The site

Tonopah is awesome. On a practice day, I flew 115 miles per hour. Just for fun, after the start thermal I decided to see if I could do the task without any more turns. I did. 200 miles, no turns.  Gary Ittner flew the same task at 122 mph. Even when we flew real tasks across the mountains, through big blue holes, and around rain showers, most pilots flew in the high 90s and mid 100s. This just doesn’t happen anywhere else.  Tonopah is a gem of American soaring. Add it to your dream list and go sometime. 

Central Nevada is known for long and fast flights, but we are just beginning to explore its contest possibilities. A lot centers around one big question: just how landable is it, really? Most pilots treated the vast expanse of brush as unlandable, and that approach really crimps racing. For example, at the end of the Big Blue day, I bailed out of a MacCready 3 final glide and landed at an airport, even though in first place at the time. Many other pilots returned to Tonopah early, even though there were good 3-4 knot thermals until sunset. These are unthinkable decisions at a Nationals over the inviting fields of Texas, but they are necessary (for me, at least) over unlandable terrain. 

But is it really that unlandable? Jim Norris spearheaded an effort to go look, and found a surprising number of decent landing places. Many secondary roads look like runways, often with no fences, phone poles, traffic or paddles. Jim’s efforts and his generosity in sharing the results made this race much more comfortable for me than last year’s regionals. Scraping over a mountain range, a well-marked map with one of Jim’s landing points  in the next valley lowered my heart rate a good 20 points. Thanks, Jim. And when you drive in or out, you see that most of the valley floors are covered with a potentially landable 6 inch scrub, not the 5 foot wing grabbing monsters of the more familiar desert areas. 

The trouble is, you can’t tell from the air. From 10 thousand feet and 20 miles away, where you have to make decisions, you can’t tell if the brush is 6 inches or 4 feet; you can’t tell if the road is one foot above or 3 feet below grade, and so on. If your landing options are farm fields, you can tell it’s landable from far away. You still must fly the desert from known landing place to known landing place, not trusting to find something when the time comes. So it will take several years of exploring and mapping the area, contest and camp experience, and the dedicated work of people like Jim and Carl Herold in assembling all this information to really get a handle on the place. In the end I suspect we will end up thinking of Tonopah as very landable, perhaps on a par with Uvalde.  That will take it beyond a superb camp and fly-amazing-flights site, and turn it into a superb racing site as well. 

The Controversies

Every contest has its controversies and this one had them to match the thermals. I see a silver lining in these clouds. 

Many western pilots strongly prefer assigned tasks, and this contest used ASTs exclusively. Ok, contests where most of the pilots want ASTs should be run with a preponderance of ASTs.  Contests have to be fun for the pilots. But the last four days of the contest were such poster children for time-limited tasks, that I think some pilots’ minds were opened to the idea that on occasion, when weather demands it, time-limited tasks belong in the CD’s toolkit. My silver lining is that perhaps this experience will finally lead us to this sensible compromise in the Great Debate.

A long task on a blue day with a howling south wind turned in to a classic overcall. Many pilots landed out or abandoned the task. I think we all saw that if the same task had been scored as a MAT rather than a PST, the day would have been a much greater success. Those that fell behind the fast gaggle could have come home for speed points, and not faced the decision to head out late in the day into unlandable desert or throw away the contest. Time-limited tasks are alleged to be luck-prone, but if falling into one hole on a crappy blue day sends Karl Striedeck permanently to the second page of the scoresheet, that seems like a lot of luck too. Many people dislike tasks in which pilots use different turnpoints, but in a long MAT everyone flies the same course. They just have the option to bail out and return home before things get desperate. MAT scoring of a long assigned task achieves exactly what many AST pilots want with proposals to drop a bad day’s score or to penalize landouts less strongly. 

As gliding luck always has it, the next day turned in to a dramatic undercall as the thermals were much stronger and better formed, and cloudstreets appeared from nowhere. Now the same task scored as a MAT would have sent us right back down those cloudstreets for longer and perhaps more satisfying flights and a far more significant race. It’s kind of a shame to drive all the way to Nevada and fly 240 miles in 2 hours on a 1000 K day, and the previous day’s losers (me!) regretted not having a chance to make up any serious points. 

Then came the thunderstorm day. The whole area to the second turn and home blew up. Most pilots abandoned the task early, and I suspect someone owes his glider if not his life to the top pilots who announced their decision on the radio. Many pilots then flew around for several hours in the excellent conditions around the airport. This day screamed “PST” with the first mandatory turn. Even if one hates the alleged luck in the PST, or the loss of “race” in favor of “contest” flavor, a PST in the benign weather near Tonopah on this day seems a lot more fun and a better measure of pilot skill than testing pilots’ willingness to chance lighting, gust fronts, hail, and landouts in the middle of nowhere. We have the tools to nearly eliminate thunderstorm flying in contest soaring.  It’s time to do it. 

The last day had about 10 miles of rain with occasional lightning centered on the last turn.  I could hear “Turn area task” in the thunder. 

I mean no criticism of CD Hannes Linke in these comments. With Dan Gudgel’s astounding weather briefings, I think Hannes gave us as good choices of turnpoints as humanly possible.  We cannot demand a clairvoyant CD.   Furthermore, Hannes was responding to prominent pilots’ strong demand for an all-AST contest. Pilots have to understand and want time-limited tasks, and then CDs will call them.  My point is this contest may wake many pilots up to the possibilities of using MAT, PST, or AAT scoring on Hannes’ well-called tasks, at least on days with uncertain and potentially dangerous weather. 

.  

The pilots 

It goes without saying that the Nationals has the cream of the crop in American soaring. Just being in the air with these guys is a privilege. More surprising is the level of sportsmanship and camaraderie. When pilots had mechanical problems or damage, others jumped in to help out. Top pilots took time to get to know and encourage newcomers. When I flew a few days much better than my usual spot in the middle of the pack, most of the top pilots came by to congratulate and encourage me. That sort of thing is unheard of in any other highly competitive sport. (And just because we’ve gotten used to tow pilots and volunteers doing a great job is no reason not to feel grateful once again.) 

Pilots stood out for safety too. On the big thunderstorm day, the vast majority just turned back to the airport, throwing away a year’s time and the substantial investment in a national contest. And not just the bottom of the pack – John Seaborn, at that point first in the contest, turned back too. So much for the rumor that nationals pilots are all a bunch of wild crazies. 

I’m already thinking about next year. It’s a long hard trip, and a lot of time away from job and family. I might be able to stand missing the great flying. But when I think about not hanging out with this great bunch of pilots, I know I’ll be back. 

Don’t delay. Go to a contest. Like me, you’ll kick yourself for not doing it sooner. 

