I Gotta Go, I Gotta Go!

This is usually what those of you who have kids hear the moment you leave in the car on vacation.  It’s also what a few of us are saying to ourselves since it’s April.  That’s because the Annual Falcon XC Contest is in full swing and it’s the start of what is usually some beautiful conditions that make going XC possible.

If you have not attempted going XC, what are you waiting for?  So long as your thermalling skills are up to par, you have a good sense of direction, and you fly smart, you too can go XC.  While going over the back may scare some of you who consider the primary LZ as your security blanket, in reality there are numerous fields, some even bigger with less obstructions than the primary LZ in which you can safely land.  I have only been XC 4 times myself, so far, but I found it to be the most rewarding experience hang gliding has to offer.  Here are some tips that may help you finally decide to leave the nest.

First and foremost don’t think you need to be a Hang 5 to go.  Like I’ve already said, you just need good skills and good judgement.  My first XC was at the start of my second season of flying and for a distance of 8 miles.  The very next day I did another, this time 15 miles.  My own rule is that I must first be at least 5000’ over the top of Ellenville Mountain and climbing to go.  Once you commit, fly headings that take you from one field to the next always keeping a good LZ within reach.  Don’t ever leave one you know you will make for any other you are not certain of reaching.  Over the back there are two major traffic concerns.  One is Orange County Airport and the other Stewart Airport, both of which you can clearly see from 5000’.  As any of us know we must remain outside of their airspace.  Staying to the north side of Route 52 does this until you get to Walden where you must turn onto a more northerly heading.  I can’t comment on what’s on the other side of the Hudson River as I have not yet been there; however, I know there are a few who make the trip on a regular basis.  I’d recommend any newcomer to XC to track down one of these people and ask them for their guidance.  I have and have received some valuable information that helps me.  For those that think going over the back is just too scary or cumbersome in terms of retrieval, consider flying the ridge north towards Ellenville Airport.  It’s a short hop, and one that can be made easily so long as you fly smart.  If you chicken out half way, you can always come back.

At altitude, even on warm summer days, it may be cold so dress appropriately.  I’m a skier and snowboarder so my usual ski gear does it for me.  At first I thought being able to locate thermals would be difficult, but it’s not.  Look for good thermal generators.  Things like plowed fields, dry weeds or crops, paved parking lots and some larger rooftops make good choices.  Things to stay away from are lakes, rivers, swamps, and cool forests.  A great indicator of where thermals may reside are cumulus clouds, and in our area you may even see a sailplane or two soaring in lift.  You’ll know you’re in lift when the predominantly smooth conditions you may be cruising in suddenly gets bumpy.  You may even hear a noticeable change in the velocity of the wind.  On relatively calm days the changes will be slight, but on active days, believe me you’ll know your in lift, and sink too!

When you see a field you want to land in remember your approach skills.  If you’re ever unsure as to which way the wind is coming from just look around for cues.  Things like flags, smoke, and ripples on water give great indications.  If none are available try flying across the field in two different directions perpendicular to each other, like a cross.  While doing so look below to determine how your ground track looks.  If for instance your track is from left to right then the wind is from your left, or at least from that general direction.  Make sure your field is free of obstructions and if it has any slope to it land in an up hill direction if the wind direction permits, otherwise maybe you should consider a more favorable field.  Once down be respectful of the owner’s property, and by all means if the owner is available, go and introduce yourself.  The people I’ve met so far have been more than happy to see me in their field.

So, if staying out in front of the mountain is your bag, great, but you’re missing out on a lot of fun.  Get out, fly often and develop your skills.  Talk with others, who have gone XC, get a group to go together, maybe even a ground crew to follow you.  Stop thinking you can’t and say you can.  Just go!

By the way, here’s a web site that will help you calculate all those miles you flew: http://www.indo.com/distance/
 Have fun and fly safely.

