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CARPE DIEM

> airfield at Gap-Tallard. The day was looking

good. A steady 5kts over Colombis got me
into cooler, more comfortable air at 9,000ft,
giving me easily enough height to get to
Mont Guillaume, just to the north of the lac
de Serre-Pongon. | have often thought that
Guillaume is a useful mountain but one
does have to fly uncomfortably close to its
steep slopes to get any real benefit. | had
noted in the past that, sometimes, sad
reminders were left on the mountainside,

Perhaps ! should have heeded Eddie’s
advice - always fly straight to Prachaval,
near St Crepin, which works from any height
and goes well without the added stress of
having to hug every little nook and cranny.
But I happened to be at Guillaume and
I eventually managed to make it work,
S-turning up its slopes until | flew through
a particularly strong surge that teased me
into making a turn. Still below the summit,
| checked that | had adequate clearance
from the mountain before starting to circle
tightly in strong lift, carefully, carefully
watching the rocky slope as it swung back
in front of me at the end of my first turn.
Now well established in my thermal,

[ quickly left the mountain and its lonely
sumniit chapel well below me. An excellent
day, | repeated to myself, much better than
average. With the bonus of an 11,000ft
cloudbase over Guillaume | no longer
needed to fly around the corners of
Clotinaille and Furan but instead could
follow a short cut, over the snow-covered
wastes of the high-level col de Couleau,

An unexpected and startling 9.8kt climb
swept me up to 13,000ft just to the west of
the téte de Vautisse, allowing me to make
short work of the next couple of ridges on
the way to the téte d’Amont, a little to the
south-west of the town of Briangon. The
air in this valley was crystal clear, quite
unlike the hazy hot conditions that | had
left behind at Sisteron. | passed the static,
fractured white streak of the Glacier Blanc,
pouring down from the summit spade of the
Barré des Ecrins. To the north lay more
cumulus and more opportunitics - | had
made good progress so far and there were
still many hours left in the day.

I glided high above the deserted ski
stations of Serre-Chevallier towards the
north-east side of la vallée de Guisane.

The col de Galibier lay a little further to the
north-west and | knew that | would soon
have to make a decision. Topping up once
again to 13,000ft, 1 looked 80km further
north to the majestic Mont Blanc, standing
proud over its siblings, beckoning me to
come just a little closer, just for once, to step
across the divide. | recalled a conversation

I had once had with Klaus Ohimann during
a visit to his airfield at Serres. He explained
what | had already guessed, that a pilot’s
skill often progresses in jumps, from one
plateau of expertise to the next and that one
of the biggest obstacles facing pilots who fly
in the mountains is a fear of the unknown.
Many experienced pilots from southern
Alpine clubs will soar quite happily up to
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the peaks overlooking the Modane valley
but, when they get there, they look towards
the lowered cloudbase 1o the north, consider
the limited outlanding opportunities and turn
back, preferring comfort to uncertainty.

| recognised myself immediately in his
precis. A great deal of soaring expertise
depends on what is going on in a pilot’s
head and Klaus's argument was that when
faced with this sort of choice on a “good”
day, one should always be adventurous.

All things being equal and with one’s final
glide calculator set onto a reliable safety
field, what is the worst that could happen?

A landout, yes. An expensive retrieve,
certainly. But that's all, and the pilot would
have learned something.

Sitting under my cumulus over the col,

I still had my doubts. Logic doesn’t conquer
fear easily and | was definitely looking
down on the cloud-tops over the northern
mountains. A glance at my L-NAV told me
that | was 12,000ft above the level of the air-
field at Albertville, which was only

another 60km away to the north. And there
were one or two safety fields on the way
there. And the airfield at Solliéres was only a
short distance away in the other direction
along the Modane valley. And | could see cu
ahead, albeit lower than I would have liked.

‘Sitting under my cumulus over
the col, | still had my doubts.
Logic doesn’t conquer fear
easily and | was definitely
looking down on the cloud-tops
over the northern mountains...’

On the other hand, the pull to return to base
was strong and | was attracted by the
prospect of a simple downhill glide across
known mountains with plenty of landing
opportunities and the certain knowledge that
| would easily make it home. | dithered for
several minutes under my cloud before

I made my choice, plucking up the courage
to set off northwards, into the unknown.

Well ahead of me | saw a single well-
formed cloud, although it was difficult to
determine just how far away: its ground
shadow was masked by an intervening ridge.
When | reached the south-western edge of
the Vanoise National Park | realised that the
cumulus was much further away than |
would have wished but I carried on, aware
that | was getting closer to my
escape field at Albertville while my height
margins for arrival were becoming even
more comfortable. As | approached the
cumulus | felt a familiar, anticipatory tingle
creep up my spine. Sliding underncath the
cloud | flew straight into the core of its
thermal where, grinning like an idiot,

I pulled back hard on the stick and heaved
the glider onto its wingtip. From despair to
supreme confidence in three seconds flat...

I looked down at the emergency field at
the village of Landry and decided that it was
best to pretend that it didn’t exist — it looked
so small and ditficult from where | was. In

the valley just ahead lay the town of Bourg
St Maurice beyond which lay my goal, only
a few kilometres further, the huge expanse of
rock and ice of Mont Blanc, rising in steps
into a layer of cumulus clouds.

Mont Blanc had looked impressive
enough from 80km away but seen from its
flanks it was absolutely massive. | was
enjoying the moment but still had difficulty
in appreciating the sheer scale of the rock
and ice spread out before and above me, |
toured along its upper slopes, aware that
I would be unable to reach its summit that
day, although this was no disappointment to
me whatsoever. If I had landed out then, the
flight would have been worth it.

That's not to say | didn’t want to try to get
home. It was getting late and, although | had
only spent a few minutes at my goal, it was
time to move on. The clouds to the east of
the Vanoise looked the highest so | set off
along the [sere valley, taking any strong
climb I could find. Near the ski resort of
Val d'Isére 1 spotted a couple of high-flying
paragliders and quickly found their thermal,
rising again to 11,500ft and within gliding
distance of the airfield of Sollieres. Although
[ was not vet half-way home I was almost
within reach of known territory, just needing
a climb at Petit Cenis to get over the pass
at the col d'Etache. The mountain was in
silhouette as | approached from the east but
t reckoned that the sun was still high enough
to throw off thermals from its western face.
Sure enough, as | flew from the mountain’s
shadow 1 found a climb and slid back over
the pass to familiarity.

[ continued to the Pointe de Pecé, a
massive, west-facing ridge to the north of
Briangon, clearly created solely for the
purpose of growing thermals. Now within
reach of St Crepin, the remainder of the
flight would be easy, just another 100km or
so down the hills. Back at the téte d’Amont
I decided that | had enough height to get
through the pas de la Cavale which, at
9,000ft in the heart of the Ecrins, is a handy
short-cut back to the Gap valley.

I had forgotten that the gliding gods rarely
provide gifts for free and little did | realise
that | was about to be asked for a token
payment, As | crossed the valley towards the
téte de Lauziere | lost more height than
I would have expected but carried on
anyway, expecting lift along the sunlit tace
of the ridge that led up to the col. More
sink. A nagging doubt crept into the back of
my mind. Should | turn back? If | did, given
the lateness of the hour, | would probably
end up on the ground at St Crepin airfield
- no big deal in itself but the lure of getting
back to base on my own had the greater
appeal. | continued along the ridge, drop-
ping through 11,000ft with 10km to go.

The ridges looked threatening amongst the
dark shadows of early evening and were
now giving sink rather than lift. | kept my
eyes fixed on the pass, which was getting
closer and closer but not moving relative to
the canopy, indicating just how marginal the
glide was becoming. With growing concern |
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