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So there | was ...

A Newbie’s first competition experi-
ence at the Chelan XC Classic

It's twenty-five minutes into my flight and I’m 3500
feet above Chelan Butte looking east toward the
farmlands of eastern Washington. | pull on some
VG and go on glide across the Columbia River
Gorge toward alone hang glider circling low on the
eastern rim. Coming in 500 feet above the other pi-
lot, | find some ratty lift, and we work it together.
I’m slowly gaining enough altitude to make my way
east toward the town of Mansfield, my goal for the
day. Following arough ride up 1500 feet, | decide to
leave the lift on the rim of the gorge and head to-
ward the flats and the promise of better thermals.

After ashort glide | arrive over the power lines, the
landmark dividing the blue hole of the Columbia
River Gorge and the arid flats and big thermals to
the east. | find some lift and climb to 6600 feet be-
fore following aWills Wing Falcon east along
Highway 172. A few minuteson glideand I've
caught up to the Falcon. I’'m several hundred feet
over him and flying 1000 feet off to the side aswe
descend toward Lone Butte. Neither of usisfinding
lift and we' re both desperately looking for signs of
thermal activity ahead, as we are quickly running

At the morning pilot’s meeting, Meet Director
Tom Pierce cracks the whip on late-arriving
pilots

A rare photo of Darren Darsey, for once not
airborne on his U2

out of atitude. Nothing but sink. Three hundred ft/
min, then 500, then 600. | ook over to see my ther-
mal-seeking partner turn and start his landing ap-
proach. | unzip my harness and look for the thermal
that must be close. Then | seeit: adust devil ahead
and to my right. | quickly alter course and begin to
climb. | start to turn in 200-ft/min lift, happy to be
on my way up as | watch the Falcon pilot make a
good landing next to the road. Soon the lift in-
creases—400, 600, then 800ft/min. I’m on my way,
and after being so low | decide to milk this one for
al it sworth and ride it to over 11,000 feet as | drift
towards Mansfield.

My first visit to Chelan was a year ago, during the
2004 Chelan X-C Classic. | was interested in learn-
ing to hang glide and thought it would be fun to
watch the gliders and have a chance to talk to some
of the pilots. Well, asluck would haveit, the flying
was cancelled the two days | was there due to wild
fires, and al the pilots were off doing other things.
Thetrip was abust. But later that summer | man-
aged to earn my H2 rating under Russ Gelfan’sin-
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deep hole and now was gliding over my
turn point at what seemed like the top of
the world. Thiswas my first cross-
««  country flight, my first time over 8200
. feet (my previous altitude record), and
* would soon be my first out and return—
and the Chelan Classic hadn’'t even
started. If | didn’t make it beyond the
: butte during the next week of competi-
- _tion, the trip would still be worth it. But
" asit turns out there was alot more to
come.

The next day we met on launch for the
first day of the Chelan X-C Classic.
With some advice and coaching from
Larry Snyder, | get off early behind
Doug Campbell and soon I’'m at 8000
feet and leaving the butte for Mansfield.

Big, big toys for big, big boys. Like a giant Tonka toy, the Remembering my low save from yester-

Pinzgauer is probably the ultimate hang glider rig

struction and started flying every chance | had.

| went back to Chelan for the first time as a hang
glider pilot this spring for the Chelan Beach-1n and
had a few good days of flying around the butte to
get acquainted with the areafrom the air. The plan
was to attend the Classic later that summer to sup-
port the club and get a day or two of flyinginwhile
the competitors glided away to far-off turn points.

Well, at least that was the plan until | talked with
Tom Pierce, the meet director for the 2005 Classic.
Tom persuaded me that the Classic was a great meet
for first-time competitors. It s arelaxed atmosphere
with each pilot deciding individually what kind of
task they want to fly on any given day. “But, Tom,”
| said, “I’ve never even flown cross-country be-
fore.” “Ah, you'll do fine,” Tom replied. So | signed
up the next day. What the heck, | figured, even if |
never make it beyond the butte it will be afun time
with agreat bunch of people.

As| glided toward Mansfield at 11,000 feet on the
day before the meet began, | felt pretty darn good. |
had made it over the Colombia River Gorge and
onto the flats. | had pulled myself out of a pretty

day, | try to exercise alittle more pa-

tience and work the first couple thermals
on the eastern rim of the gorge for more altitude be-
fore heading east. | manage to stay high through the
rest of the out and return to Mansfield and then land
back at the soccer field LZ only to discover I've
made my first mgjor mistake of the meet. | missed
entering the Mansfield turn point cylinder! Not feel-
ing very comfortable fiddling with my GPS while |
was flying, | hadn’'t used it to navigate the turn
point. When | reached Mansfield | ssmply flew over
the town, thinking | couldn’t not be in the cylinder.
Right? Wrong. | hadn’t realized the turn point was
actually abit northeast of town (described in plain
English in the turn point descriptions), and | missed
it by a couple thousand feet. Lesson learned: con-
firm that you're in the turn point cylinder with your
GPS, dufus.

There is a 10-15mph southwest wind on day 2 and
we all launch and ridge soar in athick gaggle. There
are so many glidersin front of launch that I'm reluc-
tant to start turning in the thermals that are occa-
sionally blowing through, for fear of amid-air colli-
sion. After twenty-five minutes of this| call it quits
and head for the LZ. There are afew glidersin the
pattern as | approach so | decide to crossthe river to
the west-facing cliffs of the gorge. | find some very
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