 15
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miles. | report it to Glenn, bur he can't
find me. Suddenly it reads 9 miles. I
repore this o Glenn, and apologize for
GPS problems. He sill does not sce
me. T reach the souchwese end of Shore
Mountain. The vatio sings « song of it
and 1 go inca circling mode.
cvery foot of alticude out of this ther-
mal. Tt tops out at 6,000°. I can let
myself drift downwind back ta the

main Massanutten ridge, or angle our

GPS must be wrong. Can't be 9 miles
from New Market airport. Must be
cluscr.

1 seare dowen into the valley abicad,
and suddenly there ir is: New Marker
airport. in casy gliding range. I've made
ol Starting to relax. Mind starting to

fife. The words of my instructor come
to mind: *Dan’t srap Aying, the glider
unil the flight s over, until you are
stopped on the ground.” Gliding
toward the airport, | finally spot Cilen's
airplane a half-mile to my right. He
begins fying circles around me. With
5,500 still in the bank, i’ cime 10 play.
Glen radios thar | can't ourmaneuver
him. T ceply chat T can slow o 31 mph,
Jess than his stall specd, wad cuta suall-
er circle. We 700m around each ather.

Soon T am low cnough to chink about
Linding, T plia to set down at the souch
end of the grass next to the paved run-
way. Don't want to miss che 50-kiloroe-
cer silver distance for lack of a few
yards. 1 lec the glider foat most of the
length of the grass before easing the
spoilers open, and roll to « guick stop.
Silence. No noise of rushing air. [ open.
the canopy, step ouc of the glider and
walk upon the earth,

Glenn adios my fricnds back at
Eron Royal, informs them that I land-
cd ac New Marker. | don't hear the
reply. Glean tells me cha Dave and
Kolie are leaving Front Royal and
should arrive in about 45 minutes. He
700ms in low ovet the grass. | wave at
him and he racks his wings in the 1radi
tional pilors salute.

An vl o ol 0 M.

Markee” She sounds excited ta. “The
retsicve erew will be here in 45 min-
utes.” Just then Lsce ry red Subsru
pulling a glider
grounds. “OK Miriam, ics a surprise.

They juse pulled in. Must have followed
me down the valle
tonight”

“Ihe glider is soon on the ailer and
I'm walking toward the driver’s door. bur
Dave informs me “No. You don' think
were going Lo let you deive back afier
vou just complered the Bight2” So I s in
the passenger seat and spend the 45-
minuee drive back talking bout how it
was. We drive back parallel w the ridge.
1 have scen it from a car many times
before, but it somehow looks differenc
now. | feel like T own that ridge line. I is
mine

Back ar che airport there arc congratu
lations, Another piloc, Fred, has com-
pleted his Gold Distance Hight of 300
kilometers. We put our toys away and
deive to The Mill, a Local “apres-soating”
hangout: cheap dinners and good com-
panionship. I can'e stop talking about the
fight. Fred and | congrarulace each
other, and announce that we are spliccing
all che drinks berween us (the tab, not
the liquid). Dave is my Official Obscrver
for the fight, and fils ane che paperwork
for my Silver Badge.
! HW fortuate T am to
have the suppart of such friends who
made ic possible. | hope thac P thac
way for cach of them, Above all how
fucky L o share ife with Mician, In
addition 10 all che things we have tagerh-

Be home later

cr, she made this day possible for me.

Abus the Author
Gregs interest
in Hying began at
the age of 7 and
his fiest glider
tide came while
he was ateending
<ollege. He
earned his Privare
Glider rasing, then served in the Navy
curs. Afier the serviee he was
absent from soating for a time while

complering his cducation, working for
the State Department and raising «
familv. In June 1998 Greg decided the
time was right ko rerurn o soaring,
and rejoined the SSA, purchased new
manuals, scarched (e imernet and
found Skyline Soaring Club and some
great new friends.

Continued from page 31
have a young woman, Liz Schwenlder,
soar into ffth place in this outstanding
field of vereran pilots, and in fourth, John
Seaborn (A8), another relatively young
and supetior pilun, who we ate sure will
be on the World Team in che near future.
Our admired Kemo Sabe placed chird,
and our beloved Doug acobs placed sec
ond. And then, all heaven and hell broke
loose as Admizal Nixon took the high
step onto the winner’s block as the new
15-Meter champion. Hank has been a
cansistently strong pilot for many years,
always Rnishing near the rop and always
exhibiting good sporsmanship and sup-
porting his comrades when he was barcly
edged out of fitst place at several nation-
als. He received a standing ovarion fram
those comrades and from everyone else
presca. The applause was deafening and
happy rears streamed dosen many faces,
especilly Dianes and mine, s Hank was
given dhe fine plice vophy and Tris
placed the medal on its red, white, and
blue ribbon around his neck. His rrue
mettle shone when he dhanked his
wifeferew, Diwne. wid his deceased
facherfcrew Henry for cheir participarion
in his victory.

With the superb organizational skills
and experience of Karl and Iris Seriedieck
(contest manager), Burch, (chief tav-

pilod), and Becky Thompson, (in charge
of'the retrieve ofliced, the handy and
helpful Weedens, Brian Glick and rela-
tives, who o @ bit of cverything, and the
Maughmers, there are always magical
mamens and a few ouiracles at
Mifflin—even in the raio.

About the Author
Taddy Welles
often wites for
the Soring
q Magazine and is
2 fwo-time win-
ner of the
Lincoln Aw m
for her writi
abour soaring. She has a major book,
Uneangling Wels To STAND in Fove,
being, published this year, and express
es appreciation for the crew persons at
Mifilin who helped her cdit the galley
proots during the rainy day:
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