Hooked for Life

We all are told, and read about it often – the importance of doing a hang check prior to launch.  Don’t do it just because it’s part of a checklist, or one of the rules.  Do it because your life depends upon it.  Sure, you’ve been flying a long time, and it’s part of the boring routine used before you fly, but think what it would be like if you launched and suddenly found yourself dangling by nothing but your fingertips.  Can’t happen to you?  Think again.

A while back I was witness to a fellow pilot launching without being hooked in.  I missed it, an instructor standing nearby missed it, and more importantly, the pilot missed it.  We all were so complacent about his ability to fly, along with our own, that none of us caught the mistake beforehand.  Not even the pilot realized he was not hooked into the glider for his entire flight!  How you say?  Well, he was lucky.  As it turned out this event happened on a flat sloped training hill where if you glide a few inches off the ground during your flight, that is high.  His only comment after the flight was that it felt awkward and that it took a lot of arm muscle to remain upright and control the glider.  The fact that his knees and feet dragged most of the hill down with him should have been his first clue that things were not as they should have been.  It was not until he walked back up and turned the glider around for another flight that he realized what had happened, and that was only after we told him.

In retrospect, we figured a few things combined caused this incident.  First was that the pilot was a seasoned H3 flying a ‘70’s vintage glider on a training hill he had flown many times before.  He was already in his harness, which is not the case while flying his own glider.  He is accustomed to stepping into a harness that is already attached to the hang loops.  He had no answer about not doing a bona-fide hang check prior to launch, but then again neither did I or the instructor present.  We all fly together often and just took for granted everything was OK.

Moral of the story?  Don’t let complacency about your flying get in the way of checking and rechecking things before you launch.  And that goes for you spectators out there too.  Don’t be afraid to speak up when you see something that just doesn’t look right.  Yes, it is ultimately part of the pilot’s responsibilities to make certain things are OK before he or she launches, but a few more eyes can’t hurt.  Make certain you are always hooked in before launching as if you life depended upon it, because it does.

Have fun and fly safely.

