O-G-I-T-R-E-V

Don’t be embarrassed if you can’t figure out the title of this month’s article at first glance or to admit you’ve ever felt its effects.  It’s normal for any pilot to feel the effects of V-E-R-T-I-G-O every now and then.  For some of us the affects are very subtle, while for others they can definitely ruin your day.

Vertigo, for those that don’t already know, is simply what you feel as a result of what’s happening inside your inner ear in conjunction with what your eyes tell your brain you see.    The fluid in your inner ear is always in motion and can make you dizzy, especially when you turn your head suddenly in one direction or another.  This motion can also make you think you are turning when you are actually flying straight.  If anyone doubts this, try sitting in a swivel chair blindfolded, then have someone spin you a few times and you tell them when you’ve stopped spinning.  I’ll bet you can’t.  When doing 360’s in flight, like spinning in the chair, this fluid motion is exaggerated and prolonged until the rate at which it is travelling inside your ear catches up to the speed at which you are turning.  It’s during this time that you may feel a bit disoriented.  What makes matters worse is that your eyes usually will try to fix on an object as you turn, then quickly flick forward to the next object, and so on, until the flicking forward is done so quickly everything seems to be a blur.  Over time the little bit of disorientation or confusion this may cause could grow to a point where you begin to feel nauseous, at which point it’s probably best to land and call it a day.  It seems like once the nausea starts, it never goes away.

Vertigo is always present, and will never go away, so how do we deal with it?  When just beginning to fly in thermalling conditions it’s best to take things gradually.  Do only single 360 turns then graduate to multiple 360’s over time.  When in your turns try not to look to the outside, or high wing too often as objects are moving faster out there and your eyes have to work harder at fixing on them.  Looking out at the horizon seems to work good for me, of course all the while checking for traffic.  Keep all turns gentle, as steep turns only make things worse.  Try to keep head movements slow and at a minimum.  Keeping the glider from oscillating too much (remember PIO?) also helps.  Flying often, and in gradually more demanding conditions for longer periods of time with each successive flight will enable you develop a tolerance to vertigo.  Don’t expect things to happen over night.  It takes time.

For those that can’t cope on their own, drugs like Dramamine and Bonine can help, although they can have side effects not compatible with flying, so use caution.  One non-drug I have found works good for me is ginger.  It comes in many forms, has no side effects, and works quickly to soothe an upset stomach.  If none of these remedies float your boat, try remaining busy while in the air.  The attention to detail will help keep your mind off of feeling ill.  I guess if all else fails you can always, well you know.  Just make sure no one is beneath you when you do.

Have fun and fly safely.

