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PUSHING THE BOUNDARIES

Experience of a lifetime

Gliding is all about exploring your own personal limits, as members
of a recent RAFGSA expedition to Chile reveal. Our five-page feature
starts with Nick Smith’s account of a unique soaring environment

other members of the Royal Air Force’s

expedition Andean Condor, | travelled
to Santiago, Chile, to experience the unique
flying conditions in the high Andes.

We were very kindly and professionally
hosted by the pilots of the Chilean Air Force
Gliding Club at Vitacura Airfield. The airfield
sits in the middle of Santiago’s northern
suburbs and, although it is only 50 metres
wide and flanked by a motorway, tree-lined
roads and houses, it hosts two gliding clubs
and a powered flying operation. In order to
gain the most from the time available, each
of the British pilots was teamed up with an
experienced Chilean mountain instructor,
flying Janus Cs and Nimbus 3DTs.

The weather in Chile is dependent on a
large high-pressure system in the Pacific.
When the system moves towards the coast
soaring conditions in the Andean mountains
are reliable and strong. Flying here is unlike
anywhere else in the world, although some
of the technigues used will be recognised
by those who have flown in the Southern
French Alps. The thermodynamic lift in the
Andes works on both faces of the ridges as
the valley breeze, the anabatic flow up the
ridges and valleys, combines with fierce
heating of the sunward rock faces, causing
turbulent lift below the ridges and narrow
strong thermals from the peaks.

Soaring below ridge-top height the best
lift is found a little way out from the ridge,
where the smoother air is drawn up by the
turbulent flow closer to the rocks. | was
expecting to be very close to the rocks but
on some days the lift zone is more than four
or five wingspans from the ridge. On any
given day and ridge you need to establish

IN FEBRUARY 2005, along with the four

Back row, L-R: Chilean instructors Alex Chanes, Arturo
Diez, Alfonso Soto, Felipe Zarpa, Don Alejo Williamson,
Carlos Bertens. Front, L-R: expedition members Nick
Morris, Peter Gallagher, Del Ley, Rick Jones, Nick Smith

Opposite: flying above the voicano of Tupungatito. ‘It is
difficult to put into words the fealing of cruising 20ft
over the lip of a volcano at 21,520ft,' says Nick Smith
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the distance out that this lift zone is working.

The techniques for using a thermal bubble
below ridge-top height are the same as in
the French Alps: always turn away from the
ridge and only continue the turn if the lift
is consistent and you can maintain safe
separation from the ground. Otherwise, you
must do figure-of-eight turns until you can
dominate the peak and continue the turn.
The thermals have a fixed base at the peak
of the mountain rather than the mobile base
of most thermals in flatland flying, which
means that recentring into wind is more
important than ever. The thermal cores are
very narrow so that a normal angle of bank
of 60° is needed. Any losses in efficiency
are more than made up for by the strength
of the thermal.

The flying day is different from back home
in the UK: the lift starts late and it remains
soarable all the way till sunset at 21.00hrs.
Briefing is at midday: the military forecaster

‘Il can’t help but shout
with delight through
my oxygen mask as
the averager climbs to 14kt’

gives a comprehensive and highly accurate
brief. The day is going to be good, with a
number of weak inversions and a separate
weather system in the high mountains above
10,000f 1 am flying with Carlos Bertens,

a Chi._.... . .ir Force colonel and a Hunter
and Mirage pilot. We've got a Janus for the
day, which — with flaps - will help us
optimise performance in the strong lift and
sink we're going to experience. First take-off
is planned for 14.30hrs so there’s just time
for a fight lunch and a swim in the club pool
hefore getting ready to launch.

On aerotow behind the Bird-Dog tug the
climb rate is superb; in our brief at the start
of the week we werc told that emergencies
below 300ft are prohibited and now | can
see why. Landout options are limited, to say
the very least, in the crowded suburban
area. Local procedures are to retract the
undercarriage on tow, so releasing at 2,200ft
Carlos and 1 track straight up the ridge to
where the two Nimbus 3DTs are climbing
well. The tight thermal is 6kt and takes us to
the first inversion layer at 4,000ft.

At this height we can think about pressing
on into the hills to the north. The Andes in
this area are absolutely desolate, with no
options for landing out safely, so safety
heights at cach nnint are very much the
order of the d:

As we climb agajn, the inversion is quite
weak and the strong thermal punches
through. Although it becomes very broken
within the inversion layer it smooths out
nicely on top and we continue climbing
well. In order to move on and safely enter
the Valle de la Muerte (Death Valley) we
need 5,200ft. The valley is a dead end to the
east and is too shallow to glide out to the
west, We have little to worry about as the lift
is good all the way across and we pick up
the ridge on the far side high enough to
comfortably continue.

Cruising along on our right wingtip is a
large Condor, quite relaxed in our company
until he catches an updraft and easily out-
climbs us. By way of contrast the Chilean
Eagles often resent our presence and we've
started thermalling in the territory of a big
1.5-metre span bird. Normally they attack
only when the glider is low down near their
nest but this one seems to have a grudge as
it repeatedly buzzes the glider. Climbing
300ft above us it dives down on our tail
before drawing its talons and coming over
the teft wing at about 80kt.

Catching me by surprise, the eagle spins
round and dives head-on for the cockpit,
talons outstretched. [ duck and I'll admit
something blasphemous escapes my lips but
while I’'m more worried ahout the proximity
of the eagle to the tailplane Carlos can only
laugh at my reaction. I'm sure he's seen
bigger and closer before.

There are very active cumulus high over
the peak of Los Lagunas and, joining the
Nimbus again, the climb is 8-10kt to cloud-
base at 11,000ft. We can now sec our first
goal of Alto Los Leones, a 14,700ft crag cov-
ered in snow and set against the deep blue
sky; jumping the valley, we pick up the ridge
which will take us to the top. It takes only
one more climb and we get the chance to
cruise around the peak to where the other
expedition members are calling wave in the
centre of the valley. All those expeditions to
Portmoak and Aboyne now pay dividends
and we pick up the wave at 15,000ft, as the
lenticular resolves itself and the climb builds
to 10kt. Topping out at 24,000ft we can see
the Chilean coast to the west and well into
Argentina to the east; the whole width of
Chile beneath us. It really is like sitting in an
armchair with the best view in the world.

After landing we are debriefed on the day
and share learning points over a cold beer.
With no previous experience flying in these
mountains we arc all eager to pick up all we
can from the local instructors, who know
each ridge in the arca so well that they can
predict the exact position of the thermals
and what time of day they will appear.

Conditions the next day are better than
any of the instructors has flown in 30 years
and we're treated to what the Andes really
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