How I 'done' my first 300km flight!

Saturday 28th July, the start of a great adventure and a quest for a diamond. I received a forecast from the Lasham email list early Sat 29th, here is the update on Sun morning:

This is the forecast for Lasham on Monday 30/07/2007:

This forecast was last updated 29/07/07 22:21 GMT

Forecaster: David Masson

---------------------------------------

Synopsis: Well I think it's a 750k day.

Wind may be 15kts NNW to start with, but should drop to around 10kts NW later in the day.

Early start with cumulus base around 2500ft by 10am, rising quickly. Bases rise to at least 5000ft (probably ~5500ft) during the afternoon.

With a good depth of cumulus (tops up to about 8000ft) I expect good thermals strengths (4-7kts+) like today.

A huge play area, but for 750 attempts from Lasham I suggest double o/r's to the north. 

I suggest you get to Lasham early and grid on the runway before briefing and be ready to go straight after!

---------------------------------------

Temperatures: Max/Min -> 19C/10C, Dewpoint -> 7C

Wind strength/direction: 10 knots/330 degrees

Cloud base/thermal top: 5000 feet

Thermal strength: 5 knots

Thermal start/finish: 1000/1900

Visibility: <1000 metres

I then had the idea of having another attempt at my first 300km flight. I checked the weather forecast sites I usually use and found they agreed and that it would be a good soaring day, although my weather skills didn't permit me to say just how good it would be.

The next thought was where to fly from in order to give me the best chance of success, without having to struggle with low airspace & sea breezes. I decided that I would tow my SZD-55 up to Gransden Lodge, the home of Cambridge GC. Now, who would crew? A difficult question these days, finding a crew seems to be quite a difficult task and sometimes costly as well. I spoke to Peter, the Deputy CFI and a good friend of mine, who had instructed, coaxed and coached me on many occasions. When he heard the forecast and said he wasn’t on duty the next week (30th onwards) the quest started to come together. He wanted his first 500km Diamond Distance flight to complete all 3 diamonds. We could cross-crew! Solved! So just a little persuasion that it would be worth it and a few phone calls later, he agreed to come along with his Discus.
Much rapid planning and preparation that (late) Saturday afternoon and into the early evening at Kent GC and we were finally ready. I would take my trailer home and Pete would collect his on Sunday and we would meet up on the M20 near J4 and travel up to Gransden together from there.

The journey up (?) wasn’t too bad, just the usual delays on the motorways that I’ve come to expect and plan for these days. We arrived late Sunday evening around ten pm and after parking trailers, we settled down for the night.

Monday morning, 30th July 2007 arrived and was looking too perfect. The early Cu was already cluttering up a bright blue sky and it wasn’t even eight am yet. I collected Peter from our friend, Andy Beatty’s caravan on the airfield and we set off to rig, in preparation for an early start to our respective tasks. The sky appeared to be over-developing as it filled with Cu rapidly over the next hour.  We got rigged and then set off in search of task setting knowledge from the locals. We found lots of friendly advice and finally I decided to attempt Gransden (GRL), Doncaster (DON) and back again. This seemed to be the summary of all the advice I had received.
So it was to be GRL-DON-GRL a task of 319km which would qualify for Gold distance and Diamond goal – one heck of a challenge for me, a late-comer to gliding, even on this forecast-to-be good day. A quick check of the windsock showed that I would be working hard unless significant cloud streets formed. The windsock was showing a good 10kts from the North West and that was on the ground. Later I was to discover it was around 15kts at flying altitudes. There was much preparation to do as I was determined to make this a cautious flight, being only my second attempt at a 300k and guessed it would mean five to six hours of flying. I prepared food, drink, the essential ‘bags’, marked up my chart, checked for full batteries, ensured the Cambridge 302 was functioning & feeding Glide Nav II correctly, programmed the task into Glide Nav, polished the wings, added a barrel of water to each wing for ballast and finally towed out to the aerotow line. Some final checks and I was ready to go.
I launched around ten thirty, behind the Pawnee and pulled off around 2500’ QFE, mainly to provide a little more time to settle down and get established in a good thermal with the water onboard – a reasonably new experience for me. Luckily, during my turn to the left off tow I flew straight into a six knotter! I climbed to around 3500’, near cloudbase and decided to set off towards the startline around 5km away to the North. On finding more lift along the way, I decide to get started. Peter called from the launch point that he was about to launch and I made a mental note that he was behind me and crossed the line near the maximum at 3200’ with a groundspeed of 140kph – a classic start I believe! (comments welcome ( )
Huntingdon was a 23km glide away and a time to focus on the need to be selective, rejecting weak thermals and set a target for the glides, otherwise, I may not even get around. So 23km done and I flew straight into good thermal, averaging over 3kts and peaking around 6 once again. This time, I climbed to cloudbase, now around 3800, having risen about 300’ in only half an hour – a great sign for the day ahead. With improved confidence after a good glide and rising c/b, I set off only to find a 9 knotter only 8km later, I topped up briefly, only staying for about four turns before setting off over the top of Peterborough (Con) ATZ. Some chat with Peter for a moment and we both liked the look of moving out to the West, me being far more cautious and wanting to avoid any possibility of ending up in any of the MATZ stubs for RAF Wittering & Cottesmore. I headed more Westerly and then North again after contacting a brief line of three or four clouds which lay in line to the North.
The original guidance I was given was ‘just fly up the A1, but be careful it will be busy today!’. Now I was about 15 km to the West of the A1 and navigating by map & GNII. I continued North and then thought I had misheard Peter calling from (now) ahead of me that he was in a field. I chatted to confirm he was actually on the ground and North of my position, feeling some concern growing. However, I pressed on as I was able to maintain my minimum operating band with a base at 2500’.

Another good glide of 17km at over 100kph and another good thermal, peaking at six kts and averaging 3.5kts. I lost the top of this and set off again at 3500’ North past Grantham. Ten km North and another top up as I fly into 10kts. I top up to c/base and set off again over Newark, achieving another good glide of 15km at an average of 93kph. My thinking at this time was that once at or near c/base, I checked the distance to go, let’s say 110km, I would then set a target of not circling before 95km to go or 2500’, unless I flew into 8+ kts of solid lift and having sufficient space above me to use the climb. As I flew through weaker thermals, I just dolphined gently through, remembering to say ‘thank-you’ to each mother nature (
North again and a glide of over 20km at 96kph saw me approaching Retford and 2500’. I took a thermal which turned out to be weak, barely averaging 2kts, grabbed about 300’ and continued NW to find a better climb on 4km further on. This time I climbed to cloudbase at over 3kts average, peaking at 8kts and found that the base had lifted to 4600’. Full of confidence and DON coming up rapidly, despite the 14kts of headwind, I took a couple of turns when the vario showed 7kts and then turned Doncaster, searching for the actual physical TP, which I think turned out to be the A1M / M18 junction. Whilst approaching I saw a Duo Discus which I thought had Andy inside attempting a 300 with a novice cross country pilot.
Having turned and being quite elated at achieving the first 150km into a significant wind, despite Peter landing out on the same track to the same TP, I was now just above 2000’ and needed a climb. I joined the Duo in a weak climb, taking only three turns before heading off to find a stronger climb. I found a peak of 8kts, managing to average 4kts to just over 5000’ and set off on a glide downwind and towards home. With confidence high, I achievd a 26km glide at 145kph taking me down to under 3000’ and quickly rejected another thermal of only 2kts to continue on towards Peterborough.

A couple more climbs and another radio call, this time to RAF Cottesmore as I was close to RAF Wittering MATZ stub and staring at their runway lights in the distance to the West. Wow the RAF were so good on the radio compared to the few civil airfields I had spoken to, calm, excellent slow pro-un-ci-ation… After a final thermal to make 4600’ and a final glide solution into GRL before a little light navigating to get between Peterborough ATZ & Wyton MATZ before I could see huge rows of cars parked on the ex US airbase of Alconbury. Once clear of the airfields I set off for home some 38km away at an average groundspeed of 145kph – a great final glide peaking at 210kph and dumping my water, that I had doggedly hung onto, as I approached the airfield. I flew over the clubhouse at 600’ and pulled up totally elated at having achieved exactly what I’d travelled here & planned to do.
