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The first week or so of July saw unusually early monsoonal
flow caused by an anticyclone over southern Utah pushing
the weather usually destined for Arizona into Southern Cal-
ifornia.

What did that mean for us? It was hot and uncomfortably
humid. It didn’t rain, but a significant thunderstorm tracked
just to the north of us through Simi Valley during the first
part of the contest. It didn’t affect the flying - the sky was
cloudy at times, particularrily to the north, but there wasn’t
any significant air movement because of them. In fact the
air  was just flat during the first part of the contest with

nothing but very small thermals in unusual places. The sea
breeze eventually kicked in, making the field a bit more
pleasant to stand on and making the air more flyable.

The contest was four rounds. It started with a 3 minute pre-
cision task scoring 900/100. This was followed by a three
round add-em-up for a total task time of 20 minutes, with
no individual flight over 8 minutes in duration. These three
rounds were scored as 2 pts/sec up to 8 minutes and then
-10 pts/sec over, with landings 100 points per round.
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Clouds - Right is the sky early in
the day when rain threatend, left
and below is the view to the north
later in the morning.
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This was held on June 27th. The weather was perfect -
cloudless skies, warm temperatures, cooling breezes, a
sterotypical day in SoCal. Flying conditions were typical -
flat at first with lift building towards mid-morning culminat-
ing in periods of lift and sink. Wind direction was variable at
first but settled down to a sea breeze.

Edgar, the CD, used the June club contest as our practise
run so this contest followed the same format - four rounds,
six minutes per round, scoring 900/100. This is quite a
challenging format at Redwood given the variablility in lift
over the duration of a contest so it was no surprise that
scores became highly variable during the third round
‘slump’ that seems to occur with monotonous regularity in
mid-morning.

Many of the contestants were new to Redwood and it was
interesting to see how they got caught by trying to fly in ar-
eas that might have appeared to be promising but are actu-

ally pretty useless to fly in. For example, at one point a
whole group of fliers were trying to get significant lift off an
area above the courts to the west of the school buildings.
One flier tried circling there and attracted a second, which
attracted a third and so on until there were a number cir-
cling (and sinking). (Followed by a mass landing.....)

There were a couple of off field landings south of Gains-
bourgh Rd. as contestants refused to admit that there was
no lift, circled that one turn too many, lost sight of their
planes (they started pitching wildly) and landed in a yard
and on a roof (both without damage). One plane was de-
stroyed when a launch accident threw it into the fence at
high speed.

TOSS enjoyed the “home field advantage” (i.e. “we knew
where the lift was”) so we did well in the standings. Mike
Regan got second Masters, Edgar took third Expert and
Don first ThreeFunction.

(Results of the SC2 Contest on the next page.........)
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����by Fred Sage.
(Editor’s note - this is part 3 of the series that was published in
SWSA’s “Popoff” but probably started life in TPG’s “Gull Wings”.
This is a fairly long, but still interesting article. It has been men-
tioned to me that a very reliable “Indicator of Lift” is Fred going bal-
listic because he wants to launch and the winches are down.)

As you recall, for the last two months we’ve been discussing the
importance of launching at the right time and several techniques to
accomplish this objective. Managing or optimizing the use of your
launch window, indicators of lift (IoL) and been observant have al-
ready been discussed as part of a three part program. The last
step - being prepared to launch - is discussed in this section.

Why is it important to be prepared to launch? To state the obvious,
lift is an extremely perishable commodity. The lift you’ve identified
because of your increased understanding of IoL and your powers
of observation is transient at best. Several factors can combine to
conspire against lift continuing to be useful. Some of the more ob-
vious are:-

1 The lift can dissipate as the air goes into a down cycle.
2 The lift can become diffused and the core becomes hard to

follow as it drifts erratically.
3 The lift can become weakened as it approaches the inversion

layer and all that remains is neutral air.
4 You make a mistake as you attempt to follow the lift and are

no longer able to stay with the thermal.
5 The bottom of a “mature” bubble can drop out so that only the

higher gliders are rising.
6 The lift can drift so far downwind that it becomes impossible to

remain in the thermal as you approach your personal limit of
visibility.

7 The lift can be separated by so much sink that its impractical
to get to the lift.

8 The meteorological conditions change and limit the thermals
life.

In each of these situations timing is a critical factor in the useful-

ness of lift. As a thermal goes through its life cycle mere seconds
often make the difference.

How many times have you stood in the winch line and said to your-
self “If I could only launch now I could chase that thernal downwind
and make it work for me” ? That’s a moment by moment decision.
If you could launch immediately, you could catch the thermal and
work it for a few minutes before you reach your limit of visibility.  In
this manner you could generate sufficient altitude to be able to re-
turn and catch the next thermal. However, if you delay for launch
even 15 or 20 seconds, the thermal will be sufficiently far down-
wind that even if you catch it, you can’t stay with it long enough to
generate the requisite altitude. Those 15 seconds are the differ-
ence between the thermal being useful and not!

How many times have you been in a thermal only a few feet lower
than the gliders above and you see the other gliders climb out
while the best you’re able to do is slowly lose contact? This spe-
cific situation is also a timing shortfall with is often only a matter of
seconds. If you have been able to catch the thermal earlier in its
life cycle , you would have been able to work the thermal while it
was still strong and could be climbing out with the other gliders.

The last statement introduces the concept that thermals ebb and
flow in their strengths. However, once past its peak, a typical ther-
mal will weaken over time until eventually its no longer useful. Also
the higher in the thermal column you’re flying the stronger the ther-
mal becomes until eventually the thermal bounces against an in-
version layer or just runs out of gas.

With this foundation I think we can all agree that catching a ther-
mal early can be critical. To put this another way, he who gets to
the thermal first will be able to climb out  higher than those that join
later. This is why astute competitors will put their glider into reflex
to close on a known thermal. They will gladly sacrifice the several
feet that reflex costs in trade for arriving at the thermal many sec-
onds earlier. However, these precious seconds are also available

(Continued on page 5)
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to you through proper pre-launch preparations.

Lets have a look at a typical open flight order TD contest. All the
competitors are sitting in the pits looking for IoL until someone be-
comes confident  enough to launch. After launching the pilot con-
ducts his search pattern until does indeed find lift. At that moment,
his glider becomes a beacon that screams to everyone that’s
watching that they should also launch. Unfortunately, given the
logistics and dynamics of a typical TD contest the decision to
launch and the actual launch may be separated by several min-
utes.

The tasks that are routine prior to launching include: finding your
timer, getting your score card, frequency pin, glider and transmitter
and then patiently waiting in a winch line until its your turn to
launch. Normally only two or three of the winches are operating
and the launch lines immediately become quite long. Since every-
one is trying to launch or time, finding a retriever operator can be
frustrating and time consuming.

Make good use of that waiting time by taking the following precau-
tions: ensure that your timer has the correct time set, that your
transmitter and flight pack are on and working and that launch set-
tings are engaged and that you’ve got an alternate thermal search
pattern in mind in case the lift doesn’t develop as expected. Addi-
tionally, the astute competitor checks to make sure that not too
many people are launching at once, thereby creating a crowded
landing zone.

As the elapsed time mounts during this process, the thermal that
prompted your launch decision may no longer be useful. If you
could limit the elapsed time for launch, you would have more as-
surance of reaching the lift you’ve spotted. This is where being
prepared to launch can pay huge dividends.

The following are techniques that I use to prepare for launch. The
list is in no particular order and effect of these suggestions is cu-
mulative.

Location, Location, Location.....

Position your glider and transmitter close to an operating winch but
far enough away to prevent it from being in harm’s way. I sit close
to my glider and winch lines and I insist that my timer sit close to
me or I remain aware of his location. When I commit to launch it
takes about 20 seconds to get from my chair to the winch line.

Postflight your Preflight

Do all your preflight checks as you position your glider and before
you make a commitment to launch.  In fact, during a contest, I do
my preflight checks for the next round as I exit the landing are
from the preceding round.

Communicate With your Timer

I find it very important that my timer and I are on the same wave-
length. We discuss the upcoming round and my intentions. By do-
ing so there’s no miscommunication and we both have a clear un-
derstanding of the task. I ask my timer to set the watch for the task
to avoid confusion or last minute mistakes. As I spot IoL and make
my decision to launch all I have to do is turn on the transmitter and
flight pack and go through a control check. Not a single second is
wasted in preparation to launch.

Because I am on an exclusive frequency I retain my frequency pin
throughout the contest.

If I don’t have my score card I don’t let this slow my progress to-
wards a rapid launch. After all, you don’t need a score card to
complete your flight task for the round.

Be Aware and Fully Prepared

Study the launch tendencies of your fellow competitors and try not
to get into a winch line with competitors that procrastinate.

Stay appraised of the condition of the launch equipment. If a winch
has had several line breaks, avoid it.

If a winch is known to be weak be prepared to take a substandard
winch in order to launch rapidly into good air.

Be prepared to act not only as a timer but also as a retriever oper-
ator.

If a competitor in front of me is unwilling to launch I’ll tactfully men-
tion that I will be able to launch and the retriever return the tow
hook before the commit to launch.

Delaying at the winch can be used as a defensive or blocking tac-
tic. This happens more by chance than on purpose, but be aware
and be prepared.

Be prepared to push the launch sequence if a competitor at an
adjacent winch seems to be wavering in his resolve to launch.

Be prepared for an inconsiderate pilot thermalling the launch corri-
dor. My policy is to give him one courtesy warning to clear the area
and then I will be prepared to launch in spite of his presence.

Always chose to launch on the upwind winch if it is available. This
is most important - if the line breaks it will foul some, if not all, of
the other winches. I don’t want to take that chance.

And last, but by no means least, I’m not opposed to running to get
to the head of the line.If you can beat a competitor to the line by
one second it translates to being airborne one minute earlier.

The Thirty Second Drill

A typical scenario when I see IoL and I want to launch is to be at
the front of a winch line in 15-20 seconds with the plane ready to
launch and the timer ready to go. I visually clear the launch corri-
dor, check the lines are clear and a retriever is in ready and I
launch. This takes about another 15 seconds. At this point, if I’m
right about the lift I’ve maximized my potential for using that lift.

Seconds count in a TD contest, particularly those seconds that are
wasted while trying to launch into reachable good air. If you’re able
to launch expeditiously you maximize your opportunity to make
your time.

Epilogue

While reading this series you may have reacted the same way as
my wife did when she asked me “Is it your intent to tell people just
how obnoxious you really are?” It may appear so, but the intent is
to share my techniques, techniques that will probably improve your
contest scores.

Every pilot has his own reason for competing. Mine is to win. No
matter what the endeavor, if you are going to succeed you must
have a plan and you must work the plan. By sharing parts of my
plan with you I sincerely hope that you will become a better con-
test pilot.


