User Friendly Contests

Until recently, contests have had little to offer in the way of activities other than flying. The required final banquet and, occasionally, another party half way through the meet were all anyone expected. No surprise given the voluntary nature of the contest organizers who often are gasping for breath just trying to pull off the meet.

In the last 10 years some veteran contest sites have found the time to gussy up their meets with social activities that have proven to be a big hit. Unvalde has offered some truly opulent dining events where contestants are invited to the palaces of the town’s well-healed soaring boosters, sampling culinary delicacies mostly unknown to the common soaring pilot. The annual float trip down the Rio Frio (when it contains water) is another big hit.

With seven contests under their belts, the Mifflin County team has accumulated the experience needed to make the meets memorable for more than the flying. Every other night now features a meal at the airport and some sort of group activity. The latter has included horse vs pilot tug of wars, contra dances, piano demolishing derbies, ball games, greased pig captures, music and magicians. 

The regionals at New Castle, Va. has become a sell-out event every year, undoubtedly because of the “family reunion” atmosphere that prevails there. The 1999 homecoming featured an eating event every night, bonfires, music and the popular sing-alongs. 

The organizers of last year’s Sports nationals at Elmira set a new standard for contest appeal, and the smiles weren’t just from 9 days of going to 9,000 feet. Janel Sullivan pulled together a dining extravaganza every evening that would look good on the Orient Express. With bakery goods and fruit at the morning pilot’s meeting and after landing snacks as well, everyone thought they were in hog heaven.

A recent column in Soaring by Larry Sanderson addressed the subject of how pilots lose interest in soaring because they don’t get into cross-country flying. Contests, especially the Sports class, give folks a place to make this transition in a controlled setup with plenty of coaching talent around. The user-friendly, welcoming environment of a contest with social activities could attract and hold the pilots (and crews) we need to keep our wonderful pastime climbing.

Note: If there are rules committee/competition subjects you would like to see addressed by committee scribes please advise me at IXM106@psu.edu.
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