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Soaring - A never ending learning experience
LEARNING to glide is a never ending process. Maybe the correct 
terminology would be learning to soar. Gliding implies passively 
coming back down to earth and glider pilots hardly ever do that. 
Certainly that’s what the aircraft will do when the air is still but 
there is nearly always energy causing air to rise somewhere and a 
glider pilot will do their utmost to find it. Soaring is about using 
the energy in the atmosphere to climb your glider and use it to go 
where you want to go. Going solo and getting your Glider Pilot’s 
Licence (GPL) are only the beginning of  the learning process.

Once you’ve worked your way through the curriculum, from 
flying straight and level, through stall and spin recovery and tow 
rope breaks you are fully 
trained to fly a glider. You 
can take off  and land safely 
but most newly solo pilots 
are completely unable to 
soar. Soaring is a skill pilots 
spend many many hours 
developing. Soaring involves 
reading the air, advanced 
decision making and precise 
clean flying skills. While 
you’ll have been introduced 
into all aspects of  these in 
training, it isn’t until you 
get out and fly and fly and 
fly that you start to get the 
instinctive “feel” for how it 
is done.

Gliders gain height by finding air that is rising faster than the 
aircraft’s descent rate. This is called finding lift. There are three 
main types of  lift and all can be found around most New Zealand 
gliding sites. The most common are thermals, columns of  heated 
air rising from the ground and capped with a nice cumulus indicator 
cloud. Of  course you can get thermals on “blue”, no cloud days, 
just to make things more challenging. Another very common type 
of  lift is from air rising over ridges that are crossways to the wind. 
The skill here is in reading the wind direction and finding slopes 
facing the right way, when variables such as sunny slopes, ridge 
assisted thermals and air swirling around headlands can all make 
what seems like a guaranteed lift source not work. Our third form 
of  lift is New Zealand’s celebrated wave lift. This is generated 
downwind of  mountains in a similar way to ripples being formed 
downstream of  a large rock in a river. Wave clouds (except on 
‘blue’ days) are capped by the long lenticulars very familiar to South 
Island residents and those who live near the Central Plateau. 

Learning to read the weather patterns, both nationally, in the 
local area, and as it pertains to finding lift wherever you are flying, is 
a long term learning experience for a glider pilot. It is also a useful 
skill to have for showing off  at parties. You get enormous kudos 
from being able to look at the sky and say with certainty; “The 
weather’s changing. The front will be through by lunchtime.” Glider 
pilots usually get their weather forecasting right. The one I love 
is driving through drizzle and announcing, “It will be clear on the 
other side of  this pass.”

Once the pilot has found lift he then has to be able to utilise 
it. To thermal the pilot has to be able to hold the glider in tight, 
evenly banked circles to make the most of  the strongest area of  
lift. Thermalling works best if  the mechanics of  flying the aircraft 
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are instinctive and the pilot doesn’t have to think about how much 
rudder to use in a turn. Before even making that turn into lift, being 
current and comfortable in his glider will mean that he will probably 
feel the air lifting one wing and be turning in that direction before 
his instruments have even registered the rising air. 

Flying along ridges, sometimes barely more than a wingspan 
from the rocks and at speeds around 70 knots requires clean flying, 
intense concentration, accurate decision making and a very good 
lookout. There may well be another glider travelling equally as 
fast in the opposite direction. Planning for “what if ” scenarios 

also needs to be in the 
pilot’s mind as curl over, 
wave ‘dumping’ on the 
ridge, thermals lifting off  
the ridge and other local 
weather phenomenon can 
rapidly cause the situation to 
change.

Wave flying too has its 
own challenges, not least 
of  which is how to contact 
it. Local knowledge can 
make a big difference here. 
Pilots who have been flying 
in an area for a while tend 
to know where to contact 
wave in certain conditions 
and they are generally happy 

to share this information. The glider will probably climb in ridge 
or thermal lift to at least 6,000 feet before having any chance of  
contacting the smooth wave lift. Once established in wave pilots can 
find themselves at high altitudes quite quickly. High altitude flying 
brings a new set of  problems for the pilot to deal with. Oxygen 
must be used over 10,000 feet, there are airspace regulations, and 
dealing with the cold, as it affects both the pilot and his equipment.

We are a friendly and supportive group of  people and many 
highly experienced pilots are happy to share their knowledge, not 
just on the ground but by flying in two seaters and showing novice 
pilots how they do what they do. I had a flight a month ago with 
Mike Oakley, one of  our top cross country pilots. It was quite 
extraordinary to see how far Mike could go on a day that had what 
to my mind was very marginal conditions. We launched from the 
Canterbury Gliding Club’s site at Hororata and flew exactly 100 
km north to turn at the Hurunui River within sight of  the Hanmer 
basin. Most of  the flight was at or below ridge top height. Mike 
talked me through his decision making and it all seemed quite 
rational, even though I would never attempt it myself, well not 
without at least a full season with about 100 hours flying under my 
belt. Sadly that is unlikely to happen.

However I can take what I learnt from Mike and use it in my 
own, less ambitious flying. Every glider flight is different and you 
never stop learning. I think that is one of  the things I really enjoy 
about the sport.

I am Jill McCaw and I’m the editor and publisher of  SoaringNZ, 
the official journal of  Gliding New Zealand. For more information 
on gliding in your area and for subscriptions to the magazine please 
see the GNZ website.                www.gliding.co.nz

Ridge soaring requires clean flying, intense concentration and a good lookout for traffic!

helicopter maintenance limited

celebrating 30 years of maintaining working helicopters

Phone Roger at HELISPECS
on 027 498 2812 to discuss

all your helicopter requirements
or email: heli.specs@hotmail.com

HELISPRAY  by  HELISPECS
the originator of the carbon fibre boom concept

R44 BAGGAGE PODS by HELISPECS

l 220 litres capacity per pod 
l Light weight - each pod only 
weighs 14kg l 250lb structural 
load per pod l Vented for 
animal carriage l Removable 
drain bung for cleaning l 
Simple 30 second installation 
or removal l Elegant design 
and excellent functionality

HELIPOWER  by  HELISPECS
Battery Installation for Bell 206, AS350, MD369C,D,E,F,530F,600N

l Maintenance free sealed lead acid batteries 
l Light weight - 15lb saving over conventional lead acid battery 

l 16 amp hours (typical NiCad is only 13 amp hours l Improved starting 
l Initial installation $1800+gst  l Replacement batteries $700+gst

HELISPECS

for AS350 B2, B3, 
and Super C
l 1000 litre capacity with 
room for foaming l Belly 
tank incorporating simple one 
person installation and removal 
l Forward mounted carbon 
fibre booms l Optional light 
weight carbon fibre tank 
l Single boom isolation option 
l Accurate, pressure operated 
contents gauge in pilot’s 
console l Dump doors open 
and close from pilot’s controls 
for fire fighting and partial 
load dumps l Designed by 
Operators for Operators 
l Competitively priced 
l Buy NZ made

l Lightweight, 72kg with 4hp 
Honda l Low mass oscillation 
absorbing carbon fibre booms 
l All stainless / carbon fibre 
construction means zero 
corrosion l Fast and simple 
installation and removal 
l Single boom isolation option

for Robinson R44

l Eliminates twisting loads l Increased skid 
clearance  l Telescoping handle

NEW:  R44 GROUND 
HANDLING WHEELS

Aircraft Painting
and Restoration Specialists

www.pacificaerocoatings.com

We can prepare and finish your aircraft 
to the highest standard

Talk to us before starting your aircraft paint or restoration project

Is your painter experienced with: Preparation techniques that won’t 
damage your aircraft; Corrosion identification and protection; Applying 
high solids paint in low volume to save weight; Avoiding a brittle finish 
that will crack over time; Finishing with a colour coat instead of adding 
layers of clear to cover imperfections? If not, and if you care that the 
result is the best it can be, talk to us. We offer you experience to do it: 

The right way – The easy way – The first time.

Award Winning Fabric
Covering and Finish System

USA

Asia Pacific Distributors for 
Superflite FAA approved 

Aircraft Paint 
as used by leading 

light aircraft manufacturers.

Sale
20% off 

Coloured Dope
for a limited time

T  +64 9 636 6840           F  +64 9 636 6778           M  +64 21 298 5750
E:  tony.marsters@aeromarsters.co.nz      www.aeromarsters.co.nz

In stock now!!! Save yourself a killing on overseas freight charges

Bell 206 JetRanger and 206 LongRanger service exchange spares
GOVERNORS – ALLISON 250

FUEL NOZZLES – ALLISON 250
LINEAR ACTUATORS

RCR’S
KY196A VHF COMM

PRESSURE SWITCHS
BOOST PUMPS

FUEL PUMP - ALLISON 250
INDICATOR TURN & SLIP

FUEL QTY TRANSMITTERS
Plus much more!!!

INDICATOR TACHOMETERS
TEMP/PRESS INDICATORS
INDICATORS TOT
BLOWER MOTORS
RPM SENSORS
TACHOMETERS DUAL
TORQUE INDICATORS
INDICATORS LOAD/FUEL
INDICATORS FUEL QTY.
AIRSPEED INDICATORS
VOLTAGE REGULATORS

ALL ITEMS WITH FULL CERTIFICATION!!
Off the shelf delivery.  Guaranteed no second billing (conditions apply).

Just arrived  -  MD 500 stock!!!

NR INDICATORS
TORQUE INDICATORS
T4 INDICATORS
MULTIPLE INDICATORS
NG INDICATORS
FUEL QTY. INDICATORS
TACH BOXES
PC BOARDS
AIRSPEED INDICATORS
VOLTMETER INDICATORS

Eurocopter AS350/355 service exchange spares
PC BOARDS

FILTER ASSY REGS
SERVOS

DRAIN VALVES 
FUEL QTY TRANSMITTERS

STARTER GENS
BLOWER ASSYS 

FUEL PRESS. INDICATORS
FUEL QTY. INDICATORS

CARGO HOOKS
Plus much more!!!


