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GET WHAT YOU WANT FROM CROSS-COUNTRIES

What should you aim for?

n the first of two articles in this issue about
rross-country flying, Julian Rees (left) and
ichard Smith take a look at what the average
veekend-only pilot might realistically expect
rom their flying, while, on page 22, Pete Masson
akes the racing line with tips on faster flying

RECENT advanced mentoring event
Aat my club raised some interesting

questions. In particular there was a
debate about the level of expectation an
average weekend-only pilot should set for
their cross-country achicvement. Following
this, and some discussion with my fellow
mentor Richard Smith, | decided to take a
realistic look at my own cross-country flying
since | joined Bristol & Gloucestershire GC
in the late 1980s, and try to get on paper
some of the thought processes about tasks
that | go through before and during a typical
weekend flight.

Firstly — a word of warning. This guide is
aimed at people who, like me, have no
great competitive ambitions and want to fly
cross-country for enjoyment and personal
satisfaction. If vou are a sleely-eyed racer
with your eye on the Nationals (or higher)
then don't read it! The ideas in this article
could cause a serious deterioration in your
finely honed competition mindset and
require extensive therapy and/or a
one-to-one session behind the hangars with
one of the more competilive mentors...

What | want to discuss is how you sct
about cross-country as a challenging but
cnjoyable pastime, and I plan o address
three issues:

1. What is a realistic level of expectation?
We all know that the top pundits talk of
500km flights, rounding the last turning
point as dusk falls and squeezing the last
drops out of the day — but what really hap-
pens to the average weckend cross-country
pilot in practice?

2. How do you structure your cross-country
task planning, and select tasks so that you
don't end up over-sctling or (at the other end
of the scale) simply wandering aimlessly
around?

3. What do you think about en route when
(as usual!) the weather does not live up to
expectation?

For each section I've tricd to give you an
insight into how a typical pilot's thinking
might operate. You need to modify this for
yourself, or talk it over with a mentor. Bear
in mind some of this is not appropriate for
the competition-keen, or the avid badge
hunter — and at times you will want to be
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more “press-on” than described here. What
I've tried to do is present an honest view of
what | do o enjoy a cross-country on an
average weekend.

Reasonable expectations

To get an idea of what “recasonable” might
mean for a weekend pilot | did an analysis
of my logbooks going back 18 years (to
when | moved to Nympsfield and started to
get more serious about cross-country flying).
To make this a sensible exercise, for those
years when 1've been flying a Nimbus 30T

I reduced all cross-country kilometres in the
Nimbus by 33 per cent. In this period | have
had a DG-200, LS4, Pegase and latterly

an ASW 27 as well as the Nimbus, and

I normally fly weekends only plus around
three days a year midweek. So what you
sec should be representative of what is
achievable in a glider such as an LS4,
Discus or ASW 20.

First | calculated the average total
cross-country kilometres, number of flights,
percentage of flights dec’ - '~ mpleted
and number of flights moure wan 300km
(more than 400km, or 300km at more than
100km/h, in the Nimbus). | also took out
anything mare than three midweek flights
per yedr. The following profile was the
resulting “average year” of weekend flying:
e Total kilometres per year: average over the
full period was 2,700km per year, but with
wide variations from 1,800km up to
4,000km;

* Average number of cross-country flights
— 16 per year, giving an average Cross-
country flight distance of just over 170km;
* Average number of “300km” flights
(400km in the Nimbus) per year — 2.5;

* Percentage of cross-country flights
“completed as declared” ~ 34 per cent;
So, given that I've probably benefited from
better access to gliders during this time
than many pilots, | would suggest that
“reasonable goals” for the weekend-only
cross-country pilot in an LS4, Discus or
ASW 20 might be something like:

® Total cross-country 1,500-2,500km a year.
e About 12-15 cross-country flights a year,
averaging around 150km per flight.

e Of these, expect one in three to be
completed as declared, and plan for two to
three 300km days per year.

e If you can’t get any time off in the week
at all, then you may lose several hundred

kilometres from your total: this will make
a big difference to how your season feels,
especially in lean years.

If you're alrcady achieving this, then read
no further. If not, then some lessons to take
away might be:

e While lots of people talk about and maybe
even declare 300km-plus tasks, the rcality

is that therc are relatively few weekends in a
year where you v'' ~omplete one as a
“casual pilot” (if yuu are trying for a 300km
distance or goal for Gold or Diamond
Badge, then you'll do better than this, as you
tend to accept longer flight times and press
on more than when you are “flying for fun”).
e The reality therefore is that 80 per cent of
your tasks will be less than 300km - cither
because the day is not good enough,

or because you abandon a 300km flight

for some reason. This means that more than
half your total kilometres will be gained

in short 100km to 200km tasks. There is
nothing wrong with this! Indeed you can
fearn a great deal from a 100km triangle

on a poor day.

* Maybe one in three flights will be
completed as declared, so you need to
maximise what you get out of your
undeclared or uncompleted tasks.

¢ With the standard of early-warning met
info now available, it is fairly easy to spot
300km days a couple of days in advance.
Doing this three times a year adds 900km

to your haul; but for many pilots, a day off
with only a couple of days” warning is not
an option. Instead, you'll have to use up

a week'’s holiday: try a task week or a
regionals (don't take it too seriously: treat it
as a task week). Over many years in the UK,
you will average four or five tasks out of a
nine-day summer period: 600km per week
or a bit more. Every now and then you will
be rained off altogether: grin and bear it.

* Alternatively, change jobs, or inherit a vast
fortune.

How to structure pre-flight thinking
First, try to declare a task before you set off,
I normally declare something verbally at
least, unless the weather is so bad that going
cross-country at all is marginal.

However, given the difficulty of predicting
the weather, it is sensible to have onc or
more “fallback” tasks in mind before you
launch. Then if your first task is not “on”
you can still do something constructive
- albeit it will not count as a declared task
for your club ladder.

Your fallback task can be shorter - for

e e or more legs down

it it might be in a totally
d \s an example, last year
i stield having declared

a ridge as the first TP.

C came obvious that going
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