As the World Turns

Nope, not the TV soap opera, but some things to consider about spins.  Lately there have been articles written about spins, and actual incidents involving spins.  I’d like to give you my own take on the subject.

In short, don’t do ‘em, unless you know you and your glider are capable.  However, there are times when they may happen accidentally, and what you do when they occur can save your life.  There are gliders out there that will intentionally spin when asked to, and others that won’t spin no matter what you ask them to do.  If you’re like me, not one that has a death wish or extreme desire to do aerobatics of any kind, right glider right skills or not, then it is of the utmost importance for you to learn how to avoid the potential of a spin.

What initially causes a spin is one wing of the glider not wanting to fly anymore, or stalling.  I’m sure each of you has experienced at one time or another while doing 360’s, that momentary steepening of the bank angle and subsequent rolling to the inside of the turn along with a slight pitch down attitude that results when you don’t coordinate things well.  This happens because that inside wing is no longer able to fly, or stalled.  The glider, by design, tries to overcome this by pitching over or speeding up.  The steeper the bank, the higher the angle of attack, the faster the air needs to be moving over that wing section.  If the bank is too steep, the angle of attack too high, or the airspeed too slow, you stall, and if you aggravate the stall by increasing the bank or attack angles further, or slow down even more, you eventually may spin.  In a Falcon the result is more like a steep diving turn, in something like a Millennium, or Atos, the turns could be tighter and faster.

Recognizing the signs that things are not what they should be leading up to the stall point is a key factor in avoiding spins.  A good general rule to follow is, any time you increase your angle of bank in a level turn, increase your speed as well.  Hearing the increase in speed may make you want to slow things down a bit in a steep turn, but avoid the temptation to slow down.  By doing so you are only increasing the chances of having your wing stall.  There are all sorts of charts and figures that airplane pilots use to determine the right speed to fly given a specific angle of bank.  We don’t have charts, figures or fancy instruments to go by, but we do have our ears and the ability to sense pitch pressures with our hands.  Learn to use what you hear and feel to arrive at the right speed to fly in every given situation while remaining within the speed limitations of your glider.  Know and understand that high pitch angles, steep bank angles and slow speeds, when experienced together, precede stalls and spins.

Should you unintentionally find yourself in a spin, your natural tendency may be to push out to slow your descent into the spinning world below.  This is probably the worst thing you could do.  Remember the wing is stalling because of a lack of airspeed over it.  Pushing out makes things worse.  You really want to pull in momentarily to regain your airspeed.  The critical point here is that in a given attitude, like pointing straight down toward the ground, you may actually overspeed your airframe and things could get ugly real fast.  Alas, the main reason for knowing the warning signs before a spin occurs.  Remaining safe, in control and avoiding spins is simple so long as you understand what causes them and how to avoid them.

Have fun and fly safely.

