The secret to flying cross country in Tassie...
(and it’s not what you think)

This is the opinion of mediocre XC pilot Brad Harris

I’m sure everyone is incredibly impressed with the recent record-breaking flights
from the likes of Cyril Scomparin (102.9km) and Ben Webb (103.1km) last January,
followed by Luke Thomson (74km) and Mikey Wright (134.5km) just last week.
Those flights were the culmination of years of learning, progression and
dedication.

While it’s tempting to think that a faster glider or better instrument will help you fly
far, it’s well known that successful cross country flights are mostly achieved by not
making any mistakes or tactical errors — staying in the air for as many hours as
you can and milking the day as much as possible. Ideally, the setting sun or sea-
breeze shutting down the lift is what will put you on the ground.

You need to be able to assess conditions, read the sky, read the terrain, accurately
predict where your next thermal is going to be, fly to it efficiently, climb in it well
and already have a plan for where the next two or three thermals are going to be.
So, how do we get to that point?

Firstly we need to spend a lot of time in the air flying in thermals and learning how
to link at least two together. Then we just do multiples of it.

To get to that we need to be able to reliably catch a thermal and climb in it to get
high enough in the air that we can have a chance to glide far enough to find
another one. Doing this regularly will build the confidence to leave the local hill.

It’s all sounding pretty obvious, right?

Well to get to that point we need to be able to launch straight into a thermal when
it gets to the hill, especially here in Tasmania where both our hills and thermals are
small.

You need to be able to feel the air on launch and know that you are launching into
a thermal — not off to the side, or after one has just gone through, or too soon
before it.

Most of our hills are only 100m tall at best. The bottom 50-60 m should be
dedicated to a safe landing. The top 10m is sacrificed in our launch run, getting
into our seat and getting full control. That leaves around 30m of altitude to find a
climb. Paragliders descend at 1m/s, so we have 30 seconds to find a climb and
then we must set up for landing. Now add in that a decent thermal cycle moves
past launch at an interval of around 5-10 minutes, but sometimes up to an hour.

So you can see that timing is critical.



This means that you need to have your glider laid out on the ground, ready and in
launch position and be able to inflate it and get off the hill within 10-30 seconds —
that’s about all the notice you’ll get that the thermal is about to arrive in front of the
hill.

You’ll know this because the wind drops off on the downwind side of the thermal,
shielded by its cohesive bulk and it could also be drawing in so hard that it pulls
back against the wind. And then you feel the first warm stirrings on the leading
(downwind) edge of the thermal as it comes to you. It’s time to go...now!

Can you see where this is going? ... To reliably inflate your glider, run and launch
takes skill on the ground.

You can only get this by regularly taking your wing out to a field or park, taking it
out of the bag, laying it out, clipping into it, inflating, turning, kiting, running and
then Killing it.

And you need to do this over and over and over to become familiar with your gear.
To know your risers, know the glider’s best layout, how it behaves in different
conditions and feel comfortable and totally competent to launch in a short window
of swirly, switchy, unpredictable air when it’s required, possibly in as little as 10
seconds.

Familiarity with your gear also brings the side benefit that you get faster at setting
up, so if you arrive on the hill and it’s “on” you can be flying in 15 minutes, not 50,
so you don’t miss the window.

Tasmania is fairly unique as a paragliding location because we don’t have any
really big high launches where you can get a lot of airtime flying inland conditions,
like you could on the mainland or somewhere like the Alps. Sure, you could go to
those places and get lots of long XC flights and build those advanced skills, but
when you return here you still need to get off the same small hills.

This is the hand we have been dealt in Tassie. The keen and successful XC pilots
have found that ground handling is arguably the most important FOUNDATIONAL
skill to good XC flights.

On the surface this might seem a bit silly, petty and unnecessary, but the results
speak for themselves. All of the best cross country pilots in Tasmania ground
handle all the time — and they did so especially in their first year of flying.

The type of ground handling you do is important too. Kiting is fun but getting off
the hill often needs a quick inflate in light winds with a turn and solid run.
Developing the techniques to be able to run fast enough to lift yourself off flat
ground even in light wind will help with that. And don’t neglect forward launches.



Doing those movements repeatedly builds muscle memory so that when doing it
under pressure on the hill, when the first thermal in over an hour comes along, you
know that you have the first step dialled and you’re on your way to an epic flying
day.

Obviously there’s a LOT more to it than just ground handling, but it’s a great start.

Here are some extra thoughts from Paul Sciberras

GH is the secret to flying XC in Tassie? I’'d agree timing is critical here, launches
are generally low so you need to launch at the right time. I’'d suggest that is the
single most important factor as to whether you go XC or to the landing. GH is also
important in Tassie for your safety, because the launches are mostly covered in
rocks & logs, shallow, and subject to strong winds. So it’s absolutely important. As
an outside observer though, I’d suggest a few other things that might be important
to XC success.

Fly. Lots. To do that it helps if you have control of your time. So be self-employed if
possible, but if you’re a wage slave sorry the odds are stacked against you. You
need to fly to be comfortable with your wing and your setup and to understand in
real time what the weather is doing, to transform forecasts into a body of
experience that allows you to build a mental picture of where you are and what the
air is doing.

Pilots go to Bir in October/November because it’s on in October/November. They
don’t go in January. So the first rule I’d suggest is to position yourself at the right
place at the right time on the right day. Once again if you’re a wage slave the odds
are stacked against you. Sorry it won’t matter how good your GH is if you’re in the
office.

Same goes for kids - gazing wistfully at puffy cu’s as you drive your offspring to
ballet can hurt but that’s life. So the less responsibilities you have, the more
freedom you have. Then you can take advantage of the opportunities as they arise.

In the same vein you need to be available at the right place at the right time. Big xc
flights don’t just happen from any launch on any day. You might strike it lucky, but
you probably won’t. To make the most of the opportunities you need to access the
right launch on the right day. Preferably outside of airspace. In Tassie that means
you’ll need to be a PGS5. You'll also need to organise the logistics to get to the
launch & get picked up. The confidence to fly over remote wilderness and the
skills, knowledge & equipment to land on untracked country if you bomb out, bivy
if necessary & get yourself out safely. That isn’t going to come from GH, it’s going
to come from experience. Lots of it.



