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Siskiyou County, California—
hat's a horsepower hound like
me doing in an engine-less air-
craft with a parachute strapped
to my back and my fate in the

hands of a retired schoolteacher? You could cat-

alog what a journalist won't do for a thrill on

a matchbook cover with ample space left over for advertising.

Welcome to the noble sport of soaring: one pilot, one scribe, on

eighty-seven-foot-long wings drawn heavenward by a nylon rope.

Without warning my host—ex-educator Gary Kemp, who has

committed this portion of his retirement to captaining the U.S.

Soaring Team—releases the towline, which prompts that sinking

feeling inevitable with any heavier-than-air object held aloft by

high hopes. The sensation lies somewhere between an elevator
plunge from the top floor of the Sears Tower and the butterflies
you get as you crest the top of a steep hill at speed.

'ADVENTURE SOARING OVER SHASTA

BEST TIME TO GO SUMMER

4x4 DIFFICULTY LEVEL CHILD'S PLAY

But not to worry. Captain Kemp has thirty-three years of soar-
ing under his belt, and he knows the lay of the land around the
Mount Shasta Soaring Center at the Siskiyou (pronounced “sis-
cue™) County, California, airport. We're in easy reach of Paradise
Craggy, a sure source of the rising hot air known as thermals. At
5000 feet, only a couple hundred feet below the release point, we
bump into an invisible force that flicks us aloft like a feather.
“Pretty strong lift for this time of day,” observes Kemp. At 6000 feet
there’s another healthy upward surge. | steal a glance down the
wing line and notice the tips—way out there forty or more feet—
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Like every adventure, soaring enjoys

swinging through what must be a ten-foot arc. Our white com-
posite-plastic sailplane is flapping its wings in a crude imitation
of flight. But a full minute after relinquishing our tie to horse-
power, instrument readings are encouraging: We're making sev-
enty-five knots (86 mph) horizontally and holding our own
vertically. Even though the ropes holding us up are invisible, Kemp
obviously knows them well.

You can see the whole world through our polished plastic
canopy—Mount Shasta’s snow-topped twin peaks a few miles to
the south, California’s Interstate 5 snaking below, irrigated prairies
here, alpine forests there. It's a spectacular view on a perfect day;
a robin's-egg-blue sky dotted with cotton-candy clouds warmed
by those oh-so-golden California rays. The only mistake | made
was nhot donning a hat. My brain is starting to bubble like a pot
pie in a microwave and I'm ready for a cooling brush against the
clouds a few thousand feet above our heads.

As we cross over one craggy peak, the warbling variometer that
audibly reports our rate of climb sings a higher note as we're
simultaneously hit with a massive wallop from below. Kemp heels
the craft into a thirty-degree bank and we climb like an express
elevator. | watch an instrument in my back-seat cockpit swing from
500, through 700 feet per minute, and occasionally touch the 900
mark as we helix higher. When we reach 7100 feet on the altime-
ter the clouds are literally right over our heads. The shade cuts
the oppressive cabin heat and all is right with the world.

With abundant altitude under our wings, we can glide cross-
country for miles and see the sights of northern California and
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HURRY UP AND WAIT Soaingisahdgly o ganized sport thet requirespatience. Theres no
flyirg uless the sun shires, because the |ift depends on wermar rising off thesda -hed ed land-
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its own special collection of myths and misunderstandings.

southern Oregon to our hearts’ content. (The current world-record ~ When foul weather scrubbed one day'’s activities, | cornered a cou-
distance for a glider flight is more than 1200 miles.) The combi-  ple of the aces on hand to plumb their deep wells of experience.
nation of rising air, skill at the controls, and the sheer efficiency Ron Tabery, a forty-seven-year-old chemical engineer from
of our craft has lifted us from a release altitude of 5200 feet to  Austin, Texas, with four Open Class championship notches on his
7100 feet in ten minutes. | feel a touch of the thrill aviation pio-
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neers Otto Lilienthal and the Wright brothers must have enjoyed " 'C hakoapsin
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when they cracked the fundamental secrets of flight. i
Like every adventure, soaring enjoys its own special collection e Jacksonvilke,
of myths and misunderstandings. Silence and serenity top that list. il R
Even without the growl of internal combustion providing thrust, Hirugs DH EGUH
there’s more than enough noise to keep you from nodding off. The - e —
composite structure constantly creaks and groans in response to Alamain River
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varying lift and drag forces. The wind whoosh is ever present, with
an intensity directly proportional to your horizontal velocity. Every
time the nose drops and air speed rises, | picture Slim Pickens rid- b
ing the nuke home to target delta in Dr. Strangelove. But with a = 1
sixty-to-one glide ratio, there's absolutely no sense of panic over P . - L
locating a safe landing site. At this altitude, we have more than 3 B

fifty miles of operating range, not counting the inevitable ther- ; '_ CALIFOR N' A
mals rising off the solar-heated farmland en route home. Sowhen
Kemp vectors back to base with military precision, | step out of :
the sailplane ready to do it all over again. Cancel the cliché photo
of this soaring novice with a frantic lip lock on terra firma.

My joy ride came at the conclusion of an intense two-week
Open Class National Competition sponsored by the Soaring
Society of America. The purpose of this annual contest is to iden-
tify those pilots best able to represent America at the world level.
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ADVENTURE

belt, is soaring’s perfect spokesman. Without a hint of smugness,
he revealed his entry into the sport. “My first glider ride was with
Neil Armstrong at age eight, but | didn’t begin flying seriously until
I was thirteen. We lived in Houston. Neil was an astronaut train-
ing for the Gemini VIII mission and a member of the local glider
club. You have to be sixteen to obtain a power-plane license, but
you can solo a glider at age fourteen. | had two instructors—my
father and Neil.”

| asked Tabery the secrets to becoming a successful sailplane
pilot. “Desire is essential,” he answered. “You've got to hang out
at glider contests and learn from your mistakes. There’s so much
you need to know in this sport that I'm still learning after more
than thirty years and nearly 4000 hours in my flight log.

“You start with a student license, take lessons from a certified

instructor, and solo when you're ready. That takes ten to fifteen
hours of flight time. The written and oral tests are not much dif-
ferent from what's necessary to receive a single-engine pilot's
license. A really dedicated student could earn a license in a month.
With weather conditions factored in, it usually takes a year.” Cost:
between $1000 and $2000.

The Soaring Society of America (SSA) claims 15,000 active
members, most of whom hold a pilot's license. Those who com-
pete in SSA-governed soaring competition do so in four distinct
classes determined primarily by wingspan, because that factor has
the greatest influence on performance. What's called the Standard
Class has a maximum 15-meter (49-foot) wingspan. Craft with
the same wingspan and full-length flaps occupy the 15-meter
Class. (Flaps are hinged aerodynamic surfaces used to alter the
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On the Wing: A Brief History of Taking to the Air
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ADVENTURE

wing’s lift and drag characteristics.) The 18-meter Class permits
another ten feet of wingspan. The Open Class imposes no restric-
tion on wing configuration, but the craft's ready-to-fly weight may
not exceed 750 kilograms or 1650 pounds.

Tabery’s Open Class Schleicher ASW-22 has wings that stretch
a heroic eighty-eight feet. He puts that in perspective by noting
it's not much shorter than a DC-9's reach. For competitive reasons,
it's essential to leave the ground with water ballast tanks loaded
right to the 1650-pound limit. Tabery, whose father was the first
sailplane pilot to experiment with water ballast in 1947, explains
why: “A soaring competition is for all intents a physics exam where
you're constantly exchanging potential and kinetic energy. To max-
imize the potential energy at your disposal at the beginning of the
race, you want the heaviest possible craft and maximum altitude.”

The competition is speed-based using two distinct formats. The
first is called Pilot Option; within a given block of time, the pilot
flies around any desired course to rack up as many miles as pos-
sible. The more common format at Mount Shasta is called
Assigned Task; here you race from one turn point to the next on
a route defined by the competition director. After each craft is
launched, it flies to a mustering point—an imagi-
nary five-mile-diameter cylinder extending from the
ground to a 9000-foot altitude to give every com-
petitor ample maneuvering room. The competition
technically begins fifteen minutes after the final
plane is launched, though each competitor’s speed
clock doesn't start until he or she leaves the start-
ing cylinder’s boundaries. Beyond 14,000 feet, sup-
plemental oxygen is used to keep a clear head. (The
FAA-imposed ceiling is 18,000 feet, but the world

TOOLS OF THE TRADE Hghy effident(and | engthy) wngs provide
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record altitude for sailplanes is 49,000 feet.) On-board GPS instru-
ments support navigation and course verification. Each craft's GPS
recorder is handed in at the end of the day for analysis that reveals
both the speed achieved and whether the craft flew the prescribed
course within a quarter-mile of every turn point.

A cockpit full of sailplane instruments costs roughly $6500, but
that's merely the tip of the iceberg. Tabery describes the price of
a front-line Open Class sailplane as “a modest house.” In round
figures that's $100,000 for the plane, another $9000 for a suit-
able transport trailer. Tabery has an interesting option on his craft
that adds another $33,000 or so to the tab: a 60-horsepower sin-
gle-rotor Wankel engine that drives a two-blade propeller for self-
sufficient launches. This system hinges up from a fuselage bay just
behind the wing for takeoff. When a suitable altitude is reached,
the engine is switched off, a device aligns the blades with the fuse-
lage, and the power system swings back into its storage com-
partment. The extra mass has no influence on performance
because an additional 500 pounds of ballast is still needed to
reach the racing weight limit.

Tabery used neither his engine nor the Chevrolet Avalanche
support vehicle we offered for launch purposes, but he did accept
a tow to the Mount Shasta event's starting line. The contrast
between the two machines couldn’'t be more dramatic. The
spindly and sleek sailplane next to our big green monster
truck constituted the mechanical equivalent of beauty and
the beast. Still, there were envious eyes. Gary Kemp for one =
noted, “I could have made excellent use of your truck when | land-
ed out in a plowed field the other day.”

Tabery confirms that every sailplane pilot “lands out” sooner
or later, including world-class champions. “When the weather’s
not there, you just go down,” he explains. “The whole thermal-
ing maneuver demands skill, refinement, and practice. You're look-
ing for cumulus clouds that mark the lift. As warm air rises, it
expands and cools to make the cloud. So wherever there’s a cloud,
there’s lift.

“The challenge is to center the craft in the strongest part of the
lift column. We may describe the maneuver as a circle or a spi-
ral, but one side is invariably stronger than the other because of
wind, so you're constantly refining your turn. Since you're trav-
eling nowhere in a spiral, you want to climb as quickly as possi-
ble to get going again. Altitude is money in the bank that you can
spend in the form of speed over distance.

“Another maneuver we use is called ‘dolphining.” When you
hit an updraft while cruising cross-country at 100 or 150 mph,
pulling the stick back can jump you a thousand feet from the
combination of kinetic and thermal energy. It's like Superman
leaping buildings in a single bound or a dolphin surging out
of the water. When the lift is lined up in what we call ‘cloud
streets,” you can fly fifty miles with no loss of altitude and no
need for circling. It's not unusual to maintain a 100-mph
ground-speed average when this occurs.”

Unfortunately, a tactical error on the fifth day of the com-
petition cost Tabery dearly and he ended up third in overall
standings, 120 points (out of a maximum 6000) behind Chip
Garner and Rex Mayes in their two-place Schleicher. Proof that
accidents can happen when you're having fun was dramatically
supplied by Paul DeMeester, who snagged a wing while landing
on the fifth day of competition, looped his craft, and broke both
his sailplane and his foot. But there’s little doubt he’ll be back for
more. As these pilots assured me, soaring isn't just a sport—it’s
an addiction.
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Nor thern Cdif ornia s Mount
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continent of Miwhen it wes
overwhel ned by the Padfic
Ccean Rsingto adoriows 14,162f eet, thecurently dornant
Mount Shasta is the nost naj estic peak in the Cascade chain

Mount Shasta is sacred to Native Americans,

Atit s base, you can rice McCloud Railroad's Shasta Sunset Dinner
Train on a thr ee-hour extr avaganza of gournet dning ad br eath
taking views oftwo mountains, dpref aests, and | ush neadows
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finest trout streans; rank novcescan

arive enpty-handed torent gear and learn fromthe pros.
Warl dr enowned gui de Jack Trout (o lid) wil hdpyou land the
fift een- t 0 seventeen-inch rai nbow or brown trout on the Md oud
Rver (530-926—4540; wwwjaktr out .co n). Histaic Dunsmuir offe s
sleeping and dining accormodations in period rdl cas and the | ast
working locomotivet urntable in North Anerica

For noreconfa tfa fromthe clickety-dack try the Mount Shasta
Ranch Bed and Breakfast, 1008 W A Barr Road, Munt Sasta
Cdif ornia 96067 (530-926-3870; d pirere@nowa est.ret). Ths
e ghty-yea -ddranch house wes originaly the hone of HD. Culey
Brow, a wedthy ca tle and thor oughbr ed-hor se br eeder who estab-
lished severd of ths country s g andestr acetr acks. The arigrd 125
foot sw nming pool and sunkentemis courts ae long gone, hut host
Bill La sen offas a warm hea th congenid roons, ad a hea ty
lr eakfast sread Hs devenroons range from $55t 0 $95 per night
dusta
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Mex can r estaur ant
Casa Ramos, 136
S. Munt Shasta
Boul evard, Munt
Shasta Cdif ornia
96067 (530-926—
029), is borrego, a
narinat ed and
baked | anb shank.
rs hearty fare and heavenly refreshments. Their didas
mar gritas ae
served in vesse s rearly lar ge enough f ar bathing
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Fo lichte fa e (bur gers,t acos, honenmade cooki es), try the Opera

Restaurant, 70 S. Heventh, Mntague, Cdif ornia 96064 (530-926—
5794). During surmer nonths, the Bl ue Gose steam excu siontran
still stopsinthsturn-of-the-centuy ralroad t own that wes once the
hone of the Centrd Paific Ralroad s chief engineer Sanuel Montague.





