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Platypus: a chronology

An old friend has suggested that a list of key dates in my life will help the reader put
the following pieces into some sort of context. Here it is, heavily expurgated.

1934
1949
1954-7

1958

1958

1959

1960

1960

1960

1960

1961

1961

1961

1962

1962

1962

1963

1963

1965

1966
1967

1968

1969

1970

1971

1972
1972

1973
1973

1974
1974

1974
1974

1975

1976
1976

Born Stoke-on-Trent, Staffordshire

Gliding A Badge, Castle Bromwich

Magdalen College, Oxford till 1957: gave up Logic &
took up Politics as a better preparation for the real
world

Joined London Gliding Club, Dunstable

Bought quarter share of Slingsby Kite 1 with Ted
Hull and partners

Completed Silver ‘C’ in open-cockpit Prefect,
Dunstable-Membury 85kms

First competition (Dunstable Regionals) with Geoff
Kerr in Olympia

Bought fifth share in aero-towable Cadet, restored
by Peter Fletcher

Editor of London Gliding Club Gazette till 1963:
“Platypus” nom de plume invented

Bought fifth share in K-7 with Peter Hearne and
partners

First time in Nationals, Lasham, League Two K-7
with Mike Riddell, R Q Barrett, M Broad

New Skylark 3 with Mike Riddell

Skylark 3 3rd in Northerns at Camphill

First (and only one ever!) contest win, Northern
Regionals in Skylark 3

UK 100km goal speed record, Camphill-Ingoldmells
at 116 kph in Skylark 3

Firth-Vickers team trophy with Mike Riddeli,
Skylark 3, Nationals League Two

First time in Nationals League One (Lasham) with
the big boys in Skylark 3: sank without trace
Married Janie Miller, two children: Alexander
(1964) and Sophie (1967)

Editor of World Championships daily newsletter,
South Cerney, UK

Bought new Dart 17R with Ted Hull and partners
300km out-&-return for first leg of Gold Badge and
Goal Diamond

Became Director Odhams Magazines, then
Publisher, Ideal Home magazine

Gold ‘C’ height in cloud during Nationals, complet-
ed Gold Badge in Dart 17R

Dinged (Dung?) Dart 17R in cricket field: first Plat-
crash worthy of the name

First soaring in USA: Black Forest Gliderport,
Colorado, Schweizer 1-23

First soaring on Continent: Zell-am-Zee, Austria, K-6e
New Schempp-Hirth Standard Cirrus with Carr
Withall and partners

Janie and Michael divorced

Bought new Slingsby Kestrel 19 with Carr Withall
and partners

Married Veronica Snobel (Mrs Platypus)

First foreign contest: Huit Jours d’Angers in Kestrel
19

Bought Kestrel 19, grand piano and 800 bottles of
French wine; piano survives

Bought the late Ray Stafford-Allen’s Capstan

Flew in Hahnweide contest in Schwabian Alps
(Germany) in Kestrel 19: came 2nd two days, blew
last day

First 500km in Kestrel from Dunstable

First Mrs Platypus pieces appeared in Sailplane &
Gliding

1977

1977

1978

1980
1980

1982

1983

1985

1986

1986

1987

1987

1988
1989

1990

1991

1991

1992

1993

1993
1994

1994

1995

1995

1997

1997

1998

1998

1998

1998

1999

1999

1999

Only day win in 40 years, in Open Class Nationals,
got delusions of adequacy, see next entry

Wrote off Kestrel in landing (20%) and road wreck
(80%) on last day of Nationals

Bought half share of Nimbus 2 (refurbished by John
Delafield) with Clive Hawes

Diamond height, Nimbus 2

Bought fifth share in Caproni Calif side-by-side two-
seater with Tony Gibbs et al

Became Managing Director Thomson Consumer
Magazines (Family Circle etc)

Bought into ASW-20L syndicate: Carr Withall et al
Wrote first book: “The Time-Effective Manager”
Veronica (Mrs Platypus) died of cancer

Bought ASW-22 from Hans-Werner Grosse; became
big wings addict. More TINSFOS!

First trip to Australia: flew with Hans-Werner Grosse
in his ASH-25 Tocumwal, New South Wales

Second trip to Australia: flew with Hans-Werner
Grosse in ASH-25, Alice Springs, Northern
Territories on record attempts

Bought new ASH-25.

Navigator in ASH-25 at Lasham, when Robin May
wins Open Class for second time (out of four wins
in total)

Entered semi-retired phase: began serious aviating
British two-seat triangle 500km record at 131kph
(with Reg Gardner) in ASH-25 Benalla, Australia,
then 300 km out and return with G Dale

World Championships — P2 at Uvalde with Robin
May in ASH-25

Third in UK Open Nationals with Ed Downham as
co-pilot

UK 750km Diploma in ASW-22 (same day as Robin
May in ASH-25)

First contest in USA: Minden, DG-300

Fourth in Overseas Nationals at Leszno, Poland,
with Marion Barritt in ASH-25

John Good’s “crew” at Hilton Ranch: flew Pegase,
LS4, Grob 103, DG-300

FAI 1,000km Diploma (twice in four days) from
Minden, Nevada in ASH-25

Fourth in (handicapped) Seniors Championships,
Seminole Lake, Florida, with Marion Barritt as co-
pilot in ASH-25

First trip to New Zealand: flew Justin Wills's ASW-17
With Barry Ketley, launched Hikoki Publications
(military aviation history): 15 titles published up to
March 2000

Second trip to New Zealand: flew Justin Wills' ASW-
17 (see Timaru Creek story)

Bought “Zulu-Niner” Janus C, based Minden,
Nevada with Tim Hirst and partners

Safari: Nevada, Utah, Arizona in Z9 with Marion
Barritt and Sam Whiteside

Obtained Single-Engined power plane licence in
Cessna 152 at NIFTI, Minden

Ballast in Gavin Wills’ Duo Discus in New Zealand
Nationals

For first time, Plat featured on front cover of
Sailplane & Gliding (Oct-Nov).

Second High Country Soaring safari from Minden:
Nevada, Utah in Z9
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the performers ought to wear wigs infested
with lice, mice and other vermin, while expir-
ing of tuberculosis, and the audience should
talk loudly, eat oranges, spit on the floor, ogle
the bosoms of each other’s mistresses, and
duel with swords in the interval.

Across the water, enthusiasts of the
American Revolution make exact copies of
18th century muskets, and take special pride in
using the same tools and methods as the gun-
makers of 200 years ago, as well as grinding
their own powder and casting their own shot.
If one of them, dressed in 1776 uniform, should
grind too vigorously or shoot himself in the
foot, I trust that the well-regulated militia will
not send for a helicopter full of paramedics, but
will summon the local barber, with a blunt saw
and a pint of gin - to anaesthetise himself, not
the patient - and a bucket of hot tar to dress the
stump. Accuracy in these matters of fine his-
torical detail is all part of the fun.

Some years ago the legendary Walter
Neumark, one of the most creative minds in
our sport, made a meticulously exact copy of
the glider in which Percy Pilcher killed him-
self in 1899. No, don't laugh. Walter not only
adhered as faithfully as possible to the design,
he took his Hawk replica to the original loca-
tion of Pilcher’s last flight, and re-enacted the
method of winching himself up. The subse-
quent crash would therefore have been a total-
ly authentic replay of Percy’s fatal plunge,
except that with the help of the electric tele-
phone and motorised ambulance Walter got to
the hospital quicker. And survived to fly again.

Some of the great cross-country flights done
in vintage gliders today are achieved with the
help of aerotows, and there is no doubt it
makes all the difference. Is that authentic? Of
course it is. There is a spectacular piece of film
taken by Dudley Hiscox in the 1930's showing
an Avro 504K towing a glider from the foot of
the hill straight at the camera, which was fixed
in the Dunstable clubhouse. What you can't
see but can only imagine is the members, in
their plus-fours and wing-collars, all diving
under the tables as the two aircraft fill the
screen and, in the last second, stagger over the
dining room. Any attempt to replicate that
today should take account of the 20ft or so of
1990's radio aerial on the 1936 roof.

The modern competition pilot is a totally dif-
ferent creature. What a contrast! The 1991

World Championships was an education to me,
as a backseat observer in an ASH-25. The
French team in particular - who conducted
themselves with great gravity in the air and
great levity on the ground - flew identical pairs
of gliders as if tied together with invisible string,
and talked incessantly to each other and their
manager, giving their respective positions accu-
rate to ten metres. It went something like this:

“Ou etes-vous, Jean-Claude?”

“Pas de probleme, mon nez is right up votre
derriere, Pierre!”

“Formidable! Je thought je had a confortable
feeling.”

And so on all day. The general rejoicing
when, in spite of flying brilliantly in many
weeks of practice, the French failed to win any-
thing at all, was quite unseemly but very
understandable. De la Rochefoucauld would
have had a maxim to describe it. There is a the-
ory that someone from another team cut a hole
in the razor-wire that kept the Frenchmen in
(or the Texas women out, whichever way you
like to look at it) with a consequent loss of the
drive and focus that a winning team requires.

Competition pilots seem to suffer from the
four least attractive of the seven deadly sins -
envy, avarice, anger and pride. (They are very
intolerant of the more attractive deadly sins
like sloth and gluttony, and take a pretty dim
view of lust, at least during a contest, as being
a distraction.)

The true contest pilot's aesthetic sense is
zero. If you ask him as he hauls himself out of
the cockpit, after a 600-km triangle in eight-
knot thermals over dazzling scenery, “Did you
enjoy the flight?” he merely snarls, “How do I
know till I've seen the score-sheet?” Then he
comes back from the scoreboard with a seraph-
ic smile on his face. His nearest rival has land-
ed at a sewage farm near the first turnpoint. It
was indeed a beautiful day after all!

Whatever their other virtues, such as skill,
courage and endurance, competition pilots
don't display much love. They don't love the
task-setter or the Met man. They certainly
don't love each other. They don't love their
crew, not even their wives and children, they
just tolerate them for the duration of the con-
test. They don't love their gliders: the aircraft
are just something to be strapped on your
back, to be discarded as soon as something
better comes along. That's why they don't



give their gliders names any more than you
would give your trousers a name.

What 1 had not noticed until a few minutes
before speaking to the VGC was that it is
called the Vintage Glider Club, not Gliding
Club. They do love their aircraft. The most
important instruction in music is not allegro or
appassioncato but con amore - with love. Only if
you can play con amore are you an artist. If
there are any artists left in gliding most of
them will be found in the vintage movement.
Long may thev flourish!

I know one is supposed to flatter one’s audicnce,
but did I really say that> What a load of senti-
mental old codswallop! Everybody knows I imuch
prefer to zoom along a cloudstreet with a bunch of
other hooligans at 120 kts with the vario scream-
ing its head off. (Yep, I've got every smarmy word
right here on tape. Ed.)

Never again! (1983)

To clubs thinking of ways to raise extra funds,
this speech at a club dinner comes as a warning:

It may just be old age seeping into my
bones, Mr Chairman, but I feel that life at
Dunstable was so much more eventful when I
was starting, 20-25 years ago. To give you an
idea of what I mean, I would like to take the
liberty of reading to you a confidential letter
purporting to be from the then CFI of the club
to the chairman around 1963. It was leaked to
me by a former member of the committee
who wishes to remain anonymous - not so
much a Mole as a, er, Platypus. Whether the
letter itself is authentic or not, the actual
events described certainly did happen, being
etched indelibly on the memories of many of
you here tonight. The writer was clearly
recovering from an end of season breakdown,
since the letter is addressed from - THE
UNSTABLE BEDS REST HOME FOR NER-
VOUS DISORDERS, Dunstable, Beds.

‘Dear Chairman, Thank you for the grapes.
I shall soon be fit to return to work in good time
for the new season, but only on one condition
- that we do NOT have an air display next year.

I fully realise the urgent need, expressed
by the committee, for such essentials as a
heated indoor swimming pool, sauna, solari-
um and a new girl behind the bar. I am also
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aware that last season’s courses were a finan-
cial disaster entirely because of the weather:
the total absence of rain, fog and high winds
resulted in a ruinously high number of
launches with consequent wear and tear on
gliders, tugs, winches, cables, tractors, etc.

With luck next season's weather will revert
to normal and the members will be more prof-
itably confined to the swimming pool, sauna,
solarium - and the new girl behind the bar. But
there must be no air display. Let me refresh
your memory - if that is necessary - about the
last one.

The day was supposed to begin quietly with
the arrival of visiting power pilots from all over
the country and a few gentle joyrides in the
T-21 for members of the public. The visiting
pilots fell (in some cases literally) into three cat-
egories: those who could not take-oft properly;
those who could not land properly, and those
who could not quite manage the bit in between.
In the second category a Piper Tri-Pacer, after
sniffing nervously around the circuit a couple
of times, landed on Hangar Ridge, trickled
down into the gully and there stove in its nose
wheel and prop. The public might have thought
this was all normal, or at least a planned part of
the entertainment, except that Geoft Kerr on
the public address interrupted his immaculate
commentary with an undeleted expletive
which raised more comment than the flying.

In the first category, a Cessna took off with
a small boy as passenger and made a neat fur-
row with one of its wheels in the roof of a
Jaguar parked in an enclosure packed with
hundreds of people and cars. The Cessna got
airborne OK, but it was found impossible to
open or shut the Jaguar's doors, so it was a
write-off. Which is nothing to what would
have been written off had the passenger been
an adult. Amazingly the Jaguar owner was
delighted: he obviously hoped to get a brand
new one. ‘Just wait till I tell the insurers how
it happened!’

In the last category, Godfrey Harwood
arrived with a motorised Tutor, probably the
most inefficient aeroplane ever built since the
Spruce Goose. He proceeded to do aerobatics,
of a sort, in an aircraft that was marginal even
in level flight. The distinguished chairman of
the BGA Technical Committee described it
well. The Motor Tutor ‘'ran out of height, speed,
power and control simultancously’ and
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plunged into the side of the hill which was cov-
ered with spectators. There was no fire, and the
cut and shaken pilot was rushed to the Luton
and Dunstable Hospital. His wife Rika, it is
said, rushed in shortly afterwards, shouting
‘Don't worry darling, I've found your false
teeth under the wreckage’ ‘What do you mean,
he says, T've got all my teeth right here!” The
only way we will ever discover how false teeth
came to be discarded on the Downs is by ask-
ing the club member who is always watching
the goings-on on the Hill through a telescope?.

The Technical Committee chairman actual-
ly was in no position to criticise this perform-
ance, since while joyriding he managed in
landing to bounce the T-21's wheel on the
wings of two parked Blaniks in one pass,
creasing them as badly as the aforementioned
car. Like the Jaguar, the metal wings were not
repairable. After this the numbers of joyriders
tell off somewhat. Since joyrides were the
prizes in a raffle, the club did quite well out of
this sudden loss of nerve on the part of the
winners. Our T-21 was unmarked and the two
Blaniks belonged to other clubs, so again God
- or somebody - was on our side.

The spectators were having a grand time.
The parachutist ended up on the clubhouse
roof with a broken leg®, and in the middle of
what was supposed to be a solo aerobatic dis-
play in the Jaskolka, Ralph Chesters looked
down through the top of his canopy to see the
Luton Flying Club pass through the middle of
his loop as they strafed the field, the timetable
having got into some disarray. Ladi Marmol,
the émigré Czech pilot, roared under the
Whipsnade power wires while Derek Piggott’s
plane just scraped over. The crowd went wild.
I don't anybody was using radio to co-ordinate
things; it was all loud-hailers and waving of
arms in the early 1960s. John Hands, the mar-
shal, was going round like Gregory Peck in
Twelve o'’clock High muttering about living on
borrowed time.

Finally, there were those pestiferous hot-air
balloons. Thank God they will just be a short-
lived fad. First the unmanned Montgolfier

2 The false-teeth story is now said to be apocryphal.
But then so is most history.

3 The parachutist was Mike Reilly, who drowned in the
English Channel after making a jump for the film
“The War Lover” starring Steve McQueen.

replica broke loose from its tether in an east
wind and, belching smoke and flame,
skimmed over the Tiger Moths which were
refuelling at the pumps: it crashed 20 yards
from the clubhouse amongst a mass of cars
and people. The crowd attacked the balloon as
though it was Moby Dick, and had to be beat-
en off by the balloon’s distraught owners.

To lose one balloon is a misfortune. To lose
two, as Lady Bracknell might have said, was
bloody careless. But that is what happened. A
schoolmaster, who with the help of his class
had built a huge envelope out of clear plastic
bags and Sellotape, planned to do a brief flight
on a tether using a hand-held blow-lamp as a
heat source. Of course the lousy tether breaks
again, I suspect not without encouragement,
and off he goes - without his blow-lamp.

From the spectators’ point of view (they were
getting real value for money) it was a brave sight:
the tiny figure crouched in an open steel tube
frame dangling under what looked like a gigantic
prophylactic drifting translucently across the set-
ting sun towards Totternhoe. As he got low in the
valley and the sun finally set, someone said, ‘I
hope he knows about the power wires,” though
what good that knowledge would have done him
is beyond me, since he had no rip panel, no trail-
rope, no burner, nothing. Anyway, hardly were
these words uttered when we saw a big blue flash
- and all the lights went out for miles around,
ruining a planned dinner at the Golf Club that
evening and endangering the tropical fish at
Whipsnade Zoo. The pilot - if that is the right
description for a completely passive piece of bal-
last — was unscathed. Indeed, in the whole dis-
play no one was maimed or killed, and our Club
fleet was intact. The end of a perfect day, we all
said. But please, Mr Chairman, Never Again!”

It's throwing up time again or,
hit & myth gl985)

Rhoda Partridge, in a recent Sailplane & Gliding,
‘wants to write about some of the crazy hap-
penings that gliding throws up.” I think she
really means she wants to write about some of
the crazy people that gliding throws up. (They
don't normally stay thrown up for long -
indeed the really crazy people get thrown out,
or even carried out.) However, it is splendid to
hear that Rhoda is active, though semi-retired















Over the hills and far away

It will be very sad if we ever lose the sense of wonder at the fact that we can go for
a stroll in the sky without an engine. The people who have that sense of disbelief
are ordinary members of the public who ask questions like, “If you’re going to fly a
hundred miles in one go without a motor, how high do you have to be towed?” We
should not despise such incredulity but should share it. We are so lucky to have been
born into century when we had both the technical means and the freedom to do this
miraculous trick, which in any earlier age would have been considered pure magic.

Magic is just what it is.

Howididntdoit or foiled again
(1968)

I have longed for years to write a Philip-Wills-
style “howidunit” describing « brilliantly-organ-
ised 300-km Diamond out-and-return. In fact the
prospect of writing this epic was far more
entrancing than the idea of the flight itself. I saw
myself painting a dazzling word-picture of heroic
struggle crowned with success when, from the last
exhausted thermal of the day, I slip across the
club boundary going downwind at nought feet, to
the cheers of amazed fellow members. ..

For me, however, literary success has been
easier to come by than the brilliantly-organ-
ised 300-kms. So I have written articles in
Sailplane & Gliding insolently telling real pun-
dits how to write howidunits, and even a pre-
sumptuous article on planning the great feat,
called Howwe'regonnadoit. Now I sing of
heroic struggle crowned with absolutely noth-
ing, except for a few salutary lessons, that is. )

The first task of the day is the battle of wits
with the weatherman. This goes best if he has
been on duty all night. “Today’s forecast?” he
says blearily. “Well, same as yesterday really.”
Rapier-keen I shoot back, “Same as yesterday’s
forecast, or same as yesterday’s weather?” A
pregnant pause at the other end of the line
while he ponders whether saying, “Carry oxy-
gen and a map of Scotland” or, “Rain all day”
would punish my sarcasm more effectively.
Finally he comes up with a real teaser
designed to maximise panic. A belt of rain
would move from east to west at about 10
knots reaching Dunstable at 3 o’clock - and it
would probably be 11.30 before I could get to
the club and organise myself into the air.

I decide on Dunstable to Ludlow and back,
about 308 km. A swift dash downwind to the
turning point and a battle upwind in the

strongest part of the day might bring me to the
edge of the murk, say 15 miles from home,
around tea time - then a bold glide-out. The
Dart 17R was capable of it even if I was not.

Downwind first is a good rule when flying
self-imposed tasks, particularly if the weather
is expected to deteriorate. You burn your boats
quickly instead of hanging about with one foot
in the club, and you can enjoy several hours’
good soaring before being washed out of the
sky.*

Now all I have to do is simply:

Rig three other chaps’ gliders.

Rig own glider - Hey, come back, you
three !

Smoke barograph.

Wind barograph.

Inscribe barograph baseline.

Seal barograph.

Start barograph ticking.

Load Camera.

Now, photograph the official observer by
the tail. First catch your observer by the tail;
have they gone into hiding or what?

Get barograph signed by official observer.

Find map.
Put barograph in the glider, idiot!
Inscribe line on map - blast! No

Chinagraph pencil for glossy Fablon-covered
map. Have to do without a line.

Declaration form! Heavens, any well
organised (ie Lasham) pundit has declaration
forms strapped to his knee and an official
observer on a chain. I use a scruffy bit of
paper with Ludlow Town scrawled in blood or
charcoal or something.

4 The idea of deliberately setting off downwind in a
wooden glider with little or no chance of getting
home, on a weekday and with no crew organised,
now makes me shudder. But it was the 1960's, and
getting home was so rare as to be positively eccentric.










































Survival of the fittest, fastest, most cunning, devious etc

Younger readers start here: once upon a time, by which | mean about 30 years ago,
pilots in a competition could take off more or less any time they liked, and depart
on course whenever it suited them. The launch time was not held, nor was the start
of a race. In fact the only things that were held in those days were parties.

As the number of gliders in championships got bigger, congestion at the launch
point was eased by issuing each pilot with a numbered disk with a hole in it. The
pilot then placed the disc on one of hundreds of nails that had been hammered into
a large board, each nail representing a launch time like 1120, 1122 and so on. The
order of choice was rotated every contest day, as take-off times are now. This was
supposed to make the system fair, or at least not quite so grossly unfair.

Continual gamesmanship around the board took place, since a disc could be
moved by the pilot at any time, any number of times. It is said that Nick Goodhart,
finding the lottery had left him with no launch time near the moment he desired,
gave the appearance of thinking long and hard; he then carefully placed his disk two
hours away from the time that the general consensus believed to be the best. The
lesser contestants began to wonder if they had not made a ghastly error, and a few
of them nervously took their disks out of prime time and shifted them close to Nick’s.
A hole opened up and Nick pounced, taking the prime launch slot that he had cov-
eted all along.

Playing with one’s disc — touching anyone else’s was taboo - could occupy the
entire afternoon, especially if the weather was grey and all the cumulus tantalising-
ly on the horizon. The system kept pilots too busy and out of mischief: every now
and again someone would launch and probably fail to soar, and whether we fol-
lowed them into the air was our own decision, which we continuously pondered. We
had no opportunity, as have today’s competitors, to stand around in mutinous
groups for hours whinging about the management until the day is scrubbed.

Once the task was set early in the morning, it could not be cancelled. This kept us
on our toes. Anybody, just some guy with no talent but a deal of persistence, might
rig a third time after two outlandings and two road retrieves (air retrieves were not
allowed) and sneak away after a six o’clock launch and scoop 1,000 points by drift-
ing 50kms or so downwind in the dusk when everyone else had given up. | did it
myself once or twice and very satisfying it was too. The value of a day was not scaled
down, as it is today, according to the number of contestants failing to exceed a sub-
stantial distance like 100kms.

In short it was a grossly arbitrary, chancy and unfair system, except that the same
pilots seemed to win the whole time. Maybe fairness is crucial to the second-raters -
they talk of nothing else — but is nothing special so far as the real champions are con-
cerned. No matter how you fix the rules to eliminate luck, those same people will
get lucky again and again.

The art of coarse gliding (1964)

The best way to define Coarse Gliding is by
stating what it is not.

It is not as described in On Being a Bird or
in The Soaring Pilot or in films that start off
with seagulls and the usual pretentious voice-
over droning on about, “Man’s Age-long
Dream of Flight.”

From reading such books or seeing such
films one realises that there exists a super-race
of real glider pilots, known in the trade as
Pundits. They own airworthy gliders, launched
by serviceable tugs, retrieved by roadworthy
cars containing tireless, devoted crews. They
have infallible radio with a sixty-mile range
which they use in brisk military style. They
have new batteries; they describe thermals in
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‘By the abuse that the earthlings (who
because the word ‘Sore’ is one they use with
most frequency and reverence, 1 call the Sore
People) heap on the Taskmasters when the
weather is bad. No intelligent life-form would
blame their priests for bad weather unless the
priests controlled the elements.”

“Very true,” murmured the Frekon, ‘but
why do the priests tolerate such abuse from
their slaves if they are omnipotent?”

‘It is a harmless safety-valve for the frus-
trations of the Sore People. Besides,
Taskmasters need not worry about popularity
when they have the satisfaction of knowing
that they can make the sun shine at will.”

“If they can do that, why do they not make
the sun shine?”

‘Because they know what the Sore People
do not, namely that it is impossible to fly
without propulsive power. Fine weather
would simply tempt the Sore People to
throw their great white birds into the air and
destroy them. You see, the birds are made of
glass!”

Even the Frekon could barely resist a smile
at the folly of the Sore People and the cunning
of their Taskmasters.

“The Sore People,” continued Burpon,
‘vainly hope that they might one day, like
angels, defy gravity and fly without power.
This manifest delusion is perpetuated by
superstitious ceremonies designed to placate
the God of Gravity, the field being named
after Isaac Newton himself.”

“These Taskmasters, do they share the Sore
People's delusions?”

“They certainly do not! Strorn has been
observed flying around in a white bird but
with a little engine. Thus while the great
white glass birds lie stranded on the ground,
he can humble the slaves with his mastery of
the heavens.”

“Perhaps we should follow their example to
keep our own subjects under control,” said the
Frekon. “Pewkon, 1 appoint you CFI and Arch-
taskmaster. Forget about the Earth Invasion
and set up a Jupiter Nationals immediately.”

‘Gee, boss, that's just swell!” exclaimed
Pewkon.

‘Oh, and one other thing. I would be grate-
ful if you would stop watching all those old
American movies on the Video-scanner. Peace
be with you.”

Legendary lager lout (1974)

There are two types of pilot that enter competi-
tions regularly: those that enter despite the evi-
dent fact that contests bring out the worst in
human nature, and those that enter contests pre-
cisely because they bring out the worst in human
nature. There is no obvious correlation between
bad behaviour and success: noble, selfless traits
can be found at every level from World
Champion down to the rookie. Aggressive, selfish,
cowardly and downright vicious traits are like-
wise randomly distributed over the skill spec-
trum. At this point [ feel the laws of libel closing
in. However I am confident that the subject of
this next piece will not sue for defamation. Indeed
I think he is secretly rather proud of the charac-
ter that this article reveals.

Whenever S&G prints an article by, for or
about top pilots, we are always inundated with
letters from peasan - sorry, from less experi-
enced pilots who will never be champions and
who want to hear about the struggles and tri-
umphs of ordinary chaps struggling at the bot-
tom of the pile. This month our reporter ‘Q’
interviews Platypus, a proudly self-confessed
peasant-pilot who, practically single-handed,
has made British coarse gliding what it is
today - a blood sport second only to rat-catch-
ing. A refrigerator full of free Australian beer
was the only inducement as our soaring skin-
head bared all to the tape-recorder.

Platypus, in 1972 at Pissoire you came in
69th, but in 1974 at Bad Freidegg you came in
45th. What explains the difference?

I think I can confidently attribute that vast
improvement to the fact that at Pissoire there
were 69 pilots competing, whereas at Bad
Freidegg there were 45.

Oh.

Pass that tube of Foster’s, there’s a good lad.
Ta.

Do you think pilots of your calibre should be
recommended to fly at demanding internationcl
contests such as Angers and Hahmuocide?

Well, the people at Angers recommended
me to fly at Hahnweide, and the people at
Hahnweide said I should fly at Angers, and
everybody in Britain says the more I fly
abroad the better. So I guess you're right.

Tell me how your mind works when you're
really keyed up on a competition day.
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On the ground, I can say without fear of
contradiction (I smash their teeth in if they do
contradict) that my mind works faster than
anyone else's. Especially on the old
pilot-selection take-off times: when it comes
to switching those discs around the board,
my gamesmanship is designed to fox the com-
petition completely - the disc is a blur in
my hands as I shift it from nail to nail. You
should see the others panicking to get to
the board!

Is this because the other pilots want to launch
the same time as you?

On the contrary, mate - pass me another
lager, I hate stretching - the chaos is due to
the other blokes all desperately switching
times so as not to take the air within half an
hour either side of me. That, and my skill in
asking trick questions at briefing, has been
known to cause other pilots to fly round tri-
angles the wrong way and get disqualified.

Fantastic! But what I was really interested in
was how your mind worked in the air.

[ can tell you, the moment that towline
goes taut an amazing transformation comes
over me.

Go on.

I will if you don'’t keep interrupting. (Pour
me a Foster’s, lad. Ta.) Yes, at that electrifying
moment - my adrenaline begins to flow with
the speed of frozen treacle and my brain
switches off totally. The old CFI noticed that
very early on in my training in the T-21. Sent
me solo in no time as a result. Well, he had a
wife and kids, I suppose. “Better just you than
us both” he used to say. What a card he was!

Longevity is the better part of valour, I dare
say. But getting back to contest flying, don't you
find this inability to think once airborne some-
thing of a handicap?

Not in the slightest. It accounts for my being
so relaxed and without a sign of strain. The
other pilots worry and make fresh decisions
constantly. They get worn out, poor devils.

Quite amazing. Now, Platypus, on the finer
points of closed-circuit racing: what 1is your
inter-thermal speed-to-fly philosophy?

Verv simple. I have two speeds: 50kts and
150kts. The transition between the two I make
on the spur of the moment. My mind may
work slowly but my arm muscles work fast.

Isn't that inefficient from the point of view of
optimising cross-country performance?

In theory, yes. But it means no other pilots
dare fly within a height band of 1,000ft above
or below me.

Are you a loner, or do you like gaggling?

Gaggles? 1 don't remember seeing one
ever, except occasionally at a distance. Why
they all leave such lovely thermals in so much
of a hurry I can't imagine, but I blame those
damn silly calculators.

You mean John Willy computers. You don't
use one?

Pah. If you can see it you can reach it, I
always say. (Hell, who's been keeping food in
the fridge? Panic over, lad - I found a six-pack
of Victoria Bitter.) If you can't see it, stay good
and high, then do a kamikaze on the place
when it comes into view.

Isn't that, er, inefficient?

Yeah, theoretically - but I've seen other
competitors pull out their brakes and land
short in six-foot-high maize rather than cross
the line when I'm finishing.

One up to you Platypus: Now, what are your
views about water?

Never touch the stuff: you know what fish
do in it, don’t you? Next question.

What do you see as the major obstacle to your
future as a competition pilot?

The insurance companies, definitely.

It says here that your gliding career started in
earnest after you went solo at Castle Bromwich
in 1949.

Yes, but my expulsion from the Air Cadets
put an end to that, regrettably. Really the
1950’s around the various sites were the form-
ative years of my pubescent life in all ways
except one, though I believe some clubs have
remedied that deficiency recently. Hey, you
know, I've heard....

Er, yes, fascinating, but what 1 was really
interested in was whether you feel age and expe-
rience are more important than youth and vigour.

Well, that was what I was on about

In competition gliding, I mean.

Oh. Well, I am the only pilot I know who
was ever grounded for senility, but I think
that was just a dirty manoeuvre by the Flying
Commiittee.

What makes you say that?

I was only 24 at the time. However, when 1
bought my own ship, it was as though I had
suddenly taken the elixir of youth: they said I
could fly as far from the site as I liked, prefer-
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is almost impossible to set as a task now. With the
twin constraints of airspace and the pilots’ aver-
sion to going anywhere near the sea, a big task on
a good day looks like an exercise in advanced
origami. The route has so many folds in it that [
should now say, “Seven polygons (not triangles)
all going through Husbands Bosworth.”

I might not of course be reckoning with the inge-
nuity of the rule-makers: someday soon they may
allow a task with five or six turnpoints to count for
a record or a badge, and an aspirant for a 500km
diamond will be able to achieve it without getting
out of sight of the club, even in British visibility.

Brain surgeon wipes out memory
(1992)

In a recent competition at Issoudun in France
the famous transplant surgeon, Mike Thick,
and ASH-25 pilot took with him as navigator a
famous brain surgeon. (No, I'm not making
this up, honest.) One day the navigator man-
aged inadvertently to delete the waypoints
from the GPS, and was seen spending the
afternoon - wet and windy and nothing else
to do anyway - sitting in the rear cockpit of
the glider in a far corner of the field, patient-
ly re-entering all the latitudes and longitudes
one at a time. There can be as many as 250 of
the damn things, so the sooner the
input-process can be automated the better.
There will be at least one keen customer.

Of course we can do that just now in seconds.
Assuming of course that you have the connectors
and cables and the right software in your IBM,
and the computers are on speaking terms.
Otherwise you may still find yourself spending
hours sitting alone in a corner of some foreign
field.

Thoughts of Superchamp (1984)

Not many multi-millionaires have taken up glid-
ing, most preferring the social cachet of ocean-
racing. Having observed at close quarters a rare,
flamboyant instance of such a man in our sport,
Platypus wondered how he himself might have
behaved if had been blessed with two gifts which
he has always longed for- soaring talent and the
ability to make quick and hugely lucrative deals.

Time is money. Don't know who first said
that,® but it’s my favourite cliché. The 64 mil-
lion-dollar question (actually the 65.372 mil-
lion dollar question, but let’s not mess with
small change) is, how do I sew up the Qatar oil
deal, buy next year's coffee crop, lease that
place in Threadneedle Street and win the
Nationals at the same time? In spite of my
business pressures, yesterday’s win was pretty
conclusive, though Jonesey was griping about
the navigational help 1 had all round the
course from my crew - Hands, Knees and
Bumpsadaisy - who were using a computer
linked to a satellite to track the transponder in
my Blunderbus 4. (Damn cheek; it was my
satellite.)

Naturally Day 6 is pretty tense, but as usual I
play it, very, very cool. It really psychs me up
and, better still, it psychs them down...

0925: Breakfast in bed. Croissants flown in
from Le Touquet, devilled kidneys, scrambled
eggs, etc. The Grauniad business section has a
piece about my triumphs in the city. but full
of typographical errors. Mental note: after the
Nationals I'll buy that rag and get some new
proof-readers. They can’'t even spell the
names of my racehorses, let alone my name.

0932: Accept call from contest director con-
gratulating me on five daily prizes in a row
and regretting that I have not been able to
show up to accept any of them. I suggest with
a light laugh that he presents the daily prizes
to me in advance before 1 take off. He clearly
thinks this very droll; he says the pilots have
banded together to buy me a clock, so if T get
something ticking in the post, that's all it is.

0950: Leap out of bed. Good time for high-
ly confidential telephone call in shower to Lee
Kwan Yew (standing in another shower in
Singapore) to fix supertanker deal. Exit feel-
ing refreshed and richer.

0955: Am driven to City in the Bentley. H,
K and B call on car radio-telephone (the one
with the built in Met-map facsimile machine)
with details of task. Glider is rigged and
watered; maps fully marked up and onboard
microprocessor fully programmed. Not bad.
May not have to sack them after all. The ser-
vant problem is a real pain these days. I keep
them waiting while on the other line I buy a
football ground, a baseball team and put in a

® |'ve since been told that Benjamin Franklin first said it.
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was a disaster owing to a failure to engage
the brain. I landed back at 5.30, having fum-
bled the wave after a derisory little out and
return, muttered, “Oh well, that's that,” put
the glider to bed and headed for the bar. It
simply hadn't occurred to me that I could
immediately re-launch into the east wind
wave, which was visibly full of gliders up to
10,000ft. These were to roam around for
another three or four hours, covering as
much as 400km before darkness herded
them home. By the time I realised my mis-
take I'd grounded myself with a pint of
Yorkshire's best Dbitter beer. Blast.
Conventional competition tasks aren't like
that. They're usually over by bar-opening
time. Better still, you don’t have to think
about where to go, when to go, what to do or
anything. That's why they are so popular.

_m)_

The commonest illusion about Enterprise is
that it is anti-competitive in spirit, and that
contestants are too gentlemanly to trample
their opponents into the dirt if the chance
presents itself. Au contraire. The variations
awarded for kilometres flown in different
directions are so arbitrary and so large (a few
degrees more to the west and your bonus can
be 100%) as to encourage devilish ingenuity in
designing your itinerary. It is only when the
less cunning pilots struggle back at dusk, qui-
etly pleased with their efforts, that they dis-
cover they have been stitched up by some
chap who spent an extra 15 minutes devising
his point-maximisation strategy. This sort of
scheming appeals to me enormously, and next
year [ will go into Richard-the-Third mode
from sun up on day one.

_(n)_

At Enterprise the possibility of soaring the
Channel is always in one’s mind, John Fielden
having prepared the way with the airspace
bureaucrats. Many Enterprisers have in readi-
ness passports, foreign currency and maps of
France and even the Low Countries and
Germany - so there is much earnest discussion
and head-scratching in anticipation of The
Great Day. The whole business is meteorologi-
cally trickier than I thought, leaving aside air-
space problems. If you want to cover any dis-
tance on the other side you have to get to Kent

by one o'clock, and then you might find that
sea air compels you to start the crossing not at
the coast but several miles inland. There will
be sea breeze effects for even further on the
other side, so you need enough altitude to
cover twice the 20 miles of the Channel itself
in order to arrive at the first usable thermals
sufficiently high to work them.

Well, with a 20kt tailwind and a modern
glider, no problem, you say? Not exactly. In the
1985 Enterprise John Bally, starting from
Sutton Bank, just scraped in with 700ft clear-
ance over Cap Gris Nez, having discovered that
if the wind is more northerly than 300 degrees
when you depart from the White Cliffs it can
change to a north-easterly half way across.
Something to do with the wind being deflected
by the landmass of the Kent peninsula. That
margin works out at less than one per cent of
the width of La Manche measured at its nar-
rowest point. To any one who has watched a J.
Bally final glide, it was nothing special.

The more we discussed the problems of the
crossing, the more astonishing seemed
Geoffrey Stephenson’s 1939 cross-Channel
flight in the Gull from Dunstable to le Wast,
with a glide angle of about 20 at a best speed
of 30kt.

What's the flap all about? (1986)

I wonder if anyone will offer the latest
Standard machines with optional tips to pro-
duce the unflapped 17 metre of the 1980s, as
the Dart and SHK were to the 1960s? Without
the extravagance of flappery it could be the
best performance-for-money package in town.
Come on, you guys!

Well, 12 years later the LS8 came out with tips
that stretch to 18 metres, and a great success it is,
too. I do occasionally get it right.

Bloody competitions (1993)
(Originally written for the World
Championships Newsletter, Sweden
1993.)

Competition flying does not bother me, but
competitions do bother me. What I mean is, the
flying from A to B and back again is the casiest
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different from the one on the car? (c) was being
towed at 30% over the speed limit for trailers?
(d) appears to be overweight for the size of car?
(e) is being driven by someone who appears to
have been celebrating recently...?””

The sky’s the limit, if we stop
being stupid (1996)

A classic is a work that does not age. George
Moftat's “Winning on the Wind” is 22 years old,
but most of it - leave aside the reviews of
sailplanes now applying for membership of
the Vintage Glider Club, such as the Capstan -
is fresh, relevant and required reading still. A
true classic. One of the most memorable chap-
ters is Low-Loss Flying, better remembered
for its subtitle “Winning By Not Losing.”

This deals with the little cumulative gains
that you make when you pay attention to
details like efficient starts and finishes, enter-
ing thermals cleanly, then leaving them
before the lift falls off and so on. Having flown
in innumerable contests and having helped to
manage quite a few, I have concluded that if
George brings out a new edition of the book to
take young glider pilots into the 21st century,
then “Winning By Not Losing” requires an
extension, which he might call “Winning by
Not Screwing Up.” The greatest and the hum-
blest of competition pilots alike would benefit.

The points gains George offers in “Winning
by not Losing” are small but important.
However “Winning By Not Screwing Up”
(WBNSU, pronounced Woobensoo) offers
absolutely gigantic increases in points, as I
shall demonstrate with a number of some
real-life examples. The names are concealed
to protect the guilty.

In the era before GPS one of our finest
international pilots, on a day in the World
Champs, increased his score by 900pts over
the previous day. “Unbelievable!” you will say.
Not really. He did indeed fly well on the sec-
ond day, but his real WBNSU triumph was to
remember to put film in his cameras for a
change.

In the Dunstable Regionals in 1992, the
club chairman similarly made a vast improve-
ment in score from one day to the next. He
managed to go round all the correct turn-
points as specified by the contest director, and

not round a task of his own devising. The win-
ner of the previous day (modesty forbids me
to say who that was) suggested in his witty
speech that the chairman'’s lovely wife should
buy her man a GPS for Christmas. I think she
did, if only to help moderate the language
around the house.

I could cite several cases from my own
career in olden days before GPS, where I have
earned substantial points gains as a contest
wore on, so that by the very last day I was
remembering to switch the barograph on
before take-off (then, even better, remember-
ing to put it in the glider), to go round the task
the right way, to take my pictures in the right
sector, to photograph the start-board before,
and the fin and the clock after, the flight, and
generally avoiding a host of little irritations
and punishments. What a rare joy it is to the
coarse contest pilot to see his name on a score
sheet quite unsoiled by Administration
Penalties. Admin Penalty on the score sheet
means, “You've done nothing really wicked
but you have been a pain in the bum to the
organisation, and we are going to make you
suffer for it.”

“Ah, but now we are in the era after GPS,
and free from the problems that turnpoint
photography brought,” you interject sagely.
‘Nowadays such spectacular opportunities for
Winning by not Screwing Up surely do not
arise?”

If you believe that you'll believe anything.
One of my friends, in a goal race to another
club (on a day when the weather man thought
that getting back to our own site was impossi-
ble) did a fizzing final glide to a field so empty
of gliders that he congratulated himself on
leaving his fellow competitors well behind. It
was only on the approach that the truth
dawned on him: he'd entered the GPS co-ordi-
nates wrongly with his banana-like fingers.

Pilots in England (not to mention France
Spain, Algeria, Mali, Upper Volta and Ghana)
can earn excellent WBNSU points by correctly
distinguishing between east and west co-ordi-
nates. Let your competitors forget to tell their
GPS which side of the Greenwich meridian
the turnpoints are, but you will remember,
won't you?

At least 50pts can be gained by remember-
ing to re-program the GPS logger from 30sec
to 10sec intervals, because a fast, tight turn on
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Then I asked what he thought the biggest
strides forward in glider design would come
from, and out of the portion of his mouth that
was not engaged in gripping a cigarette he
said simply, “Materials” and went on bashing
out the most recent ding in the 1930s four-
wheeled ashtray that served as his car.

He was right. Exotic designs like the
Horten flying wings have got nowhere.
Neither did the metal variable geometry
Sigma - too complicated by far. And though a
plastic variable-geometry SB-1 won the 1978
15 Metre World Championship in the hands of
Helmut Reichmann, that monstrously expen-
sive prototype never entered series produc-
tion. But materials - glass, then carbon, then
Kevlar - have successfully made possible
higher aspect ratios, stiffer and more perfect
wingsections, more effective controls, wider
ranges of wing loadings from dry to fully bal-
lasted - all of which have helped, along with
better aerofoils, to double performances of the
wooden gliders of which we were so proud a
generation ago.

Perhaps it should have been a matter for
lamentation rather than celebration when a
British Skylark 3 won the World Championships
in 1960, since it helped to reinforce our insular
attitude to new materials. One of the gliders on
display on that occasion was the still very new
glass reinforced plastic Phoenix, which was de-
scribed by a distinguished British aerodynami-
cist in his famous drawl (not Ron but another
scientist, still very much with us) as, “A school-
boy’s idea of what a glider should look like,”
which was true but perhaps missing the point.
The Phoenix was the direct forerunner of the
Phoebus and the inspiration to all modern GRP
gliders. Apparently all of the eight 1950s
Phoenixes were still flying well into the 1980s
and for all I know are still flying today; I only
hope the latest plastics last as long.

When Slingsby’s finally decided that wood-
en gliders had hit the buffers, they plunged in
1968 for an American design in metal that had
not been meant for series production. No
American glider of World Championship cali-
bre has ever been mass-produced, the main
reason being the horrendous US government
bureaucracy which put certification of com-
mercially produced gliders on a par with that
of Boeing 747s. Their best gliders were always
brilliant one-offs with EXPERIMENTAL sten-

cilled on the side. So the British HP-14c
flopped. It seemed that Slingsby’s wanted to
do anything rather than touch the dreaded
glass-fibre technology. Eventually the first
British GRP glider, the Kestrel 19, based on the
Glasflugel Kestrel 17, flew in the UK Nationals
in 1971 and became generally available in the
1972 season. (I loved the Kestrel, and had
three of them between 1973 and 1979; don't
let’s go into why I had so many...) But Britain
had lost its lead in designing gliders and, after
the Vega, dropped out of the world market
altogether.

This whole story of decline and fall was a
microcosm of British industry in general over
the same years.

I often wonder what dry comment Ron,
had some miracle of medical science saved
him, would have uttered about this sad tale. It
could have been one of his hour long disserta-
tions, brooking no interruption or disagree-
ment; on the other hand it might have been
extremely short and pithy.

Apropos the above, gliders have changed
incredibly little in planform since the late 1920s.
What kind of performance, I wonder, could you get
from a modern carbon-fibre replica of the 1930
Fafnir, if you cheated with a 1980s aerofoil, flaps,
brakes etc? Now there really was a schoolboy’s
idea of what a glider should look like. Mike Russell
would doubtless throttle me for the blasphemous
suggestion that we should build fake plastic repli-
cas of old gliders with modern wing sections. But
my point is simply that the best designers had
basically got it right 60 years ago, and if there has
not been any fundamental change in glider shapes
over the past 60 years, there is unlikely to be much
in the next 20. But I would love to be wrong.

The judgment of Solomon (1984)

At the World Championships in South Cerney
in 1965 the prime, and very simply applied,
qualification for a Standard Class glider was
for it to be wheeled between two poles (no,
not two Poles; they were another story alto-
gether) stuck in the ground 15 metres apart.
Well, this spanking new ship arrives,
straight off the drawing board, and promptly
gets wedged between the two, er, posts. It is
manifestly too big. A brilliant legal defence of
this oversized prototype ensues. ‘M'lud,”





















Instruments of torture, or,
Assault and battery (1994)

I am invariably sunny and benign with people
(Say again? Ed) but inanimate objects get the
full force of my irritability, especially if, like
cars, computers, radios and other gadgets,
they are supposed to be animate on demand
but instead just lie insolently doggo, feigning
death. My particular hate these days is nick-
el-cadmium batteries, or Ni-Cads as they are
called by people who feel on speaking terms
with them. I am certainly not on speaking
terms with the blasted things, and am not
going to call them by pet names.

I have scores of these wretched nickel-cad-
mium batteries littering the house and car
and glider, and none of them works with any
reliability. After hours of charging, the
hand-held 720 channel radio gives a brief hiss
and all 720 channels expire after a minute or
so. And the same goes for the two expensive
batteries I bought as backups for the same
radio.

Then there's my computer which dares to
call itself portable and independent (Hah!) but,
after the lapse of a tenth of its advertised dura-
tion away from the comfort of mains electricity,
what happens but its batteries threaten to
destroy my work and send it to the great data-
bank in the sky unless I plug it in again NOW?
“Be reasonable,” 1 plead. “This is the Gobi
Desert, and mains sockets are not in evidence.”
I get a total ignoral. Burp. Clunk. Whirr. It blinks
twice and goes belly up.

“Ah well,” murmur the technically wise, or
those who know it is perfectly safe to pretend
to be technically wise in my presence, since
they will never be rumbled, meanwhile giving
the 720 a technically sophisticated wallop with
the side of a fist, “What you've done is run the
little thing down and charged it up again the
wrong way. As a result of your ill-treatment
the poor Ni-Cad has developed a memory, and
so is continually imprinting itself, so to speak,
with a pathetic level of charge.”

“A blinking memory?!?” At this point I am
running up the clubhouse wall and across the
ceiling in a frothing paroxysm of indignation.
“What the heck right has a miserable lump
of nickel and cadmium to go round giving itself
airs and having a memory? I suppose the nasty
little creep is writing its ruddy memoirs?”
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Dear Diary, I gave mi master the most splen-
did seizure this afternoon when I arranged for
his GPS to die just as he was cattempting to locate
one of the BGA's best loved turnpoints, the road-
bridge over the river Kennet at Marlborough, -
the road, the bridge and the river all being quite
unfindable when the trees arc in full leaf. A fine
January turnpoint, they all avey, but May to
August, forget it. Ah, where was I? Oh, yes, hop-
ping mad he would have been, except you can't
hop much when you're lying on your back at
600ft. Serves him right, he didn't exercise me
properly. I like to be taken for walkies. After all,
I'm only human.

It's high time these expensive little mon-
sters and their arrogant reminiscences were
put firmly in their place. Why isn't there a
device that, especially throughout the winter
months, shows the precise state of all my bat-
teries on some display that even I can under-
stand, or better still arranges for them to be
automatically discharged or recharged from
the mains and, while we're about it, lobotomis-
es their naughty little memories whenever they
show signs of behaving like Samuel Pepys?

They can do it. I know and love these
designers of gadgets for glider pilots; they are
crazed rocket scientists and loopy nuclear
physicists, every one. One of them 17 years
ago built a trailer with the clear intention of
getting himself and Platypus into the
Guinness Book of Records for shoe-horning
the World's Biggest Glider into the World’s
Smallest Trailer. These boffins will invent a
brilliant battery-monitoring device which
does everything 1 ask. BUT they will have
made the nursing of all 30 of my nickel-cad-
miums depend - you've guessed it! — on one
nickel-cadmium battery, which I will find
next March to have given up on its guardian-
ship duties shortly after Christmas and since
then to have been writing its autobiography...

If it looks right it’ll fly right, or
will it? (1994)

For 21 years, from my third-storey eyrie — and
it's an airy, eerie eyrie - overlooking the
Thames, | have been able to watch the Oxford
and Cambridge boats flash by in their historic
annual bout. Well, I do so if the weather does
not suit gliding, and very frequently in March
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A Tribute to Veronica (1986)

Being married to Veronica was the greatest bless-
ing of my life. She was kind, warm, intelligent,
humovrous, hospitable and lovely in every possi-
ble way. Scores of friends and colleagues have
written to me to underline those marvellous traits
in her character.

She knew for 40 days that she had inoperable
cancer. She died as she lived, bravely, lucidly,
without a trace of sentimentality or self-pity,
seeking only to comfort those who loved her.
Believe it or not we had quite a few laughs in
those final weeks: that was her special gift.

Her rare excursions into writing for S&G were
so good that I would occasionally forget their true
authorship and take credit for them myself. Only
then might she look just a little stern.

Mrs Platypus’s advice to those
about to marry gliding enthusi-
asts - DON'T!?!I976)

When Platypus proposed, he made his priori-
ties perfectly plain.

“We could get married at the end of May,” he
suggested at breakfast one morning (all the
best proposals take place at breakfast),
‘because that’s when the Nationals are on. One
of my syndicate partners will be flying the
Kestrel so I shouldn'’t be able to glide for a week
anyway and could take you on honeymoon.”

Arrived at the Registrar, Platypus patted his
pockets, found the 2p he keeps for retrieve
phone calls, and not much else. Like Royalty,
Platypus rarely carries cash, and while I don't
usually mind too much being his purse-bearer, I
felt it unseemly for a bride to ferret in her hand-
bag. So I waited demurely while Platypus asked
the Registrar (a Mr Peacock) if he would accept
Barclaycard or a cheque. Mr Peacock, with a guf-
faw, declined; and Platypus was just contem-
plating a whip-round among the witnesses
when he came upon the fivers he keeps for
retrieve dinners and the situation was saved.

Our honeymoon, on which Platypus point-
ed out several gliding sites into which I
declined to be inveigled, ended up at the
Nationals, which by an amazing coincidence
lay directly on our homeward path.

I knew that the first flush of romance had
really worn off by an incident some six weeks

later. I accompanied my new husband to a
competition in France - the first gliding com-
petition with which I had ever been involved.

On the first day, on the launch point,
French tug pilots were whipping the gliders
into the air with ferocious speed and efficien-
cy. I was standing dreamily by the trailing
edge of the wing, watching the glider piloted
by Platypus being attached to the tow rope,
when I noticed all about me had scattered and
were bellowing urgently. I drifted off and it
was explained to me severely that I could
have been decapitated by the tailplane.

Recounting the incident to my bridegroom
in bed that night I was touched when he sat
up in alarm.

“You must never ever do that again,” he said.
“You could have severely damaged the
tailplane.”

All this was some years in the past. Now as
a gliding wife of some years’ experience, who
has been blooded by a retrieve which earned
Platypus a trophy for the worst retrieve of the
year (why did Platypus collect the trophy, I
ask myself, and not the crew?) I feel qualified
to pass on some words of advice to those
about to marry gliding enthusiasts.

First, unless you have to, don't.

(I didn't have to. I just loved Platypus.)

If you do, you will have to accept that glid-
ing is going to come first with your husband.
For instance, your sex life will to some extent
depend on the weather.

“Your sex life will { re
depend on the )
weather.”

“You wouldn't DARE write that!”, said
Platypus in bed this morning.
I would and I will.

- 000D —

On weekend mornings, Platypus springs from
bed and tweaks open the curtains. If the sun
is shining, I know I've got to get my clothes on
fast if I want to accompany him to the club. If



on the other hand he returns to bed, I know
it's a poor gliding day....

‘I think gliding is a substitute for sex,” I
once remarked, when considering the
Freudian aspects of the sport - the phallic
symbolism of high-performance gliders
thrusting into thermals and waggling their
wings in uncoupling rituals with tow planes.

‘“Nonsense, sex is a substitute for gliding,”
said Platypus briskly, and there are times
when I think he wasn't joking.

The second thing you have to decide is
whether you intend to be a gliding widow or a
gliding wife. You can either opt for widow-
hood, waving him off to the club each week-
end and taking up golf - or a lover; or you can
accompany him to the club and take the con-
sequences.

If you opt for the second alternative, and
you don’'t terribly care for hard work and
being shouted at, the line to take is that one
simply could never aspire to be a second Kitty
Wills or Beryl Stephenson, and it would be
sheer presumption to try. Regrettably, one
simply isn’t of the calibre required to drive a
trailer 400 miles through the night, nor has
one the physique to throw together a Kestrel
19 with effortless ease and good grace. I do
occasionally hold Platypus’s wing tip (though
dropping it from time to time ensures that it is
only occasionally) and last season I did
retrieve him from the field next to the club. Of
course, you will have to cultivate some alter-
native skills instead - provide syndicate nosh-
es willingly, feed crews, map-read intelligent-
ly, listen wholeheartedly and generally offer
moral if not physical support.

The most endearing thing about Platypus
is his absentmindedness. At a very early
stage, his friends warned me that I should
have to watch him like a hawk to make sure
that he didn't get airborne while still in pos-
session of the car keys. I also try to prevent
him from taking-off while he is sitting on his
maps, and try to find the things he loses -
keys, maps, sunglasses, tools, shoes - last
week it was the inspection panel.

By a man's friends you shall know him,
they say, and Platypus’s friends are a particu-
larly Stout Bunch (speaking purely metaphor-
ically). Not many people would endure condi-
tions rather worse than trenches in World War
One to retrieve him in a snow storm, nor
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#200 miles in the wrong direction.”

de-rig in pitch dark in a field knee deep in cow
pats, nor drive 200 miles in the wrong direc-
tion and 200 miles back again (French villages
have similar-sounding names) and still
remain on speaking terms with the instigator
of all this suffering. Platypus'’s friends, howev-
er, do all this and more. For my part, I have
learned to understand their jokes. At the
beginning, when they reported picking up
Platypus on the radio at 500ft over Evesham
(when in fact they had not heard from him at
all) they were puzzled by my phlegmatic
calm. It was however ignorance rather than a
humourless sangfroid; 1 just didn't know how
low 500ft was. Now I giggle politely and hope
it is a joke again.

I have learned a lot of things since taking
up with Platypus. I have learned, for instance,
never to go on a retrieve in a mini skirt — apart
from the difficulty of climbing barbed wire
fences, the horse flies near some Continental
gliding sites are vicious and ungentlemanly.
So I always arm myself, when going anywhere
near a gliding site, with trousers, Wellies, sun-
glasses, fur coat, sun hat, food, knitting, read-
ing matter, money, a corkscrew and a com-
plete change of clothes (see note on cow dung
retrieve). Thus prepared for any weather and
all eventualities, I can await Platypus's return
in as much comfort as possible.

I have learned that Platypus is generally
sweet-tempered and tolerant. Two things,
however, drive him into a frenzy. One is when
I do something wrong when towing the glider
to the launch point, and the rope snaps.

The other thing which can prove greatly
disturbing to the serenity of my home life is
a letter from Kirbymoorside bringing tidings
of another mandatory modification. Four-let-
ter words echo around the house and we
have a bad half hour before Platypus regains
an even keel.












‘Does it matter?” I asked. “Probably not,” he
said graciously.

It was two nineteenth-century philoso-
phers, Julius Charles Hare and Augustus
William Hare who said, “Few men are much
worth loving in whom there is not something
well worth laughing at.”

Or perhaps, to end on a slightly less lofty
note, it's just that little things please little
minds.

It is not strictly true to say that retrieves are easi-
er with model aircraft. On one occasion in
Richmond Park Jim Bellew (The Lord Bellew to
give him his proper moniker) insisted on climbing
a big tree to get my glider down. As he teetered
way out on a high branch I had awful visions of
the Fleet Street press, being obsessed with titled
people, having a great time with headlines like,
“Peer Tries to Grab Model in Tree, Breaks Neck.” I
myself would have been publicly excoriated for
my cowardice in letting a nobleman 16 years
older than me risk his life for my bit of balsa.

On another occasion I was apprehended by
the police in the same park, because a woman
had reported me for “being in possession of an
offensive weapon.” I had been trying to get my
model down with the aid of a fishing-line
attached to lead weights thrown up by a catapult,
which I'd made on the spot from twigs and a
length of Pirelli rubber-motor cannibalised from
another model. The poor woman had thought I
was trying to slaughter squirrels or birds, I sup-
pose. By the time I had pacified the police and got
back to the tree to retrieve the model, I found that
a young chap had climbed up and stolen it. The
guardians of the Law had gone by then. And
they say full-sized gliding is frustrating.

Soaring voices: Platypus writes
an opera (1995)

Gliding people have a pretty relaxed attitude
towards culture. They don't go quite so far as
Goring, who said that when he heard anyone
mention culture he took the safety catch off
his revolver, but most of my mates can take it
or leave it alone, shall we say.

(What you mean is they're a right bunch of
Philistines? Ed. You said it, not me. Plat.)

Nevertheless, art in nearly all its forms has
put itself at the service of our great sport.
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Poetry, songs, novels, oil paintings, sculpture,
etchings and graffiti have celebrated the
whole gamut of gliding experiences: competi-
tions, cloud flying, crashes and the deflower-
ing of farmers’ daughters. I have (he coughs
modestly) even written a trilogy of short
plays, humorous in style, but deadly serious
in their moral message. But there is one
supreme art which has failed, so far as I know,
to take gliding as its theme. Yes, I mean opera.
Grand opera. What an ambition it would be, to
celebrate the start of the new millennium, to
hear Pavarotti sing, “Your tiny pitot is frozen”
before a royal audience (assuming we have
any royals left by the start of the new millen-
nium, January first 2001) enthralled by a sim-
ple, but magical and moving, tale of noble
gliding folk and their ungovernable passions.

“What's he talking about, Fred?”

“The ungovernable passions of us noble
glider pilots, Bert.”

“You could've fooled me. Another pint of
Theakstons, Mabel. As I was saying, Fred, the
trouble with grommet-knurdling rings is...”

Well, you can't please them all. This proj-
ect will go ahead.

First, I want to make it clear that I shall not
sneakily borrow tunes from famous and pop-
ular operas: I shall steal them wholesale.
Composing is not my forte, but any idiot can
write a libretto (that's Italian for a little book).
All you need for a plot is an assortment of
Babylonian kings, inquisitors, sorcerers, assas-
sins, bands of brigands, gods, ghosts, torturers,
gypsy temptresses, dungeons, secret trap-
doors, magic bullets, love potions and fire-
breathing serpents - the sort of thing you can
easily find around any gliding site on a damp
Sunday afternoon. You stir up this brew,
mixed together with the six deadly sins, some
incredible coincidences and some utterly self-
defeating behaviour, and there you have your
little book. I shall become a librettist (that's
Italian for a little bookie).

The more alert among you, or at least those
who know a thing or two about sin, will have
observed that I seem to be one deadly sin
short. Well, I have never considered sloth a sin,
especially not a deadly one. If it had been a
deadly sin, somebody would certainly have
attempted an opera about sloth. If somebody
did, then he was too idle to get around to fin-
ishing it. It's Lust, Gluttony (which includes
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excessive drinking), Pride, Avarice, Envy and
Rage that I shall depict.

What a gliding opera needs is some good
choruses. Well, let’s not be too fussy. I mean
large choruses, masses of bodies all bellowing
forth on the stage. I'm talking quantity, not
quality Why? Because for every person
appearing on the stage half a dozen friends
and relations will buy tickets. Choruses mean
solvency, so long as the stage doesn't give way
in the over-zealous pursuit of profit.

In act one the Anvil chorus from Il
Trovatore, for example, will be belted out by
Ralph Jones's team performing a delicate
fuselage repair with seven pound sledgeham-
mers. Pilots below World team standard will
be rounded up as an amorphous mob for mys-
tical, religious get-togethers such as briefings
and prizegivings. Crews get specially brutal
treatment, but also the best choruses.

I only have space here to describe the last
three scenes in rough outline.

Lucy (I suggest Suzy Edyvean) is a strap-
ping, ambitious, newly-joined member of the
Lammermoor gliding club. She has today
been given a wizard forecast by the High
Priest Zarastro (played by Tom Bradbury).
Zarastro, being a top Freemason, has had a hot
tip from God (played by Barry Rolfe, if we can
get him to stop dyeing his whiskers black and
let them revert to their natural, distinguished,
snowy white) that the morrow will be her
1,000km day. Lucy only has to get airborne
before 10 o'clock and the diploma is guaran-
teed by sorcery - but for that one day only. Let
slip that chance and she will never get anoth-
er. This opportunity, says Zarastro, is her
divine reward for guarding her virtue for 15
years and still being intacta, though none of
the two dozen gliders she has flown is intacta.

(There's not a huge amount of room for
humour in opera, but knowledgeable mem-
bers of the audience will get a chuckle out of
the subtle way in which I hint at the name of
the club in the south of England where she
spent the previous 15 years. The cognocscenti
will know that she was in no danger whatever
on that site, and that Zarastro, for all he is a
fount of spiritual wisdom, is, on the worldly
plane, a pretty naive guy.)

The dawn breaks. A sweating, toiling mob
ot Soaring Crew Union Members (SCUM) sing
the Chorus of Hebrew Slaves from Nabucco

while rigging their masters’ and mistresses’
sailplanes, as the ferociously mustachioed
slave driver (British team manager Bob
Bickers) lashes their naked backs to encour-
age them.

At Zarastro's briefing the other pilots are
amazed at Lucy’s calm, Mona-Lisa-like half
smile, as if she knows something the others do
not. She seems positively nonchalant, while
they are possessed and made frantic by all the
five deadly sins. (Just five? When it's a possi-
ble 1,000km day, they have no time for lust,
so the remaining five passions boil over in a
tremendous scene in which most pilots call
upon God, but another, played by Brian
Spreckley - in a Faustian subplot which I have
no time to describe here - privately sells his
soul to the Devil, played by Derek Piggott.)

At only half past nine Lucy strolls across to
her trailer. Nothing like this has been seen
since Sir Francis Drake played bowls as the
Spanish Armada swept up the English Channel
at all of two knots. But a restless, shimmering
undercurrent of violins in a minor key suggests
trouble. The stuff is about to hit the fan.

Suddenly, Lucy spots a note nailed to the
trailer door. The reading out of a letter is a
great dramatic device in grand opera.
Everything else is sung: even such banalities
as ‘“Be so good as to pass the peebags” and
“Where the hell are my quarter-mill maps?”
will have to be sung recitativo, but letters are
read out straight, which makes a gripping con-
trast. She goes ghastly pale as she declaims
the hideous contents: “Darling Lucy, You will
be so pleased to know that I have decided to
fix that little chip in the gel coat on the star-
board wing. I have taken the outer panel back
to my castle and it will be back in 24 hours.
Your adoring partner, Edgar.” The ensuing
shriek cuts through the Hebrew Slaves’
Chorus with stunning effect.

Lucy departs precipitately, or at least as
quickly as convention allows. This being opera,
she is compelled to reiterate the line, “I must
haste away, for my thousand-K” about 20 times,
while the mixed emotions of a whole quintet
interweave other lines such as, “Edgar is a nice
chap, his heart’s in the right place” (sings Justin
Wills) and ‘it won't be when she gets to him”
(replies Martyn Wells) and more of a similar
kind appertaining to the folly of being a mem-
ber of a syndicate of more than one.



Finally, at the climax of the quintet, Lucy
gallops off to the castle. (She hasn't got a
horse, she just moves like that naturally.)
Andy Davis sings “That woman sure does
move” (La Donna e mobile) as a furious cloud
of dust heads towards the battlements which
dominate the horizon.

More dramatic and tragic irony will be
wrung out of the mistaken belief on the part of
Edgar (Jed Edyvean) that Lucy has rushed to
his workroom high in the castle solely in order
to reciprocate his passionate love for her. All
she wants is the starboard outer panel, and he
teasingly keeps getting between her and it in
the hope of catching a kiss, or maybe a bit
more. And so he does. Donizetti does not show
this particular scene at all, only its terrible
aftermath, and maybe Donizetti was right. He
knew about women, though not a lot about
gliding syndicates.

What follows, of course, is the inevitable

Mad Scene. Lucy slowly descends the wide,
curving staircase before a horrified crowd.
Under her left arm a white wing panel spat-
tered with blood, in the other hand a Schempp-
Hirth main wingpin. (With respect to Suzy, I
believe that only someone with the power of
Joan Sutherland could carry off this part. I
don’t mean the role of Lucy, I mean the 100lb
wing panel.) From a gothic window a shaft of
sunlight fails on her face. In that very instant
she calculates, without benefit of any clock,
from the azimuth of the staircase and right
declension of the window and the latitude and
longitude of the castle (I hadn’t mentioned she
was a mathematical genius, had 1?7 Just anoth-
er little surprise in the plot) that it is 10 o’clock.
She has blown it. The pianissimo way that she
launches into her simple, almost childlike, aria
(Due Cappucini Per Favore) indicates that she
has totally flipped. A chorus of men in white
coats move forward and gently lead Lucy off to
the funny farm (Booker GC).
The drama has yet another climax, however.
The last act is a trial, presided over by the
imposing figure of the Grand Inquisitor
(played by Bill Scull). He asks Lucy if she has
anyone to defend her on a charge of premed-
itated murder: her aria an route to the castle,
‘I'll do him in, I'll do him in” (Offenbach'’s
“We'll run them in, we'll run them in” will do
nicely here) had been cited convincingly as
evidence of premeditation.
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A mystery figure swathed in black - it’s like
Verdi’s Masked Ball, except that every part of
him is masked - steps forward as the lawyer for
the defence. After a moving address in which
he extols Lucy’s virtue and beauty to a packed
jury (I don’'t mean rigged or corrupt, I just
mean the jury box is crammed with pilots and
peasants and glider repairers to help the opera
break even) he is at the climax revealed to be
none other than Edgar himself! His head
wound had indeed bled profusely from a glanc-
ing blow with the wing pin, but he had only
been momentarily concussed.

The GI (Grand Inquisitor) forgives Lucy,
on condition that she marries Edgar that after-
noon and promises to retrieve for him
uncomplainingly for 100 successive soaring
days. She begins wistfully to eye the wing pin
again, but it is removed from her reach, and
with a sigh she eventually submits.

The jurors all dance with the slaves and the
men in white coats, and the final drinking
song by members of the RAFGSA led by Mick
Boyden, energetically swinging great foaming
tankards of ale, serves to remind the audience
that there is something more to life than glid-
ing and sex.

The seven deadly sins: lust (1990)

For male pilots it is well established that sex is
a substitute for gliding, not the other way round
as supposed by Freudian psychologists. The
reason is fairly straightforward. Male pilots
assume that their womenfolk (I'm talking about
those men that have womenfolk; large numbers
of gliding men don’t want anything to do with
women) are available for their pleasurable com-
pany at any time, whereas the combination of
an available glider and good soaring conditions
is so rare an moment that it must be seized -
Carpe Diem - and everything else can wait. But
I wonder if the men don’t assume too much.
There must be huge opportunities for a
ruthless seducer at gliding clubs. Think of all
those bored, neglected women, their men
miles away, in mind if not in body. Now I
myself have never stooped to take advantage.
I have to say it is mainly cowardice rather
than conscience. Think, for a moment, of the
consequences if you actually stirred a fellow
member to a fit of jealous passion. (Hard to






Heck, it’s Supposed to be Dangerous, isn’t it?

I am an expert on safety the way burglars are experts in the law. That is to say | have
not had a systematic education in the subject, but | do have a hazy awareness that
safety and | are somewhat at odds. Like the recidivist burglar | can speak from expe-
rience of having done unsafe things, but am insufficiently deterred from repeating
the offence, despite the frequent punishments that are exacted.

Such a confession, | realise, shows low intelligence on my part. That makes sense:
the experts say criminals are indeed people of low intelligence. What they mean is
the criminals who are in jail are of low intelligence. | am convinced there are mas-
ter-crooks of genius who live amongst us as respected citizens. Likewise there are
pilots of the first rank who are deadly, but who so far have never had to fill in an
accident report or make an insurance claim - yet. They have caused others to make
out accident reports and claim on their insurance, but their own record is spotless.
The two reasons | do not name such pilots are that 1) | have to share thermals with
them in the coming season and 2) with their low insurance premiums they are

among the minority who can afford to buy my book.

Washout (1971)

It was really a form of frustration that was to
blame. Here it was, the last weekend of June,
and I hadn’t had a decent cross-country at a
time when I'd usually done hundreds of miles.
That was simply because I'd opted for a latish
contest and my partners enjoyed the brilliant
conditions of the early part of the season. Luck
of the draw. But all the same, that did not pre-
vent my pencils being chewed to matchwood
as cumulus burbled past the office window,
framed against a dazzling blue background.

At last the glider, the pilot and the weather
were to meet. It was like one of Nelson's tars
finding his first woman after umpteen weeks at
sea. Caution was thrown to the winds. The
winds threw it back again, gusting to 40 knots
and howling round the windsock to the accom-
paniment of millions of marble-sized hail-
stones that pummelled and rocked those glid-
ers that some fools had been rash enough to
rig. To hell with that. I was going to aviate. The
gods of thunder and lightning could go hang.

The moment we saw a patch of blue sky
large enough to make the aforementioned
sailor's pants, we launched. First tentative,
then successively brisker, updraughts bore us
heavenwards as the wind at the same time
obligingly whisked us out of controlled air-
space into the flatlands of East Anglia. I had
no plan but to get to, say, Cambridge, attain a
vast height and, with luck, hack my way back
home against the wind.

In fact, I had devised a simplified way of
navigating in cloud by dead-reckoning!? that
turned out to be the only success of the day. I
was delighted, after an hour-and-a-half out of
sight of earth, to pinpoint an unmistakable
landmark though a small hole in the cloud at
8,500ft. Having satisfied scientific curiosity and
personal pride, I headed for home, which was
now about 50 miles away. I had also satisfied
myself, unjustifiably as it turned out, that the
wind speed and direction were as forecast at all
times, all places and at all heights. On average,
this was generally true, but at particular places
it turned out to be a fallacy.

The return home was not so easy. I had
bargained for the headwind, but the vast clog-
ging-together of black cu-nims was demoralis-
ing. It was increasingly difficult to identify the
up-and-coming cauliflower, head for it, locate
its core and wring height out of it before hail
and ice had taken their toll.

Eventually, after pursuing a ripe-looking
cloud and being driven off by a totally silent
but very purposeful bolt of lightning, I decid-
ed to glide it out.

12 Again, the use of such an arcane expression will
help historians date this piece. For younger readers,
“dead-reckoning” is a corruption of the term
“ded(uced) reckoning”, which entails drawing vectors
(lines) on paper and assuming constant wind-velocity
at all heights, and steady speed and heading of the
aircraft in level flight with an accurate compass and
air speed indicator, and meticulous time-keeping. In
short my navigational triumph was a pure fluke.
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I was quite specific because in the few min-
utes between landing and making the call, an
inch of snow had already fallen and in half an
hour the place looked like the North Pole. To
my surprise, in the first clearance a tug land-
ed with two of my clubmates aboard. They
had been told, incorrectly, that I wanted an
aerotow retrieve. It was sunny and soarable
back at base - so they couldn’t hang about,
since the tug was urgently needed by my fel-
low members. I muttered about the threaten-
ing low clouds, was assured that there were
some gaps we could get through and was
rather unhappily towed off.

What followed was the most hair-raising
hour of my entire gliding career. Within min-
utes the promised gap had closed and the tug
vanished ahead of me in a billion snowflakes.
The turbulence was equivalent to the average
cu-nim or wave rotor cloud, with the added
discomfort that the ground was steadily rising
as we crawled into the buffeting headwind
across the range of hills that separated the two
sites. There was no question of my pulling off
and landing since we were all of 300ft above
the high ground which was only occasionally
visible in the blinding whiteness of the storm.
A score of times the tow line snaked back in
loops that swayed far under the glider or way
out to one side, then without warning it would
go violently taut as the tug reappeared amid
the whiteness, often 40 degrees above or
below or to one side. On some occasions we
found ourselves flying in formation - trailing
the line between us in a wide “U.” A collision,
a line snarled around the wing or a linebreak
were each time on the cards. Why the line did-
n't break. I can't imagine. It must have been
the toughest towline since D-Day.

In desperation I tried to keep the line
straight by using airbrake - though fearing
that excessive use of brake would lose us our
precious 300ft (there was no question of flying
higher, since the occasional glimpse of the
rugged winter landscape was navigationally
essential to our tug driver). As I moved the
brake lever, the undercarriage warning horn
sounded loudlv - so I remembered to create
some drag by lowering the wheel. Then I
learned how to skid with crossed controls in
anticipation of the line slackening and things
gradually began to come back under control. I
was learning fast. Eventually we broke out

into brilliant blue skies quite near home after
a massive, meandering tour of the country-
side. It had taken an hour to cover 20 miles.

It took me another hour of gentle local
soaring under the post-frontal cumulus to
recover my nerve sufficiently to land.

I do not think lessons on how to be aero-
towed in blizzards are relevant here - other
than don’t. The only proper lesson - apart
from making sure that whoever takes your
retrieve message writes it down and repeats it
to you verbatim - is, if you don't want to go,
don’t go. The lethal sin of pride embraces the
desire not to lose face, not to thought a cow-
ard, not to risk being a nuisance and therefore
unpopular. Don't give in to it.

Postscript: This ordeal took place at Easter 1975,
and the friendly gliding site was Booker It occurs
to me 25 years later that I was saved by the nose-
hook in the Kestrel, which of course could not
back-release. Long-distance aerotows with a
belly-hook in rough weather carry a big risk of
shedding the glider through back-releasing when
there is slack in the line.

The tug pilot was Terry McMullin (subse-
quently killed in a road collision in his sports car).
The passenger was Murray Hayes, who with
nothing to do except pray for this hour, had the
worst time of all. The Supercub which was left in
Terry's will to the Club, bearing the name “Terry
Mac,” is still there, still towing. It is now painted
vivid yellow, so if it ever tows a glider into a bliz-
zavd again it will at least be easier to see.

No old, bold pilots? (1981)

A letter in a recent S&G that caught my notice
fired a charge of buckshot at Mike Fairman's
suggestion that, in contests, field landings
away from approved sites should be discour-
aged by deducting penalty points. The writer
pours scorn on what he sees as a pathetic fail-
ure of nerve that accompanies creeping old
age, and sarcastically suggests people who
feel like that should take up knitting instead.
Who, I ask as I read, is this virile young dare-
devil challenging us to get out there and risk
all? Not merely the boldest pilot of our time,
member of the Caterpillar Club (or its equiva-
lent depending on the brand of parachute)
and Open Class National Champion many





















culating the flight times from the speeds, and
badgering my parthers to lend me the com-
puter discs on which we have put nine years
of Peschges data but with several individuals’
figures all mixed up.

Finally, exhausted, I called three of
Britain's most famous glider pilots to get their
opinion about how to escape this quandary.
The two famousest both said, “We've never
kept regular logbooks since we got our Silver
badge. Wish we had. Don't worry, the BGA
doesn't require it after your Silver.” I was quite
flabbergasted as well as relieved. 1 thought
that I was always supposed to keep a proper
logbook, and that by not keeping one and
staying quiet about it I was not just being an
idle slob but a sneaky and dishonest one, too.
The third famous pilot let me down disgrace-
fully as a witness for the defence: unlike the
more famous two, he had recorded every
minute of 22 years' gliding in a series of log-
books as immaculate as his moustache, but he
was an RAF type, so what can you expect?

So I sent off my 39 seasons’ rough calcula-
tions to the adjuster and said wearily that that
was all I could manage, expecting the roof to
fall in at any moment through the combined
wrath of God and Lloyds. Nothing untoward
happened in fact, and the repairers did get
paid. But, and this brings me to our third item,
I got a courteous but firm warning, not about
logbooks, but about the need to hold back the
start of any repair work till a detailed inspec-
tion had been done by the underwriters’
appointed agents. I think they are absolutely
entitled to make that point. (Ain't that big of
him? Ed.) But strict adherence to such
requirements will put an end to one of the
most hallowed traditions of competition fly-
ing, namely the frantic all-night repair job
which is quoted for even while the dust and
debris are settling, and commenced before the
sounds of the crash have ceased echoing
around the hills. Have we not all witnessed, or
participated in, that dramatic scene, like a
Victorian narrative painting? Dawn glimmers
faintly on the horizon, promising, or rather
threatening, an early start to a perfect soaring
day. In the workshop, silhouetted against
harsh lights, Ralph Jones and his sons sweat
over glass-cloth and resin. Huddled under the
limp windsock the ashen-faced pilot and tear-
ful crew are praying for rain, or at least a
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delayed start, so as to keep the once stricken
but now convalescent craft in the contest with
a sporting chance.

But that will become just a distant, treas-
ured memory, along with other romantic leg-
ends. If Lloyds have their way, never again
will we see the repairers, in the absence of
proper drawings and jigs, simply pull the sev-
ered tail back until the rudder cables go taut
and then fill in the gap with plywood. Nor
shall we hear again the advice delivered by
the craftsman to the pilot, as he waited for a
bungy launch in his heavily-bandaged
Olympia in a Regionals on a blustery northern
crag some forty years ago. ‘She’ll fly all right,
lad. But mind you don't land in the next three
hours; the glue's still wet.”

The dismal science (1999)

At a recent mass meeting of our club Steve
Lynn, a brilliant accountant-pilot (I leave you
to work out whether he is brilliant as an
accountant, or as a pilot, or both, or merely
that he is brilliant at the financial analysis of
gliding, which is a different kettle of fish
entirely) delivered the opinion that it cost so
much to keep track of the launches and flying
hours of club gliders that we might consider
not bothering to keep the figures at all. In fact
some clubs on the Continent do not charge for
club aircraft by the hour but ask members to
pay an all-in fee at the start of each season, so
it is not a totally barmy idea, provided you
have a fair system for allocating gliders in fine
weather. However we still do need to know
how many hours each machine has flown for
airworthiness and maintenance purposes, and
in our chats with government about airspace
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- and even Lotterv money - we need some
solid statistics about what proportion of gen-
eral aviation activity is carried out by gliding
clubs. In short, the radical notion of not keep-
ing the figures at all is unacceptable.

But Steve’s question remains: how to we
make it easy to collect and analyse the flight
times? Especially as it is a rotten chore out on
the field and often not done well.

Answer: technology! (Peal of trumpets,
stage left. Da-Daaaaa!)

Soon, I suggested, GPS loggers will be so
cheap that all club gliders and tug aircraft can
have them, permanently running, to be down-
loaded in the office once a week. Even winch-
es could log launches automatically. A side-
benetit is that with the loggers you will, when
the sad occasion arises, have an exact time
and place of impact for insurance purposes.
Club gliders collect an awful lot of impacts,
often when they are still on the ground just
fresh out of the Workshop after an earlier
impact.

However that might require all club trac-
tors and golf-carts to carry loggers too, so you
can reconcile the data in the computer and
discover which tractor dinged which two-
seater. People love driving these vehicles full-
tilt into club gliders. They are more cautious
about driving into privately-owned gliders
since someone actually cares about them,
unlike club gliders, to the point of physical
ferocity. (Now I think about it, some members
should be required to carry loggers, but that is
a dangerous line of enquiry.)

However the brilliantest idea came from
some young wag. Well, it was Bob King, the
Club Chairman, but he was retiring after a
long and heroic stint at a thankless task, and
must have been feeling demob-happy. (I won-
der, does that term mean anything to those
who were never in Her Majesty’s uniform?)
Why not, he said, paint supermarket bar-
codes on the sides of the club gliders and
make them fly past a bar-code-laser-scanner
on take-off and landing?

This stunned everyone so much that the
topic was dropped entirely. However I think it
deserves thought. There might be a small
problem about the lasers blinding the pilots in
the early stages of development, though the
Workshop's welding goggles, such as we used
during the famous eclipse, should obviate that

danger. Pilots might not be able to see the
ground or each other, but you can't have
everything. Good book-keeping is worth con-
siderable sacrifices.

Another threat may be what lasers may do
to the gonads and other intimate parts. No
problem. Most gliders have to carry lead bal-
last, and if hammered into the shape of leder-
hosen this protection would not be too
uncomfortable to wear, once you got used to
it.

I shall need technological advice, so T'll
give Bill Gates and Wal-Mart a yodel.

PS By the way, if you do meet someone
who truly is brilliant at the financial analysis
of gliding, do NOT ask them what it really
costs. It will ruin your life.

A prayer for a wing (1993)

A small ad, psychiatrists would doubtless
assert, is a cry for help. “Bunny. Come back to
the syndicate. All is forgiven. Cuddles. PS.
Please bring wing pins with you.” Some adver-
tisements are fascinating since we must won-
der how the situation came about that pro-
vokes a particular cry for help. Thus I always
seem to be come across ads in S&G or on club-
house notice-boards that say something like,
“Urgently wanted: starboard wing of Dart 17.”
Did the owners of an otherwise intact Dart 17
leave a wing behind while on holiday in the
south of France? Probably not. Or did some-
one run over it with a pickup truck, not just
nibbling at the tip, which is a quite common
and recoverable blunder, but smack across the
middle, reducing the spar and brake-box to
matchwood? I jest, of course, knowing the
true answer. In the particular case of the
Slingsby Dart, one of which I managed to spin
at about 400ft above the bar of the Dunstable
Golf Club within minutes of being winched off
on my very first flight in the new ship in 19686,
there is little doubt that the call for help in
the advertisement arises from an asymmetri-
cal impact with the ground following a
spiral descent in a stalled condition. Thus one
wing escapes, and a tearful call goes out for
a mate.

A reader of S&G, smugly cosy with pipe
and slippers, reads the tragic small ad to his
wife, who is knitting a pitot-warmer, and not









would still be worth it. People like John D
make the glider seem like something from
outer space, an opportunity that you can't
afford to pass up, the chance of a lifetime. His
work on the gliders is very good, but the copy
is even better.

Some sellers fear that the mere fact that
one is trying to sell a glider means there must
be something wrong with it. They strive to
reassure the potential buyer by citing some
force majeure as an excuse for disposing of it.
Marriage is frequently pleaded; alternatively
we learn that the seller is emigrating to
Australia (maybe to avoid getting married)
and cannot take the glider along as excess bag-
gage. However the best excuse - or worst
depending on your point of view - that I have
seen for some time appeared in an ad in a
recent S&G, which offered to undercut any
Nimbus on the market. “This glider must go. A
broken leg has put paid to next season’s fly-
ing.”

There, I am afraid, you see the hand, or at
least the heavily bandaged foot, of the ama-
teur copywriter, who has obviously done no
time with J Walter Thompson. What he leaves
horribly uncertain is how he broke his leg
(about which of course everyone here at S&G
feels genuinely sorry). For Heaven's sake,
where was the glider at the time, and what is
its state now? If he broke his leg skiing then
for a few pennies more he could have made
that clear. It might seem irrelevant and extrav-
agant to go on about what happened at
Kitzbtihl, but it might have reassured many
people who would otherwise hang on to their
chequebooks.

We also wonder about that rather vindic-
tive note, “This glider must go.” He might just
as well have added, “and never darken my
doorstep again!” Does he blame the glider for
his broken leg? Perhaps the fuselage or wing-
root fell on him while rigging, thinks the
potential buyer. If he was underneath at the
time, the glider is probably undamaged, and
the potential buyer cheers up perceptibly at
the thought. Perhaps, though, the vendor
kicked the Nimbus in a rage after stopping
five feet short of the finishing line. I've known
Spanish airline pilots do that to their planes
when they refuse to do what they were asked.
The mind runs riot. Hypotheses burgeon. Oh
dear, oh dear.
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The first golden rule of hardsell copywrit-
ing is, don’'t mention broken legs and gliders
in the same paragraph. The second rule is,
don't be afraid of long and fulsome praise for
the product. The third is, eliminate the nega-
tive and accentuate the positive: don't say
why you must sell, tell them why they've just
got to buy.

As Dr Johnson said, “Promise, large prom-
ise is the soul of an advertisement.”

Broken leg, my foot.

If you want to know the price,
you’'d better be sitting down
first (1996)

When in the last century a millionaire
acquaintance of Commodore Vanderbilt, ama-
teur sailor and professional robber baron,
inquired what it cost to run a yacht, he got the
characteristically arrogant reply, ‘“If you have
to ask, you can't afford it.” A similar-sounding
but more endearing response was made by
Fats Waller to a woman who asked him what
he meant by rhythm. “Lady, if you gotta ask,
you ain't got it!” When I decide that I can'’t
afford the effort and expense of gliding I
might well take up jazz piano instead. (Alistair
Cooke still plays jazz at 88 years, so it is obvi-
ously good for the constitution. The BGA and
Lloyds will be glad to know that by that age I
shall have hung up my John Willy and will be
emulating Fats, except for the bottle of gin on
top of the Joanna; that stuff is death to French
polish.) One advantage a piano has over a
glider is that you don't have to rig the damned
instrument every time you want to sit down at
the keyboard, and with what it costs to fly big
wings I could buy a new Yamaha or an old
Bechstein every year.

Let's face it, there is more drivel spoken,
and believed, about the costs of gliding than
about any other aspect of the sport. Someone
who talks great sense about thermal-centring,
or is an acknowledged authority on glider
maintenance, or is always heeded respectful-
ly on the topic of contest-winning will, the
moment the price of gliding is raised, start
uttering the most mind-numbingly cretinous
fantasies. For instance, Fred will say cheerful-
ly that he has “made a profit” on his Discus
because he hears that a second-hand speci-
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into a competition-style grid - except that
vour glider would be the last of about 30.

If you got wise to this you might improve
vour position in the next day’s line-up by casu-
ally strolling off, studying the sky intently or
looking for somewhere to relieve yourself -
then, as the opposition relax and put their
heads inside their cockpits and make fettling
sounds, you pounce, seize the K-6e by the
snout and whisk it as fast as it is possible to
whisk a glider through ankle-deep mud to a
spot which by this very act of defiant skuldug-
gery is now consecrated as the number one
position for the starting grid that day. Phew!

At least, that's what you think. It's now
10.30; you have been rigged four hours and
you are about to go. You know it's going to be
an enjoyable day because the horseflies are
ploughing into the hairs in your legs like
Kestrels into fir trees, gouging great bleeding
lumps out of the perspiring flesh. Under the
canopy you gently baste at a Medium Rare
Broil setting.

Never mind, you will be up and away into
the high cool mountain peaks in a minute.

Heh! Heh! You can't suppress evil laughter.
Some pundit in umpteen metres of glass-fibre
has got sunk. Serves him right; he shouldn'’t
have barged in at the front an hour ago.

Ye Gods! He is taking your tow, cool as a
cucumber. You wave frantically, wondering in
which of many tongues he will contrive not to
understand you. Cheerily, he holds up five
fingers, indicating that he is entitled to a sec-
ond launch before your first because he is
attempting five hundred kilometres.

You signal your opinion on the matter, with
vigour.

He smiles broadly, delighted to know that
you only plan to do two hundred kilometres...

Off to the prairie (1986)

I have given up mountain flying. My nerves
won't stand it any more. Nor can [ take the
frustration and humiliation of being unable to
get awav from the nursery slopes on a
mediocre day, while watching the typical
Alpine pilot work his wingtip into every little
lift-yielding crevice like a diner with a tooth-
pick, to vanish on a 300km and reappear three
hours later to dump a full load of water on the

piste. That sort of thing giveth me to rend my

soaring hat, pour dust on my head and vow to

abandon the sport entirely.

Why not, you ask, fly with one of those
magnificent instructors in a Janus and learn
from them how it is done?

I've done that for as long as I could take it.
They are indeed magnificent, and their local
knowledge and skills are superb. The trouble
is that
1) Every such instructor talks, without

pause for breath, in very rapid, impatient
French. Though that’s a lot better than
when they try rapid, impatient broken
English. Now my French is not bad, and I
can usually remember what a rudder-
pedal or a flap or an incipient spin or a
downdraught is, but it is less than instan-
taneous. It is not helped by the fact that
the instructor is constantly on the radio
to all his other little chickens, so a bel-
lowing command from the back seat, “get
closer to the rock face, silly boy!” may be
intended for someone else, though if
your wing is more than a few centimetres
away from the mountain you can take it
that he means you.

2) They all seem incapable of letting a pilot
make any kind of mistake, but grab the
controls immediately they feel that
something short of perfection is being
achieved. This makes sense when you
are glued to the geology, so to speak, but
the habit persists even when you are
thousands of feet clear of anything hard,
where the odd mistake would do no
harm. I could only deal with this by
promptly raising my hands over my head
to show that I was not in charge and
would not touch the stick until I was
asked. This had no effect at all, so it
seemed that half the time the aircraft was
being flown by two people wrestling for
supremacy and half the time was being
flown by nobody at all, while the glider
plummetted towards the snows and the
chamois scampered nervously out of our
steepening path.

To be fair to the French, the worst offender in

this latter respect was a German. (That's right,

alienate everyone. ED.)

So it's goodbye, beautiful and altogether-
too-exciting mountains, hello lovely, flat and



boring prairie. Prairie is French for meadow-
land and wide open country, and reminds us
that the French possessed most of North
America before the British mugged them and
took it for themselves.

My resolutions are flimsy things, even when macde
in public. I did in fact revisit the Alps in 1990, 1992
and 1997, and I have braved (though I wish there
were a verb that suggested something less gung-ho)
the vertiginous rock-faces of New Zealand and the
turbulent  mountains of Pennsylvania and
California, though the last two are not very Alpine.

What - or who - brought about the change of
heart> Two people, onc British, one French. In
1990, after a spectacularly varied beautiful
500km flight in the ASH-25 from le Blanc via
Roanne and the Rhone Valley to the Alps, Bill
Malpas and I spent a week at Sistevon. There he
helped me improve my knowledge about the arca.
Bill has thousands of hours of Alpinc gliding, and
lives in Angers, so he is an honorary Frenchinan,
while looking like Hollywood Central Casting’s
idea of an Englishman.

Then a professional course with the incompa-
rable Jacques Noél of Aévo Club Alpin at Gap
taught me to understand the hazards of mountain-
flying. I learned thereby to contain fecar. Well, up
to a point: I found myself saying repeatedly to
myself, ‘This-man-has-a-wife-and-kids-This-man-
has-a-wife-and-kids” as we rcversed 60-degree
banks to stay in the lift that surged up hollowed-
out vertical crvags. No, not in the ASH-25, but in a
Janus A - less performance Dut much better rate
of roll. Not one of the unkind remarks I made in
1986 about Continental instructors applies to
Jacques. He is a star. [ must admit he has a dis-
concerting habit of indicating every hour or so
that the spot we are over right now is where so-
and-so killed himself through sheer folie, but he
has made his point. At least I now know precisely
how and why so-and-so is sadly no longer with us,
and the important lesson is digested.

The rain in Spain sprays mainly
on my plane (1993)

The speed with which one’s mood can go
from boredom to panic and then to exhilara-
tion is onc of the special appeals of gliding.
Indeed it is what gliding is all about if you
have any soul.

Travel Broadens the Behind 97

In May 1993 the European Soaring Club
was ferrying our ASH-25 behind a Robin tow-
plane, piloted by Brian Spreckley, from
Monflorite to Soria in northern Spain, roughly
180km. (Soria is invitingly pronounced Soar
‘ere. A misnomer, [ would say, if the water-
logged week that followed was any indica-
tion.) The other pilots and gliders came by
road, so we were privileged. Platypus was in
the front seat of the 25, Marion Barritt was P2.
The journey would take about 75 minutes into
a south-west wind, under a slate-grey sky,
with rain threatening and no prospect of lift.
The air got steadily rougher as we pushed
across the high and increasingly unlandable
ground, resembling the backside of the moon.
I did begin vaguely to wonder whether it was
rotor cloud kicking us around in the lee of a
mountain that towered above us just south of
our track. Wave isn’t onc of my strong suits -
says he, implying that he has some strong
suits but is too modest to mention them.

Then suddenly - without our having got
out of position but with the cable alternately
slackening and pulling taut - we heard a click
and there were the rings on the end of the
towrope briefly twinkling at us before they
vanished into the distance.

My first action, once my voice had come
back down a couple of octaves, was to ask on
the radio for the GPS co-ordinates of the near-
est usable airfield. The desolate Spanish
moonscape looked horribly close. I could visu-
alise Don Quixote and Sancho Panza plodding
across it in search of windmills. Then a calm,
small voice behind me (no, not my con-
science) said, “Have you noticed we are going
up at 800ft a minute?” I hadn’t noticed, since [
had switched the audio off early in the flight,
not wishing to have it mewing at me for 75
minutes, and I was now preoccupied exclu-
sively by navigational and getting-down-in-
one-piece worries. I promptly lost the wave in
my excitement, found it again and, pushing
towards the mountain, worked it up to
14,000ft. With no oxygen, we reluctantly lev-
elled out and sped over the top of our moun-
tain along the 60km to Soria with hardly any
loss of height, discovering that the wave must
have been triggered by other ranges to the
south-west. We cruised around Soria, scene of
a famous and brutally successful siege by the
Romans two millennia ago, until the tug and


















dering camions barely visible even at mid-day
- to the Dunstable workshop.

This set me thinking about field landings
and the increasing undesirability of having to
do them. In the 1950s and early 1960s nearly
every cross-country ended in a field. This was
exciting at the time, if only because we were
young, but this necessity also conferred two
advantages. First, because our gliders were
expected by Fred Slingsby to have their noses
rubbed violently into agricultural dirt after
almost every flight, they were designed with
monstrous great skids to do the work of stop-
ping the aircraft and protecting the cockpit.
Secondly the pilots got very expert at picking
fields and landing in them, often doing 20 or
more field landings a year.

Modern gliders, by contrast, have no protec-
tion forward of the wheel, and if the wheel
sinks into soft, rock-strewn soil then stones can
do a lot of damage. Pilots in modern gliders
also do very few outlandings, and they can usu-
ally reach a proper airfield if the weather turns
sour. It is now possible to go through entire sea-
sons without ever being forced to land in a
farm. So we aren’t used to it - and when we do
discover that this wonderful 60:1 craft really
isn't going to stay up it is a nasty psychological
jolt. We did not experience any such jolts in the
days of wood: the question was not whether we
would hit the spuds but where. Now we find we
are approaching this unknown patch of terrain
in a fast, slippery projectile that won't relish
getting grit up its nose. All of a sudden we wish
this was a Skylark 3.

Landing out, which was once the rule, is
now the exception. There are now far fewer
field landings per 100 miles of flying than 40
years ago, but the proportion that cause dam-
age is probably higher, and as for the cost of
repairs...

Comps directors and rule-makers can do a
lot to minimise damage by clumsy oafs like
me. I mean apart from banning us from
comps entirely. There are a lot of us clumsy
oafs, and we are an important constituency
who need to he considered, almost as big as
the leech constituency, with which there is
of course a sizeable overlap. We usually prang
in fields when we can’t find somebody to
leech off.

As a contest director and task-setter in the
past — fear of lawyers now deters me, and I am
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not joking - I am guilty of having sent hun-
dreds of people to certain outlandings. I used
to he happy to get just one pilot back: that
proved my task was feasible. Now task-setters
want 70% or more back, and that’s right. But
it takes guts to scrub the task for safety rea-
sons, especially after several days of bad
weather.

Scrubbing after the entire field has been
launched, or even announcing which of two
or three pre-declared alternative tasks will be
flown, is a good idea. Brian Spreckley, who
ran the Spanish comp, did an airborne scrub
of the little class on the day of my ding, and
I'm sure he is right to want to make this a gen-
eral rule. This way the director has an hour
more in which to judge the weather. Sure it
might waste an aero-tow, but the launch price
is a small proportion of the total expense of a
competition, even without counting the cost
of the odd crash.

We need also to encourage people to land in
safe places without sacrificing large numbers
of points on those days when mass glide-outs
under a dead sky are unavoidable. (Gosh,
those used to be fun: “First one to open his
brakes is chicken, yah, boo!”) Mike Fairman'’s
request in the last S&G letters pages, asking
that contest pilots be credited with the furthest
distance they have registered on the GPS-log-
ger, so that they can turn back and land at a
safe field, is already enacted in some competi-
tions . It was agreed by the pilots in Spain and
implemented by at least one pilot who was
clever enough to find a real aerodromo to
squelch down in. The new rule is called GNSS
(I don't know what that means but, “Going
Nowhere, $%*@ Scared” has been suggested)
and seems to he an excellent innovation.

‘Blimey, Plat, you'll be recommending
engines next!”

Well, I won't be as abusive as I would once
have been when that topic was raised. The
notion that a usable engine gives competitors
an unfair advantage is nonsense. The stan-
dard objection is that such people will venture
over unlandable terrain and motor out of it if
they don't get lift. In practice the wonderful
unreliability of engines ensures that such
people will fill the obituary pages rather than
the lists of champions.

However the mere thought of Platypus and
engines will make any mechanically-minded
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person shudder: all that can be said for it is
that it has endless comic possibilities for this
column.

The new supership for 2000 AD
(1999)

If T were a Fleet Street hack, I would say “for
the Millennium” except that am I one of the
stubborn pedants who knows that the
Millennium begins on Jan 1, 2001, and I hope
the new project is not delayed till then. This
limited-edition two-seat motorglider on order
by Hans-Werner Grosse, Bruno Gantenbrinck
and a handful of very keen span-druggies is
rumoured to cost around a quarter of a mil-
lion Pounds and will have 30.9 metres span,
though it sounds more impressive if I say 101
ft. That is slightly more wingspan that the
short-lived Austria!* of 1930, in which Robert
Kronfeld made history by being the first pilot
to escape from a glider by parachute, after it
broke up in cloud. Materials and structures
have improved a lot in the past 70 years. In
mid-May 1999 the test rig managed finally to
break the wing at 9G. That is twice the G-load-
ing at which Hans and his crew were starting
to black out in Junkers 88 dive-bombing prac-
tice. So if you do manage to break the wing of
the new ship, you probably won’t hear it
unless you are wearing a G-suit. With luck it
will be flying in the spring of 2000.

14 Kronfeld hoped that with the very low sinking speed
and low flying speed of the Austria he should be able
to gain sufficient height, by flying straight across a
thermal, to get to the next thermal, and so on indefi-
nitely. The Holy Grail of cross-country flight without
this tedious circling business would thereby be
achieved. The Austria never lasted long enough to test
this proposition. However aerodynamicists who have
examined the extremely cambered (high-lift, very high
drag) wing-section of the Austria have deduced that its
max glide was about that of Ka 8, say 27:1. With its lim-
ited speed range, and bearing in mind the sink
between thermals, the Austria would have lost too
much height before it reached the next source of lift to
achieve the cross-country flight without circling.

The new supership is another matter. If you see it
circling, it means either (a) the pilot's GPS has failed
and he is lost, or (b) he is letting passenger take sce-
nic photographs, or (c) soaring conditions are so terri-
ble that everyone else might as well go back to bed.

Performance should be about 20% better than
the 25-metre ASH-25, at least at lowish speeds
that are appropriate to northern European
weather: that is an L/D of around 68 to one.
For those jaded with a mere 27-metres, it is
the perfect fix, at least till the next one comes
out, at, let me see...

(Are you calculating the span, the per-
formance or the price? Ed.)

All of them. On the realistic basis that cost
goes up as the cube of the span, and making a
modest allowance of 3.5% annual UK inflation
and another 2.0% annual slippage of the cur-
rently over-valued Pound against the D-Mark
or Euro, then in 11 years’' time, when I am the
age that Hans-Werner Grosse is now, I should
be able to get, wait for it -

33.2 metres (109ft), giving a max glide of
about -

73:1 for -

One Million Pounds.

Monte Carlo, here I come!

Omarama nirvana (1998)

I return from New Zealand full of regret. Why
hadn't I gone there 20 years earlier? Why do I
only discover this wonderful place when I'm on
the brink of collecting my old age pension?
Well, there is no point in fretting about lost
opportunities, Plat, just get yourself organised
to go again every December from now on while
you can still tell your port from your starboard.

[ flew Justin Wills's ASW-17, one of the few
Schleicher designs that I hadn't flown before,
and a delightful machine it was, too. Justin
flew his much-loved Libelle 301 - that's the
flapped version - and I should have been out-
flying him at every point with my 20 metres to
his 15. Mysteriously this was hardly ever the
case. In fact there is a consensus amongst the
local pilots that we should get him a more
modern machine - one with top-surface
brakes only. That way we would be spared the
humiliation, as we struggle to get to his alti-
tude, of seeing his lower brakes sticking out
while he waits for us to catch up. We could
instead delude ourselves that we were truly
gaining on him. While chasing Justin round
the unfamiliar rockscape 1 would watch the
Libelle gradually shrink in the distance until
he heard on the radio a sound that must be
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12,000ft again except in an airliner,” I would
still want to glide in New Zealand as often as
possible. Yes, some dav I'd like to take some
expert advice and try a really big distance
flight that used the wave, but solely for the
vast speed that it offers, not for altitude.

When you think of Kiwi gliding, don’t think
of height: think of beauty, variety, solitude
and unlimited possibilities for exploration and
adventure.

Up the Creek without a paddock
(G Wills 1999)

If I said to you there’s a top soaring pilot living in
new Zealand by the name of Wills you'd think I
was talking of Justin Wills, whose farm is near
the foot of Mount Cook. But Gavin Wills, Justin's
half-cousin, is a mountain soaring pilot of amaz-
ing skill. His flights in the New Zealand January
2000 Nationals left me, as hapless (and useless,
except as undroppable ballast) passenger in his
Duo Discus, quite staggered at the untamed
beauty of the landscape, which I viewed at much
closer quarters than I normally care to, and at
his skill in extracting updraughts from every
crevice. He wrote for the New Zealand magazine
Gliding Kiwi this account of a New Year's Eve
adventure that I shall not forget. What is unique
about this narrative is that Gavin was nowhere
near the scene of the action at any time. From a
few fragments of phone conversations and
hearsay he has constructed a remarkably accu-
rate picture of a near-disaster that was somehow
averted.

Platypus is a well known and respected
correspondent for the English magazine
Sailplane & Gliding. During a recent flying
visit to New Zealand he left a message on
my cell phone. It was obviously important
but it was so full of unanswered questions
that I thought it might be fun to share
around.

He and Justin Wills were enjoying a glider
flight from Lake Manapouri in the south of the
South Island back to Omarama. Justin was fly-
ing his immaculate Libelle and the Platypus
was pair-flving in Justin's ASW-17. They went
via the scenic route (as Justin was wont to
describe it) which meant 250 km of scraping
along mountain ridges and over some of the

most inhospitable valleys of the Southern
Alps.

The cell phone message went like this.....

“Hello Gavin, I've landed in a little mead-
ow by the Lake at the bottom of Timaru
Creek.”

I'm thinking - Yikes, what are you doing
there, mate? Timaru Creek is full of precipitous
rock, forests and a long boulder-strewn valley
floor. Glider pilots have spent many a drunken
night debating how to deal with the awful con-
sequences of getting low in Timaru Creek -
does one land in the rocks, the lake or the trees?

“I'm fine...”

“What about the glider, then?”

“«.and I'm drinking beer with the Lake
Hawea fire brigade.”

What? Not a good move; it's New Year’s Eve
and 30 km away from the glider! And anyway
how did they get the Fire Engine up the track
beside the lake and who the Hell called them
out?

“Do you have Gillian’s cell phone number?*

“No. But where is Justin?”

“Please let her know that I'm not with glid-
er but I'm at the fire station.”

“OK, but where’s Justin?”

“Thanks a lot, see you later.”

So I called Gillian at home but there was no
reply and it was not until the next day that the
story began to unfold.

The Platypus had lost radio contact with
Justin, his pair-flying guide, at about the time
they entered Timaru Creek. Whilst trying to
establish radio contact and with Justin circling
overhead, presumably with his head out the
window trying to shout instructions, the
Platypus descended inexorably into airspace
hitherto unexplored by glider pilots - the ter-
rifying canyon of Timaru Creek. The GPS
trace subsequently showed that he was below
about 500 feet above ground for 15 minutes
before he exited the valley at 250 feet heading
for Lake Hawea. Whilst he was preparing for a
water landing, the “little meadow” apparently
popped onto glide slope from amongst the
trees and the Platypus gratefully ground-
looped to a stop. He landed without damage.

And what about the Fire Brigade? Justin,
ever mindful of his responsibilities, had called
an emergency via the local gliding frequency
and the Lake Hawea Fire Brigade took off up
the lake. But what they are still puzzled about
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dom: “The only time it gets exciting is when
the bloodv gadget fails!”

But now I may be changing my mind.

Before I am inundated with free samples
and lavishly-illustrated 30-page user’s manu-
als from the London Rubber Company, I
should explain quickly that it is, of course
engines in gliders about which I may be
changing my mind. The SSA remark got a
laugh at the expense of the motor-glider pilots
but it was hardly fair, since at that time I had
never flown in any glider with an engine.

More than a year went by before Marion
Barritt and I visited Hans-Werner Grosse at
the 1994 German Nationals at Neustadt-
Glewe, in what had been East Germany. In
the middle of the vast grass airfield, by the air-
port buildings, there were still the steel-wire
cages erected by the old regime to corral the
power planes so as to prevent unreliable ele-
ments escaping from the people’s paradise to
the West German border, only 50kms away.
One felt the squalor and the chill of the Cold
War as if it had not yet ended. In what had
once been a beautiful area, the fields around
Neustadt-Glewe were ripped up and stained
by Soviet tanks, now long departed, their
crews having poured used oil into the ground
as a matter of habit.

I won't describe here the ordeal the previous day
of driving at a snail's pace, Marion patiently at the
wheel, with my un-motored ASH-25 in the trailer,
across the Polish-German border with several thou-
sand other vehicles after the British Overseas
Nationals in Leszno, with no lavatories except the
woods on either side: that revolting experience has
been related elsewhere, and rtined many a read-
er’s breakfast. However I now realise that if my
ASH-25 had been equipped with an engine, I could
have flown over the border on that damp and drea-
ry afternoon, and taken my chances with the local
customs and immigration wherever [ landed.
Anything would have been better than the hours in
the queue at Frankfurt-am-Odey. Never again shall
[ take a glider by road into or out of Poland. No, it
has not got better since 1994: I noticed from the
aerial photographs taken near the border by Uli
Schwenk, winner of the 1998 World Open Class
Championships in Poland, that the Frankfurt-am-
Oder queues are undiminished, and still stretch
from horizon to horizon.

Hans-Werner Grosse has long been a con-
vert to motor-gliding, and as one of Hans' fans

I ought to have been less skeptical about
engines. Lubeck, where he normally flies, is a
maritime town vulnerable to all the vile and
variable weather that seaports are bound to
suffer. In short, the air is very British. Even
the biggest wings need help in such skies.

Hans flew his 27-metre ASH-25 from
Luebeck to Neustadt-Glewe as a visitor, not as
a contestant - Hans has some acid remarks to
make about modern competitions: the unwill-
ingness of pilots to take risks, and their pref-
erence for a day when all land out, or simply
don'’t take off, over any risk that the other guy
might get the smallest advantage . This glider,
a Walter Binder modification, is soon about to
be superseded by a 31-meter behemoth, but
more of that later. Immense trouble had been
taken to reduce weight. So the glider had no
tow-hook, and only one instrument panel up
front. That makes it a true motorglider, in that
it cannot be launched at all except by its own
power. However it was not too hard to see the
key instruments from the rear seat. However
that could just be because Hans is not a big
pilot. The canopy was a single-piece affair,
very much like a Schempp two-seater.

In case you think I am biased to Schleicher, I
ought to mention that I fly a syndicated Janus C
from Minden in Nevada, and love it. The Janus
is the only tandem two-seater that — never having
been an instructor and got used to back-seat driv-
ing - I am happy to fly from the back as pilot in
charge, this [ put down to the splendid view from
the one-piece canopy. Sealing may be a problem
with one-piece canopies (either from differential
expansion due to heating or from airframe flex-
ing) and I am terrified of damaging them when
open on the ground, but on balance I prefer
them.

I have flown with lots of friends in our
Dunstable-based ASH-25, and those that have
never flown in a big ship are always aston-
ished. ‘It never seems to come down!” they all
exclaim. After 11 seasons of flying an ASH-25
and being thoroughly spoilt, there is only one
way for the blasé to recapture that sense of
astonishment: that is to upgrade to a more
powerful drug and add another two metres.
The sense of floating through the clouds
effortlessly in Hans-Werner’'s machine was
evident even to a pampered old roué like me.
On a somewhat soggy, overdeveloped day
much like any English day, three hundred



kilometres just drifted by in three hours with-
out much circling.

However the real fun was at the beginning.
After the uneventful but noisy climb to 500
metres not far from the airtield, the engine was
supposed to retract. Instead it stuck in a part-
retracted position, which was just about the
worst thing it could do, since it caused massive
drag but was unusable as propulsion. We prob-
ably could not glide back to the field and ought
to prepare to land out. It was a less than ideal
situation if we had to land on rough terrain in
that state, I pondered as the individual with his
head nearest to this big lump of inert metal.
With all the calm of a battle-scarred Junkers 88
torpedo-bomber pilot, Hans fired up his mobile
phone and called the designer of the engine at
home. What plan B was if the inventor had not
been at home, I never enquired.

As 1 tell the story to my cronies in the
Dunstable bar, when we are vying for the hon-
our of having had the most hair-raising expe-
riences, the designer was in his bath, and he
and Hans had a friendly chat about the state
of their wives’ health, as one does, before get-
ting round to the fact that Hans and I were
falling out of the sky and needed advice of a
practical and immediate nature. This story is
a gross (sorry) exaggeration since I have no
grasp of conversational German and have
only the most general idea of what was said.
Certainly there seemed to be no sense of
panic, and the essential information was
obtained. Polite good-byes were exchanged,
the mobile phone was stowed, the engine was
stowed, and we soared away.

I have to admit, that was exciting .

French without tears (1999)

I am not joking when I say that if I had not
been born British (I am I fact 45% English, 48%
Scots, 12% Norwegian and 11% Irish - no, don't
bother to write in) I would like to have been
born American or French. The Americans I
admire for their energy, enthusiasm and rest-
less pursuit of perfection; the French I envy for
their culture, sophistication and their confident
assurance that they are already perfect. I am
recciving from my good friend (well, he was
until five minutes ago) Jean-Renaud Faliu a
wonderful aviation magazine called Volez! 1t is
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lively and good to look at. It is so attractive I
am almost inclined to go back to France to
glide after a lapse of several years. However
the bureaucracy - and I am talking of the
country that taught the world the meaning of
bureaucracy - a British pilot now has to go
through to be allowed to aviate in France is so
tedious you begin to think they have mistaken
the poor guy for a truck-load of condemned
beef. Why French physicians have to probe
every alien orifice to determine whether a vis-
itor is a hazard to aerial navigation, and are not
prepared to take the word of a British doctor, 1
don't know. No wonder French doctors of
Médecins sans Frontieves got a Nobel prize for
boldly going where nobody else is prepare to
venture.

But Volez! makes flying in France look
enormous fun and I may decide it is worth
the hassle. So I am reading it avidly not just to
find out what exciting things are going on
across the Channel - like mid-air collisions
between gliders and airliners - but to acquire
some vocabulary before a future visit. Volez! is
written in a breezy style, a bit like Pete
Harvey in a beret with a Gauloise stuck to his
lip, very colloquial. Even my Distinction in
School Certificate French in 1949 isn't up to
capturing the nuances without a lot of help
from a charming French-born female neigh-
bour here in London. (And you can wipe that
smirk off your face, too. These translating ses-
sions are hard work.) Here are a few phrases
that I found in Volez! that caught my eye.

What, for instance, is “trou bleu?” Since the
context of the article indicates serious con-
cern amongst the pilots involved in the
world’s first ever 500-km cross-country, this is
clearly something worrisome. Should we pack
all our trou bleus in our old kit bag and smile,
smile, smile? No, a “trou bleu” is, of course, a
blue hole. “Trous bleus” is therefore not the
standard dress worn by generations of French
farmers but a multiplicity of blue holes.

“Rues de cumulus” is so obvious I won't
insult you by translating it. But I might men-
tion that an Australian play called
“Cloudstreets” is being highly acclaimed in
London this month, and because of the title |
am inclined to go along to see if they trv to
launch a glider into the auditorium in Act
two. It's astonishing what stage effects theyv
can get these davs. I went to “les Miserables”












and Holighaus at the drawing board but a pilot
of world championships class at the controls.
For Texas, yes, terrific! But in Texas wings are
just ornaments. One of those ten-gallon hats
would do the job.

With the benefit of hindsight, I can say that
my doubts regarding a 13.4 mctre sailplane in
1991 now seem fully justificd.

Go west, middle-aged man!
(1993)

July 1993 was a good choice of month to get
away from the British rain and to cross the
Arctic Circle to the land of snowy ridges - the
Spanish for which is Sierra Nevada - to take
part in the bonhomie and excitement of an
American regional competition at Minden,
Nevada. I rented a local DG-300: I knew from
earlier visits that it had good instruments and
functioning oxygen. In terms of upper surface
wing finish it was about average for a rental
glider that sits out in the open every day. The
lower surface had been dragged over a pile of
rocks on an away landing just a few days ear-
lier - by another customer, not me. There had
been no time to repair it before the competi-
tion and though the damage was not structur-
al (I was told) it looked horrible, The DG han-
dled beautifully and climbed OK, but if I tried
to run with the privately-owned Discuses etc I
fell away badly. (As neat an example of a bad
workman blaming his tools as I've seen. Ed.)

The shortness of the contest period sur-
prised me, only six days. But we got six con-
test days out of six, as was expected, and
frankly that was quite enough in the heat.
Tasks ranged from 250km to just short of
500km, though the Americans are resolutely
un-metricated: every task is scored in miles
and miles per hour.

We were flying for fun, and the atmosphere
was relaxed and gentlemanly. After my two
early field-landing disasters my maps were
marked up by experts among the other com-
petitorswith suggested routes through the
mountains, and with their help I made fewer
blunders. There were quite strong feelings
about sportsmanship. When one pilot gave
out fairly general information about the ther-
mal he was enjoying, he was immediately
rebuked for helping some contestants to have
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an unfair advantage. No pair flying was evi-
dent and no codes, so far as I know. It's possi-
ble that, “May be landing in a field of spinach
at X-ville” meant, “I've got a Popeye of a ther-
mal at X,” but so far as I could tell spinach
meant spinach. It's very different in Europe -
in which, as a good European, I include
Britain - where all sorts of conspiracy and
trickery are encouraged under the euphe-
mism of “‘teamwork.”

The first big mistake a British pilot can
make about gliding in the western USA is
thinking that it is going to be easy, because of
the strong average rates of climb, the almost
stratospheric cloudbases and unlimited visi-
bility. A talent for working half-knot thermals
with the cloudbase at 1,400ft over Middle
Wallop or Lower Slaughter!®> is not to be
despised, but it does not prepare you for the
hot, mountainous terrain in the Sierras where,
despite the sunshine, huge expanses of air are
often just too tired to go up. The baleful influ-
ence of the big lakes many miles upwind of
the contest area was such that slight shifts of
wind could kill vast areas of lift. The place
where the whole field was forced to land one
day would the next day be yielding abundant
thermals, and vice versa: yesterday's great
thermal source would be today’s sinkhole. By
sink I mean sink: 15kts down or worse is com-
mon out west. I learnt the hard way by land-
ing out twice in the first two days.

That's another thing different from
England: in the Sierras great expanses of
thousands of square miles can be unlandable.
Local knowledge helps not just in finding lift
but in having an unmapped airstrip or a small
dry lake bed in mind when traversing what
looks like the other side of the moon.

_(n)_

After a landout on Day 1 I determined to fol-
low the other pilots and learn from them on
Day 2. This cowardly plan was working fine at
first; I took no initiatives whatever. However
conditions were turning out to be blue, stable
and much poorer than forecast. All the more
reason to cling grimly to the tails of the lead-
ers. Then, while we were already halt wayv
down the first leg, I was thunderstruck to hear

15 Foreign readers please note: these places really do
exist.






about 13,500ft above ground, and 1 set off confi-
dently, not too concerned about the blue sky
ahead nor about the fact that the other contest-
ants were disappearing, most of them travelling
quite a bit faster and flatter. But isn't it strange
that when there is plenty of lift and good cumu-
lus marking it the air is full of gliders, then
when it goes all blue and difficult the others
have vanished and you are suddenly on your
own? It's like policemen: when you don't want
them you see them everywhcre, and when you
need one badly there’s not one to be found.

With the July noonday sun baking the
stony Nevada wilderness, there should be bags
of lift, or so you would imagine. Well, I tobog-
ganed quietly down for 40 miles without a
burble. (That's why 17,500ft is a necessity, not
a luxury.) I had rounded the turnpoint, a grey
and gloomy looking little mining town - the
sort of place Clint Eastwood drifts into, blows
apart and drifts out of three reels later - and
ended up level with a stony wind-facing ridge
about 1,500ft above the desert floor, bathed in
sweat and self-pity. There was nothing to land
on except a vast salt lake bed just within glid-
ing range. I later learnt that the salt lake was
fenced off in sections and was used as a Navy
ammunition dump.

_m)_

From time to time little bits of thermal
allowed me to gain the odd hundred feet and
make a dash for another ridge a bit closer to
the area of cumulus which I had left less than
an hour earlier. This struggle seemed to take
hours. It did take hours. The only consolation
was to hear a whole gaggle of top pilots,
including two with 1,000km diplomas
achieved in Standard Class gliders, suffering
for most of the afternoon on another ridge,
debating their chances of ever getting away
and comparing the merits of different alfalfa
fields. They were obviously nearer to the
greenery than I was, and nearer to the big
lakes and the thermal-killing irrigation that
made the fields green. I could see no green at
all, just rocks. Thank Heavens it wasn't just
me suffering, I thought.

Eventually patience was rewarded, and like
a thirst-crazed desert explorer crawling on his
belly towards a distant oasis I dragged myself
into the cool shadow of a high, thin patch of
cloud. In minutes I was back up at 17,5001t
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and heading effortlessly for home. Champagne
day! At $5 a bottle every day can be a cham-
pagne day.

_ax)_

I was onc of the only two to get back, and joy-
tully expected to reap hundreds of extra points
to make up for the defeats of Days 1 and 2. Big
mistake. Under the local US rules, large num-
bers of landouts devalue the day severely,
whereas in Britain you can have a 1,000-point
day even if nobody gets back - we frequently
do in fact. I suppose it is a fair rule at Minden,
since it has to be a freak day that keeps a lot of
pilots from completing the task. So I remained
doomed to be the bottom of the pile.

The next two days were similar race days,
including a rendezvous with the World Hang
Gliding Championships at Bishop in the White
Mountains, which top 15,000ft. “Like flying
through a swarm of gnats,” said Gary Kemp,
who won the contest in his Pegasus. The White
Mountains are where I am going to try for my
1,000km Diploma before 1 get much older.
Beautiful, spectacular, breathtaking - where's
my book of clichés? All the clichés are true,
though.

Incidentally Pete Harvey, later to become a
formidable UK Nationals pilot, was taking part
in those World Hang Gliding Championships, so
we doubtless saw each other in our respective
gaggles. It was quite perilous for the hang-gliders,
with the turbulence close to the rock collapsing
seveval contestants’ wings. Three hang-glider
pilots had to deploy their parachutes, and others
extricated themselves from an inverted position.
The heating in the western USA is so much
greater than in the Alps that the risk of an upset
even with a conventional glider is serious. Keep
your speed up!

What do you do with a sunken
pilot? (1994)

Imagine that you land on the shore of a lake
in a desert landscape with no road in sight. It
is late afternoon. A retrieve plane arrives
promptly, but sinks up to its axles in mud and
sand and is unable to tow you out. The tug
eventuallv revs itself out of the mire and stag-
gers back into the sky without you; it’s getting
dark and, as I've said, there’s no obvious track












over the ASH-25 for a few days. Suddenly he
rang me from Orlando to announce bad news.
Since he is the sanest and safest pilot around,
I could not imagine what he was going to say
next. Outside his hotel our entire tow-hitch
plus ball had been stolen. The bit that
attached directly to the Jeep was easily
replaced, but there are no 50mm balls gener-
ally available in the USA, where two-inch balls
prevail. The 50mm ones normally on sale in
the UK do not have vertical pins for fitting
into US tow-hitches. Frantic telephoning by
me located the only 50mm ball with a US fit-
ting pin in the whole of Britain. Watling
Engineers delivered it within 24 hours. The
only problem then was taking this odd-shaped
hunk of metal through airport X-ray machines
when [ returned to the USA in April. The
Heathrow security people said nothing.
Doubtless they are so sophisticated they said,
‘Obviously not a bomb, just a 50mm steel
European standard tow-ball on a 7/8in US
standard pin,” and gave it not a second’s fur-
ther thought. But US airport security pounced
every time.

Now I have to take the hitch off and lock it
in the car whenever it is not in use. All the
same, if that is the worst loss the glider or I
encounter during this season in the USA, I
shall not complain one bit.

Just after we were all launched on Day 1,
Contest Director Charlie Spratt was suddenly
whisked away to a hospital 500 miles away in
a plane belonging to Chicho Estrada, one of
the contestants. Up till that day his amazingly
active life since he developed kidney trouble
had been organized around the demands of a
mobile dialysis unit. It now looked as it he
would today be liberated from that constraint.
He left with the good wishes every pilot trans-
mitted, one by one. It was a very emotional
moment. Then the anti-climax. Three people
were lined up for two kidneys from a young
man killed in a car accident. Charlie lost. He
flew back and was very matter of fact about it,
but it was a blow, and we all felt it.

The pilots bought the fuel for the 1,000
mile round trip. However on the day he got
back from the competition, March 22, another
kidney, scoring six, near perfectly matched as
can be expected from a donor who is not a
close relation, turned up, and he was lucky
this time. He is recovering well.
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Seminole Lake Gliderport, Clermont, Florida
has soarable conditions all year round, though
July and August are rather tropical and unstable.
Knut and Ingrid Kjensle will give you a warm
welcome to onc of the most attrvactive soaring
sites that 1 have scen. It's only 20 minutes’ drive
to Disneyworld etc so the family don't have to sit
around weiting for you to land.

The curse of Platypus strikes
again (1995)

June 13, the first day of the 1995 US Open
Class Championships in Nevada, was decided-
ly interesting. You know, when someone
serves you a dish you can’t eat and they ask
you how you like it, all you can mutter with
your mouth full of the godawful stuft is, “Er,
ulp, interesting.” The five pilots who got
round the more or less unlandable mountains
and desert in the teeth of a high wind, by pol-
ishing the ridges low down then surfing the
wave to over 17,000ft, each deserve a medal.
The other 18 failed to make it - a monstrous
failure rate for Minden.

Plat showed his increasingly craven char-
acter, the product of old age compounded by
avarice and sloth, in rejecting the prospect of
100 points at the price of a certain landout on
an uncertain airstrip. Instead, after five hours
of struggle covering nearly 250km, I clawed
my way back home over snow-draped peaks
and settled for zero points. Not having any
crew at this competition was a sort of excuse
tfor such behaviour, but in the glorious days of
my youth, when two field landings in a day
were the norm, the absence of crew would
never have stood in my way. It would have
been, “Damn the torpedoes, full speed ahead,
and let the Devil organise the retrieve.”

Then the next three days in a row were
scrubbed. At Minden Competitions this is
unprecedented. Pilots were in shock and I was
regarded with dark looks. I know how Jonah
felt shortly after he was introduced to the
whale. My jovial offer on Day One to quit the
competition (and indeed the site altogether)
for a fee of $100 per head, that is $2,300 in
total, came to be taken seriously, and at brief-
ing on the third scrubbed day several hundred
green ones had been collected, but not suffi-
cient to meet what auctioneers call the
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reserve. I think a round $1,000 would just
about have persuaded me to derig and move to
a safe distance, like 500 miles.

— 000 —

After that the gods decided the competitors
had been tormented sufficiently and relented
to give six successive days of weather that in
England would have been greeted with ecsta-
sy, but which in Minden were considered just
barely acceptable. Normal thermal soaring
conditions were resumed, so I shall not report
on them since I have forgotten, if I ever knew,
how to make normal competitions sound fun.
One day is worth mentioning, however,
because it was the fastest ever US Nationals
contest day, with Jim Payne'’s winning speed
in an ASH-25 of 183km/h or just a hair under
100kt. This wasn’t one of those freak speeds
resulting from starts in the stratosphere, by
the way. Starts were limited to 5,000ft above
ground or 9,700ft above sea level.

It was a three hour POST (pilot selected)
task in which the key rule to remember in this
instance is that you cannot just shuttle back
and forth between two turnpoints. You must
use three or more turnpoints in any repeated
sequence, and the trick in this particular day’s
weather - forecast to be strong Sierra Nevada
wave to the mandatory ceiling of 17,500ft -
was to choose a flattened north-south triangle
or quadrilateral for your racetrack, with
Minden roughly in the middle, and then zoom
round it without wasting your time in circling
or S-turning till the three hours were up.

Another relevant constraint was the limit of
ten turnpoint pictures: 12 in total including
start and finish. This meant you could only do
three or four circuits, so if you were going very
fast vou had to choose a racetrack large
enough - say, 200km per circuit - to avoid run-
ning out of film before the three hours expired.
It seems that the fastest pilots did not hunt
about from the primary to the secondary wave,
as I did, but managed to stick to one or the
other. That accordingly meant they did not
have to dash through heavy sink, which
required one to slow up again when lift was
reached to restore the height lost.

Panic at the thought of dropping below
15,000ft and missing the wave would alternate
rapidlv with panic at the prospect of being
sucked at never-exceed speed through 18,000ft

and being disqualified. (Remember that at that
height 120kts indicated is over 150kts true air-
speed, and it is the true airspeed that deter-
mines the safe upper limit.) It was only within
a very narrow window that you could relax
and admire the dazzling view. Since Minden
was visible in gin-clear air the whole time, any
spectator with a sufficiently high-powered tel-
escope could in theory have watched this soar-
ing Indianapolis throughout and placed bets
on the riders. I have to say that after my own
three circuits at a paltry 145km/h I was happy
to land. It was like finishing three massive
bowls of one’s favourite sticky pudding.
Thanks, but I've had enough.

I notice I have been using food analogies a
lot here. This must be to do with the difficul-
ty in the USA of escaping from huge amounts
of very inexpensive food, most of it delicious,
and only some of it “interesting.” It's amazing
that everyone in the land is not 300lbs, though
quite a few are. Such people don't often glide,
of course.

_m)_

Hardened cynics (that is, any glider pilots
with a pile of dog-eared logbooks) will not be
at all surprised to hear that the best weather
of the month of June was the week immedi-
ately after the Nationals, when the competi-
tors had folded up their mobile homes and
quietly stolen away.

Some of the more luxurious travelling gin-
palaces literally do fold up: they concertina, at
the touch of a switch, from a capacious 12ft
wide on the field to a handy 8ft wide on the
road. It's a disturbing experience, it you've not
seen it previously, to watch and hear a mon-
ster caravan, with much whirring and heav-
ing, attempt to vanish up its own back door.

One grand flight (1996)

Mike Bird describes how in the last week of June
1995 he did two 1,000km flights in the skies of
Nevada and California with just two days’ rest
between. He also explains why.

Something very much like carelessness
was to blame for my having to do two flights
of well over 1,000 kms to get one FAI
Diploma. Yet if I had done the first flight cor-
rectly I would have rested on my laurels and
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plumbing and the odd dent in the sun-scorched
glassfibre, they all have oxygen systems that
work. When officialdom opens the wave “win-
dow”, people take rented ships, following the rule
that the best glider to take to great heights is
somebody else’s, to 35,000 ft plus. Can’t have the
paying customers passing out at altitude, it's bad
for business. So you should feel pretty confident
about renting a Minden glider from that point of
view.

The idea is to be launched by one of Tony
Sabino’s Soar Minden tugs before the valley
thermals have started: this entails releasing
close to 11 am at 7,900 feet over the Pine
Nuts mountain range (3,200ft above Minden)
using a suntrap which Pat Philbrick swears
will always work, where the dirt roads snake
through a pass in the lowest part of the
range. (Getting back to Minden Airport if the
suntrap doesn't work would depend on there
being no sink, and would certainly concen-
trate the mind if you were in a standard class
glider. There are a couple of dirt strips en
route that barely might suffice, however. )

Having released, found lift and crawled up
out of the pass to a more reassuring height
you then make your way north to Rawe peak
a few miles south of Dayton County airport
(which is fine for any 15-metre glider to land
at but not for 25.4 metres, since there are
rather tall runway lights roughly 20 metres
apart), snap your Remote Start picture of a
bunch of huts & aerials at the extreme north
end of the Pine Nuts, and you are on your
wav. That means you have to soar about 16
km further than the 1,015 km of the task
itself, but because the area starts working so
early it is worth the extra distance.

It was now a matter of waiting for the
right day It soon came, though to the frus-
tration of the many and the delight of just a
few The week immediately after the Open
Class Nationals at Minden, with its very
mixed weather including three consecutive
davs scrubbed, was the possibly the best
week in 1995, (It was ever thus.) Indeed I
believe that anybody with enough stamina,
and a willingness to work around the over-
developed areas on the davs when I stayed
on the ground, could have done five 1,000
km flights in a week.

_al)_

The first attempt was made on June 24th.
Only later did I remember that this was exact-
ly two years after my 758km Diploma flight in
England. The Pine Nuts were working only
moderately well, and indeed on the 200km
journey down to the Whites I averaged only
about 90kph, well under the 120 kph that I
regarded as essential if I was to get home
before 8.30 pm. The long spine rising up from
Topaz valley to Mount Patterson is often hard
work, the steep slopes needing to be scratched
and ridge-soared every inch, and the morning
of 24th June was no different.

Finally 1 reached the fabled White
Mountains, muttering to myself discontented-
ly about the pathetic speed achieved so far.
And then it was just as Pat had prophesied.
His yo-yo task is designed to give four runs
along 150 km of more or less continuous lift.
In that 600 km I stopped to circle on four occa-
sions, and that was twice too often. 1 experi-
mented first with dolphining, zooming from
110 knots to 40 then plummeting back again.
Each zoom added a thousand feet or more; the
subsequent plummet through the sink sub-
tracted most of that but not all. I was relieved
not to have a passenger with a delicate stom-
ach to consider. The dolphining was exhilarat-
ing and worked well enough, since I steadily
gained height in this way, averaging 70 to 80
knots over the ground. By way of a change, in
the next tour over the same terrain (what you
might call Yo-2 of the Yo-yo, as opposed to Yo-
1) I tried flying at a steady 100 knots regard-
less of the vario. The GPS, however, indicated
between 120 and 140 knots ground-speed (230
to 260 kph) depending on the wind compo-
nent and the altitude. This time I gained no
height overall but just devoured the ground.

The first time I had flown the length of the
Whites, during the Barron Hilton week in
1994 1 left the range with excessive optimism
and insufficient height across a desert without
cultivation or airstrips, and landed the LS-4 in
a dry lake (well, on it rather than in it, thank
heavens). This time [ had a better glider but
conditions were similar. I took all the height I
could get and set off at a sceptical 60-70 knots
toward Minden. The abruptness with which
the day deteriorated justified my caution.
Every cauliflower cumulus ran to seed as I
approached. It was the morning’s struggle in
reverse. I clambered over Mt. Patterson'’s
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this deserted road, Pete eventually met a
policewoman, who drove him back to the
Jeep. She was very helpful, and kindly offered
to shoot the lock off. An alternative but slow-
er solution was to let the car run out of gas in
a few hours' time, then maybe the electrics
would allow him ingress. Or they could stuff
something up the exhaust and stop the
engine, with whatever side-effects that might
have. The best solution of all manifested itself
when at 3.30am a locksmith came out for a
fraction of what they charge in England and
got into the Jeep. After that, none of us ever
got out of that vehicle without clutching the
key tightly in one’s fist.

I ought to say, in fairness to this much-
abused (verbally abused, that is: physically it
was treated like the Crown Jewels) Jeep, that
although the essential items like engine,
doors, windows, wheels and steering failed,
the luxury items behaved well, if in that cli-
mate you call the continuous and refreshing
blast of cold air from the air-conditioning a
luxury. And for three thousand miles the car
radio never faltered, riveting us with non-stop
reports of the 0 J Simpson murder trial.

Then while we drove across the Nevada
deserts in the dark, seeing maybe one other
vehicle every 15 minutes, the local radio sta-
tions solemnly fed us, by way of a change, ter-
rifying eye-witness tales of extra-terrestrials -
in collusion with uniformed members of the
US miilitary and the United Nations - stopping
cars, then kidnapping, experimenting upon
and physically abusing citizens and aliens (for-
eign nationals, I mean) from the very road we
were on, known as The Loneliest Road in the
West. Your wallet could tell it was The
Loneliest Road in the West as gasoline prices,
in the few tiny towns distributed at hundred-
mile intervals along our trail, rocketed up from
a sixth of British prices to a quarter of British
prices. The Jeep's faultless cassette-player
entertained us with unabridged novels on
tape, marketed to long-distance drivers who
can't stand talk-radio. Talk-radio is for people
who can't stand Country & Western singers.

Naturally vou are curious to know, after all
that agonyv, did we ever use the four-wheel-
drive during 1995, that having been the sole
reason for buving the Jeep rather than a big
old Chevv station-wagon at half the price? No.
Did we ever use the Jeep for any retrieve at

all in a whole year’s flying? Not once. But Fate
lays perverse traps for the unprepared; if I had
not had an all-terrain vehicle, who knows
where 1 would have ended up? In 1998 I'll
drive a Ford Bronco, a steady towcar with a
monster 4.6 litre V8 engine. Marion bought
this one too, from a pillar of society, just like
the man who sold us the Jeep. My brow is
unclouded by worry.

(Can I commission you to write “The Ford
Bronco from Hell” in 12 months’' time? Ed.
Just watch this space. Plat.)

The Ford Bronco is doing fine and tows trailers
without complaint or shimmy. Unlike the Jeep it
boils not, neither does it spin.

As to the policewoman’s proffered pistol,
imagine the phone conversation we might have
had afterwards. “Plat, I'm sorry but the Jeep’s
shot.” “Well, it was getting pretty tired.” “No, I
mean it has two .38-calibre police slugs in it!”
That would have silenced even me.

When ignorance is bliss, ‘tis folly
to be wise (1995)

Despite my uncanny ability, with trailer in
tow, to end droughts and make deserts bloom,
it takes a lot more of a curse than I and my
ship can muster to spoil the 1995 Texas
Nationals in Uvalde. Cloudbases were certain-
ly lower than in the 1991 World
Championships (6,000 to 7,000ft rather than
8,000 to 10,000ft-plus) and average thermal
strengths correspondingly less powerful (5 to
6kt rather than 8kt) but for sheer consistency
it is difficult to beat Texas. Texas is where 1
would head if I were coming to the USA to
soar cross-country for ten days or less - and if
I had access to a privately owned high per-
formance glider, since renting good machines
in Texas is difficult. The mountains of Nevada
are more spectacular, the climate more pleas-
ant and glass gliders are readily available for
hire - but you should budget for more than
ten days, since there can be occasional holes
in what are usually the world’s finest soaring
conditions.

I did win just one day in the Open Class in
Uvalde, so naturally I shall write about that
and skip the rest; there’s no silly nonsense
about fairness and objectivity in this column.
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sons. Iry it by all means, but not if you are
getting on in years, since the dive could be
prolonged.

Then there are plastic bags stolen from the
domestic freezer-cabinet: these must be pre-
tested, please, in the time-honoured way,
since you don't want to discover a tiny defect
at 5,000ft, do you? You can either jettison the
bag whole or empty it while delicately holding
onto one corner. The first is an environmen-
tally anti-social act. The bags doubtless arrive
on the ground empty, but farmers don't like
their animals eating plastic. You could always
tie a knot in it (the neck of the bag, I mean)
and drop it on the clubhouse roof at a rival
site. If you could get an official observer to
sign the bag before take-off it might become a
novel form of turn-point confirmation.
However this sort of thing might escalate dan-
gerously, so let's discard the idea.

Holding onto corner of the bag is tricky.
Best to wear ski-goggles while you try this,
since you are liable to get a stinging eyeful as
your reward for cherishing the environment.

How about just setting tiny tasks? A cure
worse than the disease. We might as well stay
in the bar all day and give up the sport.

Give us your thoughts. Any suggestion that
is fit to print should be sent to S&G. The ones
that aren't fit to print should also be sent here
privately; after last summer we need a few
laughs.

Careless rupture, or, Big is not
always beautiful (1 992?

One of life’s many ironies is that the only peo-
ple who can afford to fly huge gliders are
those who are least capable of dealing with
the damn things on the ground. It is only after
three decades of clawing your way up the
career ladder and nursing your capital from
wood to metal to glass to carbon and Kevlar,
that you might just be able to buy a slice of a
supership. Most supership syndicates consist
of empty-nesters who have paid off their
mortgages and launched their children into
the world.

“You mean, old farts?”

Well, yes. At this advanced age, however,
the old far, er, senior pilot is beginning to find
his discs slipping and his dorsals, metatarsals

and abdominals not up to the job. The puffing
and groaning around the big two-seaters at rig-
ging time is so distressing to any sensitive per-
son’s ear that younger members tend to stay
out of the way until it's all over, unless there
is a serious prospect of getting a flight and
being allowed to play with the GPS.

Someone will eventually make a pot of
money selling a device for lifting the back end
of an ASH-25. So far I have only seen crude
diagrams and played with prototype levers
and ramps that would have been despised by
the chaps who thousands of years ago put up
the great pillars of Stonehenge - a near
approximation to the rear end of an ASH-25,
by the way. Worse still, if your partner is a
fanatic for ultimate performance he will have
ballasted the fin with 50 pounds of lead, or its
equivalent in batteries, to get the centre of
gravity in the just right place for low-speed
flight. “Gosh, that's adding insult to injury,
Plat!” No, it just adds injury to injury.

If those brilliant young men from the
German Akafliegs need a project for winter
1992-93, I suggest that instead of designing
fancy wingtips for the 25, they should invent,
for this great market of people with more
money than muscle, a three-in-one combined
rigging-aid, tail-lifter and Zimmer-frame.

And please hurry, before we all do our-
selves permanent injury.

Despite my scorning of fancy wingtips for the
ASH-25 1 did of course buy them as soon as they
became available in 1994. And I am still waiting
for the tail-lifter.

At last, a subject on which we
are all experts (1986)

You can bash away at your typewriter, or
more recently the word-processor, for years,
pontificating on every subject, lambasting all
sorts of people, or nagging at respected insti-
tutions like the BGA Competitions
Committee, and get what Lord George-Brown
used to call a total ignoral. “Are glider pilots
completely dozy except when the thermals
pop?”, one begins to ask. Well, some of them
are pretty dozy even when the thermals are
popping, but that has nothing to do with this
piece. Now, however, 1 seem to have found a
deep well of passionate interest in the bos-
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our small and congested site, the car is causing
an obstruction and needs to be moved.

Perhaps our friend paid the penalty of hav-
ing a car that was far too tidv. The typical glid-
er pilot's car is so full of junk, much of it
heavy, bulky and utterly unmarketable
impedimenta, that anyone wanting to steal
the vehicle would be appalled by the problem
of how to get rid of it without drawing atten-
tion to himself. Where do you hide, or how do
vou explain to the gendarmes if they stop you,
the possession of (not to mention the purpose
of), a seven-foot-long tubular steel device with
a tow-hitch on the end, assorted dollies with
red fibreglass mouldings, the front end of a
bicycle, eighty feet of wing covers, six 10-gal-
lon drums and a set of angle-iron tripods?

Much of this stuff is on the front seat. The
reason most people driving to the launch point
don't offer you a lift when they see you head-
ing there on foot is not that they have no man-
ners, but that by the time they had made space
for you to sit down you could have walked
there anyway. The reason someone doesn't
offer you a lift on the way back from the
launch point may be that he is stealing one of
those very rare, tidy cars...

After I sent this item off to Sailplane & Gliding I
heard that Scottish police had very efficiently
found the car quite unharmed a day or so later. 1
realiscd that I had probably met the perpetrator.
[ had found mysclf talking to an amiable
Glasgow truck-diver who had strolled oft the hill
to cxpress an interest in gliding. Spectators often
do this, Dunstable being a natural amphitheatre.
[e said he had delivered a truck to in London
and was now making his waiy home by hitch-hik-
ing. I then busied myself with other things. About
the time the car vanished, so did he. Let's amend
stolen to borrowed.

Gliding as mass entertainment:
Chapter IV from the Centenary

History of British Gliding, pub-
lished 2029 AD (1982)
In 1999 the British National Gliding

Championships achieved for the first time the
distinction ot the highest television rating of
all sporting events. Motor racing’'s audience
collapsed when the oil began to run out and

I have seen the future ... but I'm not sure it works

petrol reached £75 a gallon, far beyond the
reach of ordinary wage-earners on £1,000 a
week. Silverstone was empty of spectators and
TV viewers found little excitement in watch-
ing cars travelling at 25mph all day in the fuel-
economy marathons which were the only
form of competition the government permit-
ted between internal combustion vehicles on
land, sea or air.

The technical problems of conveying the
thrills of gliding to the lay public were at first
thought insuperable, but one magic ingredient
quickly solved them - money. In the late
1980s advertisers, desperate to sponsor popu-
lar shows, offered the BGA ten million pounds
on condition that an audience of ten million
could be reached. The now Lord Rolfe of BGA-
TV promptly hired a shy, retiring genius - of
whom no proper record now exists, but whose
name in some old manuscripts has been deci-
phered as P. Latipuss - to use all modern tech-
niques to capture the masses for soaring.
Ladbrokes soon matched that sum, the Grand
National and the Derby having been abolished
after the nationalisation of all horses by the
Ministry of Transport. Betting money soon
poured into the Totternhoe Tote.

A transcript of a 1999 TV broadcast con-
veys some of the flavour of those early
attempts to bring soaring into the homes of
ordinary gambling people:

‘It's a beautiful day here at Dunstable
Downs, viewers. You can see the giant double-
skinned solar-heated launch balloons gently
swelling in the noonday sun - and yes, there
goes the Barclays Bank balloon and dangling
beneath it the ASW-37 of Air Marshal Sir
George Lee, five times World Champion and
known as the Bjorn Borg of soaring. Because of
his bold decision not to use water-ballast his
glider is the first to leave the ground.
Remember first back round the course is the
winner, regardless of when he starts, so Sir
George has quite an advantage - provided
today’s thermals stay weak! Look at the Tote
board in the top left hand corner of your TV-
wall. Odds against Barclays are whistling down
from 5 to 1 to near evens. Any of you wishing
to bet on a glider, just key in the contest num-
ber and your stake. It will all be placed instan-
taneously at the current odds and your win-
nings will be paid directly into your bank
account the moment the race is over.”
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replays by courtesv of your friendly local
underwriters - our motto, You Can't Take It
With You, So Why Not Leave It All With Us?>"

“The special attraction this year is the huge
three-dimensional holographic display which
represents the whole of Northern Europe, or
any chosen section of it enlarged. This occu-
pies the new Joe Coral Geodesic Dome and
projects the position of each glider as a spot of
light, green if climbing, red if descending, sus-
pended over the ground. The gaggles look like
little revolving Christmas trees, while tiny red
lights streak between one green cluster and
the next. Talking about Christmas trees folks,
remember there are only 152 shopping days
left and if you press the keys for the electron-
ic shop window...”

‘They're neck and neck at seven o’clock,
viewers. As they sweep past the Goodyear
Solar blimp over Tower Bridge we all get a
splendid view of the setting sun, and the vari-
coloured plumes of ballast-water streaming
from the quadruple vents - see the Green-
Red-Yellow-Green for the Watney-Schempp
Nimbus 9 - bringing cheers from the masses
who dash from their sitting-rooms to see their
heroes streak overhead. The odds on Lee are
narrowing to 1.12677 to 1. And the winner
1s...”

At this point these spectacular images of
vintage gliding at its best are suddenly
replaced by a message to viewers about bad
breath. When it comes to entertainment it
seems that, then as now, there is no substitute
for being there.

Not only were we able in 1999 to see what the
contest pilot sees via the Internet in real time, but
on-line shopping and betting were established
and fast-growing businesses. The extinction of
Luton airport remains a dream, however.

Bring back virginity (1991)

I told you in our last issue how I would liter-
allv go to the ends of the earth to avoid the
after-dinner-speaking season. However 1 did
not altogether succeed. The chairman of my
club - where I have loyally stayed as a mem-
ber for a third of a century through thick and
thin, regardless of low launches in the 1950s,
high fees in the 1960s, long queues in the
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1970s and oceans of Somme-quality mud
(they should have made puttees standard
issue) in the 1980s - threw himself on my
mercy. He had, he said, desperately searched
for weeks across the whole country for a
celebrity speaker, but had finally come to the
right decision - he'd given up. Would I, faute
de mieux, do the honours for the club’s dinner?
It was an historic occasion, remember.

I fought a stiff rearguard action. I pointed
out that a retiring, though hardly shy, mem-
ber of the club staff was embarking on a bril-
liant new career as a stand-up comic in the
pubs and clubs, and was exceptionally funny.
True, his material had absolutely nothing to
do with gliding, but since half the people who
come to annual dinners are friends and fami-
ly of glider pilots and know little about the
sport, this was a great advantage. Surely he
was ideal? Yes, said the chairman, he had
thought so, too. But when the chairman’s wife,
club censor and guardian of the club’s morals,
saw an advance copy of Bert's spiel, she scis-
sored out all the words that were racist, and
sexist, and blasphemous, and scatological, and
obscene, so Bert's script ended up looking like
a lace doily. Then there was also the embar-
rassing matter of a fee, now that he'd turned
professional.

Platypus’s material, by contrast, was
believed to be more or less printable - relative
to Bert’s stuff, anyway - and more important-
ly was free in both senses of the word: avail-
able and gratis.

The chairman briefed me, “Don’t go on too
much about the glorious past of the club; peo-
ple have had a bellyful of that this year, con-
centrate more on our glorious future.” I sus-
pected that was code for, “Don't talk about
yourself, talk about me.” That's all right, I'm
not proud. I said to one of my partners the
other day, “I'm just an old has-been,” and he
said, “Plat, that's rubbish - you never were
anything!” That’s what partners are for, to cut
you down to size.

I had to tell the audience that frankly I was-
n't looking forward all that much to the idea of
gliding in the 21st century. Indeed I think that
when the millennium arrives I shall sell my
glider and take up wine, women and song -
before my voice gives out. I'm always threat-
ening to do that, of course, but something
invariably crops up. This winter, for instance,
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Try forecasting anything you
like, but not the future (1985)

In New York the rainfall is vastly greater than
in London; the difference is that in London it
descends in a fairlv continuous dribble where-
as in the Big Apple the heavens open for a few
minutes and drench everyone foolish enough
to be out on foot. (Muggers being the other
deterrent.) Driven to shelter in a bookshop for
half an hour, I felt morally obliged to buy a
book. The one I chose was called The Experts
Speak which is a compendium of crass pro-
nouncements uttered by able, intelligent and
well-qualified authorities. The fact that some
chap has a lifetime of creative achievement
behind him does not mean his crystal ball is
any less cloudy than the next man’s. Here are
a few about aviation:

“As it is not at all likely that any means of
suspending the effect of air-resistance can
ever be devised, a flying-machine must
always be slow and cumbersome. . . . But as a
means of amusement, the idea of aerial travel
has great promise.... We shall fly for pleasure.”

T. Baron Russell, A Hundred Years Hence,
1905.

“A popular fallacy is to expect enormous
speed to be obtained. ... There is no hope of
the airplane’s competing for racing speed with
either our locomotives or our automobiles.”

William Henry Pickering, (American
astronomer at Harvard College Observatory),
Aeronautics, 1908.

“The aeroplane ... is not capable of unlimit-
ed magnification. It is not likely that it will
ever carry more than five or seven passen-
gers. High-speed monoplanes will carry even
less.”

Waldemar Kaempfert, (Managing Editor of
Scientific American and author of The New
Art of Flying.), “Aircraft and the Future,”
Outlook, June 28, 1913.

“‘Gliders . . . will be the freight trains of the
air. We can visualise a locomotive plane leav-
ing LaGuardia Field towing a train of six glid-
ers in the very near future.

“Bv having the load thus divided it would be
practical to unhitch the glider that must come
down in Philadelphia as the train flies over that
place - similarly unhitching the loaded gliders
for Washington, for Richmond, for Charleston,
for Jacksonville, as each city is passed.”

Grover Loening, (Grumman Aircraft 1944
Corp.).

‘It has been demonstrated by the fruitless-
ness of a thousand attempts that it is not pos-
sible for a machine, moving under its own
power, to generate enough force to raise itself,
or sustain itself, in the air.”

M. de Marles, Les Cents Merveilles des
Sciences et des Arts, 1847.

“Put these three indisputable facts together:

‘1. There is a limit of weight, certainly not
much beyond fifty pounds, beyond which it is
impossible for an animal to fly.

2. The animal machine is far more effective
than any we can make; therefore the weight of
a flying machine cannot be more than fifty
pounds.

3. The weight of any flying machine can-
not be less than three hundred pounds. Is it
not demonstrated that a true flying machine
is impossible?”

Joseph Le Conte, (Professor of Natural
History at the University of California),
Popular Science Monthly, November 1888.

“Heavier-than-air flying machines are impos-
sible.”

Lord Kelvin, (British mathematician, physi-
cist, and President of the British Royal
Society), c. 1895.

‘It is apparent to me that the possibilities of
the aeroplane, which two or three years ago
was thought to hold the solution to the flying
machine problem, have been exhausted, and
that we must turn elsewhere.”

Thomas Alva Edison, (American scientist
and inventor), quoted in the New York World,
November 17, 1895.

Written by Christopher Cerf and Victor
Navasky, Pantheon Books, New York.

Sleepless in South West Thirteen
(1999)

I was delighted to find that the gentleman pre-
siding over one of the interminable terminal
enquiries - the usual public wrangle about
whether London Heathrow should have a fifth
terminal, or whether jets should be allowed
to wake us at 4 am. - was a Mr Justice
Glidewell.

There is one solitary Glidewell in the
London residential phone directory, by the
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way. There are also two subscribers called
Glide, two more called Sinker, and a least a
dozen by the name Soar. I just thought you
would like to know the useful ways in which I
spend the winter months when 1 am not scar-
ing myself silly in the New Zealand Alps.

Anyway, this lovely name made me think,
always a dangerous activity. Why not make all
the airliners glide, absolutely dead-stick, into
Heathrow? After all, if the space shuttle can
approach in total silence and touch down like
a feather, a Boeing 747, with a lift/drag ratio
many times better, can do so too.

There is a snag, of course. A single plane
can do that easily, but in a stream of airliners
all forced to follow the same three-degree path
(roughly 17 to one) at prescribed intervals,
many are going to have to use power to adjust
their position on the glide-slope when they
get a bit low or a bit slow.

Answer? Technology! Abolish all the cur-
rent ground-based air traffic control systems.
Every plane in Plat's brave new world will
have collision-avoidance electronics (based on
GPS or radar or something; don’'t hamper my
racing brain with the details). They will all
come in at whatever glide angle, at whatever
speed and even from whatever direction suits
them, as long as they are quiet. I suppose it
would be nice if they agreed which runways
to use, though even that may be unnecessary
once we have ironed out the wrinkles, like
how to get them off the runways fast enough
to avoid the planes coming the other way.
What I envisage is a high-tech version of the
basic see-and-be-seen system, with minimal
radio chat between pilots, at any busy British
gliding site, or at a small American airport
without a tower.

There would always be objections: nit-pick-
ing, unimaginative, pedantic gripes about one
little problem or another. Like, if the engines
get cold through being throttled right back you
can't fire them up again quickly in an emer-
gency, such as having to go round again. I del-
egate that small headache to the engine mak-
ers. Come on, you chaps, just redesign the
darned engines, or it's the Gulag for the whole
team. Well, we haven't got Siberia here in
Britain, but we can create the equivalent:
make them live indefinitely on airline food
served in a tiny, cramped space in thin,
unbreathable, recycled air, bombarded by
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semi-audible movies on tiny screens, until
they're screaming to be led back to the draw-
ing-board. They'd come up with something.

The biggest difficulty, however, would not
be technology, but people. The general public
do not understand the principles of flight,
and especially they do not understand the
principles of motorless flight. The idea of
hundreds of jetliners milling about in the
dark over central London without power and
without any ground-based air traffic control
might unnerve them.

I would have achieved part of my great
aim; the inhabitants of Battersea and Barnes
(where I live) would no longer be woken up
by airliners. However that would largely be
because they would be too scared to go to
sleep in the first place.

Motorgliding (1969)

The notoriously unreliable Tail Feathers News
Team, just back from covering a motor glider
jamboree on the Continent, report yet anoth-
er sporting vignette of triumph and tragedy.

It appears that mountaineer Rudi Heiden-
sieck has shinned up the North Face of the
Eiger in world record time. When quizzed by
our news-hound as to whether his perform-
ance had been aided in any way by the
squadron of balloons and helicopters that dan-
gled safety nets below him, the famed alpinist
replied with scorn that he had never used the
nets at any time, so how could they have
helped him? Collapse of impertinent news-
man.

However his doughty rival, Sir Fotherin-
gay Tidworthy, so far from reaching the sum-
mit, actually failed to get on to the escarp-
ment at all. Scorning all artificial aids in his
bid to storm the Eiger, Sir Fotheringay insist-
ed on walking and swimming the whole 500
miles from his home, stately Bucktooth
Abbey. Wilts, to the foot of the dreaded
mountain, whereupon our exhausted hero
expired. As if in homage, the Pound Sterling
dipped another couple of points on foreign
exchange markets. His few remaining admir-
ers subscribed for a plaque to mark the spot,
engraved with the family motto, a fitting epi-
taph to a most British gentleman - Nice Guys
Finish Last.
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waiting until their noses get colder than their
bottoms, or conversely) manacle the victim to
the wall. “Now, how to detect Signs of Decay:
you lot should be pretty good at this. ..”

Well, it'd be no worse than going to one of
those fancy health farms - and a whole lot
cheaper.

Tom Bradbury's “Meteorology and Flight” was
published by A & C Black in 1991.

The seven deadly sins play:
avarice (1989)

This playlet 2000 was written as the middle sec-
tion of a dramatic trilogy with the titles 1999,
2000 and 2001, which in turn formed part of the
great London Gliding Club Christmas Revue of
1989, where musical performances and comedy
acts delighted an audience that was clearly sev-
eral drinks ahead of the cast. The other two parts
of the trilogy were considered seditious and
obscene respectively.

2000
Open to almost deafening sounds of birdsong -
obviously a beautiful soaring day. A sign on the
club notice-board welcomes new members to the
LGC: it is tastefully decorated with a picture
which at first sight looks like an eagle soaring for
joy but on closer inspection is in fact a vulture
looking for lunch. At some point in the perform-
ance it should be arranged for another notice that
is partially obscuring the welcome sign to drop
off, revealing that LGC stands for

Lift

Generates

Cash

A pilot is seen impatiently struggling to get
his parachute on, whilst staring ecstatically
out of the window.

Pilot: This is it - the day of a lifetime - could
be a thousand k's! Let's get launched!
Where’s the manager?

An opulently dressed figure - white suit,
white shoes (or better still, spats), Panama
hat, loads of chunky jewellery, giant Havana
cigar - materialises at his side.

P:  You the manager?

I have seen the future ... but I'm not sure it works

M: Well, manager, proprietor, owner what'’s
in a name?

P:  So you're the landlord?

M: Well, airlord, to be pedantic.

Pilot looks puzzled.

M: 1own all the airspace over this site to the
bottom of Amber One. And a real packet
it cost me, I can tell you.

P:  You're a lucky man. I've been looking

forward to a day like this for years!

(with heavy significance) Me too.

Well, I must get airborne toot sweet. As it

says in your 8&G ad, “Standard Launch

Price, £10 payable in advance.” Here's

my cheque for ten, so I'll...

~ %

Manager stares at the proffered cheque in
obvious disbelief and disgust.

Nothing wrong with my cheque?

(with brutal irony) Nought wrong with it,

nought wrong.

Well, that's all right then. I'll get going.

(wearily) I mean, there's a nought short.

A hundred quid?

That is correct, sunshine. The penny, or

rather the pound coin, has finally

dropped in your skull. You have grasped
my message.

P:  What about the Standard Launch Price?
That’s why I came here!

M: (brandishes arm towards the sky) And 1
suppose this is a Standard day? I seem to
have just overheard you wittering on to
yourself about (mockingly), ‘the day of a
lifetime!” A much above standard day,
squire; accordingly, a much above stan-
dard price.

P: They told me at Booker they'd undercut
any price of yours, after being bought by
John Lewis Stores. ‘Never knowingly
undersold” is their motto - and they're
only 20 miles from here.

M: Look, John, now that the Tring Road is a

six-lane turnpike it'll take four hours to

get there.

Is the traffic that dense?

No, it's the unemployables that operate

the twelve tollbooths between here and

High Wycombe that are dense. Let's face

it, it's my price or take up tiddlywinks.
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I never thought it would be cheaper to
stick to women, gambling and booze.

If you're serious I could fix you up in
those departments: this is after all a fully-
equipped leisure centre.

Yes, I've seen your commercial on BBC
television, “Get rid of your complex at
our complex!” No, thanks, I came here to
fly, but a hundred quid!

I can arrange a substantial discount.

Oh?

Just sign this kidney vendor card which
we took the liberty of printing up when
we saw you coming - I mean, when you
arrived at the office

You mean a donor card?

Nothing is donated round here any more,
young man. Everything is for sale; that
way we all benefit. You get a reduction of
£15, all the spare parts clinics get your
declaration form on the fax, and I get a
commission.

What do they do with my declaration?
That depends on the state of their cold-
store inventory and customer demand.
They either just wait by the phone or
they send out the refrigerated vans on
spec, sort of thing, and listen in on deci-
mal-one.

It sounds a bit macabre. But, what the
Hell, if you're stone dead, who's to
mind?

Hm, I wouldn’t be too sure about stone
dead. Some of the cowboys are a bit over-
zealous. I wouldn't even doze off while
waiting for the retrieve, that's my advice.
Stay high, and if you do hit trouble, stuff
it in properly. No broken ankles or con-
cussion. But forget it, think about the
flight! Where are you heading?

I thought I'd make for the Black
Mountains in Wales, then -

Ah!

Ah?

A tiny problemette, squire. All the air-
space from Talgarth up to Alpha Centauri
belongs to a syndicate. (Picture of John
Jeffries with wadding in his cheeks projected
on wall.)

Like a gliding syndicate, all helping each
other?

More like a Mafia syndicate, all knifing
each other - same difference. Anyway

=
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it'll cost you the proverbial upper and
lower limb to use the wave today.

They won't know I'm there if I'm at
17,000ft.

Want a bet? (Holds up black box) This new
electronic wonder is a mandatory com-
bined transponder and taximeter. Every
time you enter a piece of airspace it starts
counting time and height, and debits
your account accordingly and credits his
account. (Nods towards picture of
Godfather J].) Any tampering is automati-
cally detected, in which case my little
remark about it costing you an arm and a
leg ceases to be metaphorical.

How much will a Diamond cost me?

As the man said, if you have to ask, you
can't afford it.

I might run out of money just at the last
moment.

Then you'll hear this (pushes button on
black box). Alarm bell rings. Metallic female
voice: You have exceeded your credit ceil-
ing! Your variometer has been discon-
nected! You have ten minutes in which to
land safely or negotiate a second mort-
gage on your house; call 129-decimal-85!
After ten minutes dive-brakes will be
deployed automatically! (Increasingly
shrill.) Come on, dozy, you have nine
minutes -

I give up! Farewell, gliding! Goodbye,
Dunstable! (Sobs. Turns to leave.)

Hold on, young fellow, if you have cham-
pionship qualities they might even pay
you. Turn professional! Join the multi-
millionaires (picture of Robin May) now
that soaring is the world's biggest TV
spectator sport. Prize money, sponsor-
ship from suppliers (picture of John
Delafield against background photo of giant
RD Aviation warehouse), fees for opening
supermarkets, seats on the boards of
companies...

What ever happened to Wimbledon?

Not for today’s audiences. No blood. And
you know how the viewers Ilove
tantrums; when they found glider pilots
had manners that made John McEnroe
look like John Gielgud, well ... (Gets out
pad and pencil.) I'll put you down for next
year’s Open Class Nationals. Navigator all
right?
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