Graduation Day

To some the title of this month’s article may kindle an image of walking down the aisle in cap and gown at your college commencement ceremony and what it took to get you there.  To others it may make you think of that time you took the big step from going to school to getting a job.  To me as a hang glider pilot I think of it as the day I decide to trade up to a new wing.  No matter what you may think of, in each of these cases some sort of demonstrated skill is needed in order to warrant your going to that next level.  This couldn’t be more true when trading in your single surface wing for a new-fangled, hot damn, super-duper performance wing.  Take a look at the following tidbit a friend sent me recently.

novice pilot attempting a loop on single surface wing (circa 1992)

This better than average student owning and flying a Harrier 147 for nearly a year decides that he is going to start doing loops in his Harrier. He had seen an old photo from the mag from the early 80's where a Harrier is shown to be in a vertical dive so he considered his wing suitable for a loop. He didn't talk to anyone about his desires and just goes for it.

With a camera mounted to document his feat he dives and pushes out. The photo below was taken with him smiling in total bliss. (sorry but the photo is face smudged to protect the naive, so just imagine a big shit eating grin) The asi shows through the blowup that he has about a 16 mph airspeed (give or take depending on his loading I suppose) He is at about an 80 degree pitch up attitude. Given that he is decelerating at about 22 mph per second it is likely he was completely stopped within .7 seconds after this photo was taken.


Witnesses observed the dive to a vertical climb. Tailslide to a forward tumble of 1.5 rotations to another dive to again a vertical climb to about the same attitude when stopped. Then a second tailslide and forward tumble of again 1.5 rotations to another dive. But on this dive they observed the pilot with one leg or foot (boot hook?) caught on a lower side wire so that the 3rd time climbing he inadvertently rolled the wing into a nice 100 degree wingover and subsequent recovery.

The pilot landed the glider fine all the while believing that he had just done his first two loops soon looking for recognition of his success. The glider had batten failures of several arrowshafts and was otherwise undamaged.

The moral of the story is that if you are contemplating something new seek the advice of those who have already done it. They might just save your life.

OK, so this really doesn’t touch the trading up thing, but it does go to show the possibly devastating results that can occur if you push the envelope too far.  Trading up to a new glider before your skills dictate that you are ready for that glider can be considered pushing the envelope.

Of have heard of a few pilots that have left the sport only because they were no longer having fun flying their wings and also because they got an awakening at one point or another.  Being scared in flight should never be an issue so long as you are flying within your own limitations.  If this means your skills limit you to flying a single surface wing, then don’t go out and buy that Fusion right away.  Your money can probably be better spent on additional training instead.

In our own close knit community of Ellenville fliers we have a few who have recently traded up.  Some are great pilots and will have no problem transferring their skills into their new wings.  Others I’m not so sure of.  It seems like only yesterday they got their Hang II ratings.  This does not mean I don’t think they can do it, but I fear they may be rushing things a bit.  Unfortunately we live in a world where one-upmanship plays an important role in living day-to-day.  To make matters worse, manufacturers of hang gliders inundate us with ad after ad of new products on the market.  Of course this makes it even easier for those of us who are somewhat Scrooge-ish to be able to get that newer glider from a vast list of used equipment for sale by those that have already made the jump.

The flying season is short enough as it is.  This year in particular was shorter because of all the non-flyable weekend days.  I like many others was not able to fly as often as I would have liked.  Throw this fact into the mix and you now have a Hang II, making a jump to a new glider, and not getting the needed airtime to enable him or her to become proficient at flying one.  Of course once the weather does cooperate, or until Spring, whatever comes first, do you think they will revert back to the old single surface wing to hone their skills?  You wanna buy a bridge?

In short, don’t take giant steps when participating in this sport.  The smaller the steps the better pilot you will be for your efforts.  While things like speed, time aloft, and distance are all important factors to consider when deciding what wing is best for you, the most important factors are to –

Have fun and fly safely.

