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S.T.A.L.L: undercarriage down and

locked, speed set for minimum approach

velocity, trim set for landing, airbrakes

checked and deployed, looking out for
traffic and trying to land.

You know, it doesn’t matter how many times I have
gone through this landing checklist, it is always a
rush. Perhaps it is because I know that this is the
one thing that I will only get one chance to do it
right. Second chances in the sport of soaring may
be fatal. But let’s leave all those happy thoughts for
another cloudy day.

There I was, on a beautiful warm, windy and sunny
day with a few white puffy sheep-like clouds scat-
tered at about 3000 feet and with unlimited visibil-
ity. In other words, it was pure blue skies.

You may think that these are ideal conditions for
soaring but in reality that was not the case that day.
Other sailplane pilots had already landed for lack of
consistent lift.

The wind was gusting between 15 to 25 knots and
shearing the otherwise strong thermal columns of
hot air, i.e. the fuel that keeps our sleek fiberglass
and aluminum birds soaring above the flatlands.

It had been an uneventful and less than record
breaking day. In fact, I had only been up in the air
for no more than 20 minutes after the tow plane
release.

Oh, don’t get me wrong. I enjoyed every minute of
it but it was just too short a flight. I was disappoint-
ed. I had tried my best to stay aloft safely, but I
wasn’t making much progress so I decided it was
time to land.

At 900 feet above the ground and doing 65 knots,
wind gushing, heart pumping, airbrakes deployed,
with the landing strip in sight and on the downwind
leg to my runway, I was committed. In trying to
reassure myself I thought:

— Everything is cool now... the world is good.

I kept my eyes peeled on runway 26L, an inviting
2000 foot long shiny, emerald green grassy strip.

For a brief moment I saw the tow plane, a couple a
gliders, two golf carts and people on the flight line
below. Perhaps some of the glider pilots were look-
ing up monitoring my landing.
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Yes, I was also keeping an eye out for incoming
power airplane traffic. You see, this little Florida
county airport has two additional asphalt runways
and it can, at times, get really busy with weekend
flyers. The last thing I wanted was a bad surprise.

Suddenly and almost out of nowhere I felt a strong
whoosh of air. The plane jerked and like a stallion
getting his second wind, it began to climb.

The variometer; an instrument that measures the

rate of climb or descend, started an incessant high

pitch noise, while its needle was pegged to the up-
side indicating an updraft of at least 1200 feet per
minute. Instinctively, I turned my head violently,
first left and then right on the lookout for incoming
traffic. Fortunately, I found none.

With no time for fear or hesitation, I quickly made
up my mind. Contrary to all my flight training and
experience, in a split second that seemed like an
eternity, I pushed my foot hard on the left rudder
pedal and at the same time with my right hand
clamped onto the stick, I swung it hard left, too.

The glider responded quickly changing its bank
angle rapidly. It went from 10 degrees to 20 de-
grees, then to 30 degrees and finally 45 degrees.

—Whoa, careful. Let’s not put too much stress on this

puppy, lest you break its wings!

Pushing on the right rudder pedal and bringing the
stick back to the center and avoiding dropping the
nose, I brought my glider to a shallower bank. I
centered it, that is, I placed the glider on top of the
thermal, while trying to gain some altitude fast, for
I could not spend another second flying overhead
the runway.
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Before completing a full circle I spotted a buzzard
flying off my port bow or left wing. He was also
circling the same thermal I was in.

I have always enjoyed watching large birds fly.
Their flight is graceful and delicate, almost like a
ballet of sorts. They make flying seem so effortless-
ly. Also, I have learned to rely on their flight cues,
because they are excellent navigators and accurate
indicators of lift.

—Come on birdie... tell me, where are those ther-

mals?

The needle on the altimeter indicated that we were
gaining altitude. We went from 1000 feet to 1200
feet then to 1400 and finally to 1500 feet altitude. I
was now barely hovering above landing pattern
altitude and gaining;, albeit slowly.

With the wind blowing from the west my sailplane
was being pushed east, downwind and away from
the airport.

It is critical to know that if one is flying downwind
from one’s airport and one doesn’t have enough
altitude and especially if the wind is blowing hard
against you, you will not make it back to your run-
way.

The only way in which a glider gains speed and
moves forward is by pitching its nose down and
descend. Therefore, as a pilot you must keep a

mental tally of the relationship between wind
speed, altitude and distance to your landing site.
And don't forget to be on the lookout, as well. It is
a piece of cake, isn’t it?

Ten minutes later I had lost sight of the buzzard. I
found myself struggling to gain altitude. It was
noon, there were no clouds and the sun was beating
down hard on my skin, especially on my legs, since I
was only wearing shorts.

The wind was still shearing the thermals so that it
was very difficult for me to center them and gain
some altitude.

Meanwhile I was reminded of another one of my
favorite sports which is sailing boats. This felt as if I
was navigating over enormous invisible waves on
an immense blue ocean. Up and down, up and
down. You get the picture.

The trick is to keep the plane very still as long as
possible on the crest of the wave, almost to the
point of stalling and falling off the sky. This ma-
neuver requires you to apply a gentle touch. You
have to feel as if you are just one with your sail-
plane. You have to feel its center of gravity on your
butt, the wind rushing over the wings, the creaks,
the noise from the spars and more. You have to
listen to her speak to you.

At 2500 feet the view was magnificent. To the west
I could see the great Lake Okeechobee and to the
east, the South Florida shoreline with its endless
line of hotels and condominiums.

Now, I was wondering what the folks on the flight
line down below were thinking. Perhaps they were
saying:

—No clouds, the wind is blowing bard. What is he
doing up there? How is he managing to stay aloft?

I was now relaxing up a bit and enjoying the view.
But wait, I asked myself:

—What is that? Ob, isn’t she beautiful? It’s a Discus.

This is a remarkable German built and high per-
formance competition fiberglass ship.

I smirked seeing that this was the second to last
sailplane that had gone up that day and now it was
landing, probably due to the adverse meteorologi-
cal conditions. In the mean time I was still fighting,
scratching and hanging on to the sky.
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Another 20 minutes went by and I was now at a
hefty 3400 feet of altitude which made everything
feel a lot more comfortable and safe.

—Life is really good now.

I was elated because I had been soaring for almost
an hour, because my plane was the only one left in
the sky and because I had managed to gain some
altitude.

It was at this very moment, when I changed my
heading to go west that I looked out my Plexiglas
canopy and there he was; a magnificent bald eagle,
flying at about 400 feet in front of me. I had no idea
where he had come from. He kind of sneaked up on
me.

I was about to initiate another turn trying to keep
another thermal centered but this meant that I
would lose sight of this eagle. Maybe it was all the

altitude - - -
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