Thoughts on a Hang Gliding career

by Bill Buffam

2003-4-30

Hang gliding is probably the most rewarding thing I’ve ever done. I always had flying dreams—really great flying and levitation dreams (which, annoyingly, stopped as soon as I started flying for real)—and it was totally mind blowing to actually experience flying like a hawk.

But being a human rather than a hawk, it took me a very long time to learn how to fly. With no aerotow facilities nearby, I labored for many months on the training hills (yes, it was hills plural at the time) of Chester County, under the expert tutelage of Jeff Harper. I was a slow learner. Like football (that’s soccer to you US-raised persons), cricket (yes, we actually played that!), and anything else involving bodily coordination, it took me longer than average to get my muscles to figure out how to behave properly. Beginning this adventure at the ripe old age of 47 didn’t help either. But I was totally committed to learn to fly and soar with the eagles, so I stuck with it. My log book records 197 training hill flights before my first high flight, on April 5, 1997. But man, what a first high flight! I soared for an hour. It was totally awesome, and I wrote all about it. I was stoked for days—weeks, even. All the time I wasn’t flying, I was thinking about flying.

I flew as often as I could after that. But a few errors of judgment, some the product of inexperience, unsettled me a bit. I got low at Ellenville and barely squeaked out to the front of the ridge. I tried to fly through a tree at Hyner, broke my wrist and suffered a concussion. I blew a landing setup at Hyner, flew through an impossibly narrow gap in the trees and then into the ground, injuring glider but not somehow not my body. I blew a couple of landing setups at the Sac, jamming elbows one time and whacking onto my chest the second time, separating cartilage that hurt for six weeks. There were other close calls. I kept winning the ignominious Club aluminum whacker award.

Gradually, the blown landings diminished and I felt more confident in the air. I’d boat around staying fairly close to launch, enjoying the ride and the view. But eventually the exhilaration of flying diminished with familiarity. I needed something more. I’d read and heard about XC flying, but didn’t have the confidence or experience to actually do it. Eventually, however, on April 10, 1999, I took off down the ridge at the Sac and got just past the Klingerstown gap for 6 miles. It felt so exhilarating, just like the first high flight had been. 

After a few more XC flights of a few miles, I got lucky one June day in 2001 and flew the 72 miles home from the Sac. Now that was an experience, which of course I wrote reams about.

After that, boating about around launch, or even buzzing down the ridge and back, just didn’t do it for me. It had to be XC. Flying XC is the ultimate experience. I’ve flown with bald eagles (okay, a bald eagle singular), with red-tailed hawks galore, with black vultures. Even flew with a Cooper’s hawk once. I’ve looked down—way down—on light planes. I’ve seen airliners a mile away at my altitude. (At 8k—and I was legal. And yes, it was kinda scary.)

For whatever reason, I haven’t managed to log a decent XC flight since October 2001. They’ve been short or non-existent, with landings in the designated LZ. And I can’t get motivated to do much boat-around-launch stuff. Add to that some very legitimate discomfort my wife was having with my HG-induced absences, and my airtime decreased significantly. So by now I’m having thoughts along the lines of “Hmmmm. I’m spending a lot of time and mental energy on this HG thing, and the rewards aren’t what they used to be. Does this reward-to-effort ratio still make sense?”

Then came the Flytec championship at Quest, April 2003. We lost Chad and then Terry in short order. Man, that was close to home. Very very close to home. I’m starting to think, Hey, not only has the reward-to-effort ratio gone down, but now guys I know are getting killed. What the hell is wrong with this picture?

But hey, we know this sport has risks. It’s not why we do it, we do it in spite of the risks. We’re all keenly aware of the risks. We think we can rationalize what happened to Chad and Terry….. but can we? They were very experienced pilots. And if that weren’t enough, Kathleen Rigg, Mike Barber, and Paris Williams—the cream of the crop—all make screwups in the same week and injure themselves. As Mike Meier said recently, maybe the wuffos are right after all.

So here I am, with my stellar record of collecting the aluminum-bender award, still flying, and still aspiring to monster XCs at the same time as harboring serious doubts about the reward-to-effort ratio—and now the reward-to-risk ratio.

On Sunday April 27, 2003, I launch from the Sac, with a ridge-run-cum-over-the-back XC in mind. Instead, I get a slightly extended sled, totally blow my landing setup, and pancake in very hard from a great height. [Accident analysis.] More bent—no, make that broken—aluminum. No broken bones, but quite a bit of bruising and torqued muscles and tendons, and the odd bone misalignment here and there. Thankfully, I have a genius of a chiropractor who’s been putting me back together for over 20 years. And he just did it again. And I wear an MX helmet. With the standard HG Uvex I used to wear I shudder to think what kind of state my brain would be in now.

So that’s it folks. It’s been a hell of a ride. Hang gliding is the most intense and satisfying experience I can imagine. And it’s also the activity that’s more unforgiving of mistakes than any I can imagine. With my record of screw ups, I think I’m lucky I didn’t do more serious damage to myself in my HG career. But I really did have a hell of a ride, a wonderful set of experiences, and many good times with great people. 

And now I’m quitting while I’m still ahead.

2003-5-4

Funny how your thoughts evolve over time. I thought I knew myself pretty well, but here I am, only a few days after writing the last entry, with a slightly different view of the world.

And that different view has tinges of “Hmm. No more flying. Do I really want that? Can I really stand that?” Maybe I can’t. Maybe that’s not what I want. Maybe there’s a way to take most of the risk out my flying, while still allowing me to fly.

It seems to me that the major risk factors in my flying have been these:

1. going XC, with all the obvious risks of unknown LZs, unknown degrees of turbulence, etc.

2. scratching along turbulent, tree-infested ridges

3. gnarly slot launches

4. tight landing setups, even in “designated” and well-known LZs, with wind gradients and other monsters lurking to trap you

5. (4) being compounded by having very little altitude, after being flushed, to set up a good landing pattern, making exact judgment a requirement

Well, what if I can substantially reduce, or even eliminate these risk factors? Would I want to fly? Maybe. Then how about if I give up mountain flying and only fly from tow parks in the flatlands? What if I don’t attempt to go XC? How about if I fly only when I get the monster urge to be in the air?

Right now, those are my thoughts. I’m not going to make any decisions yet, far less act on them, because my thoughts and feelings are still evolving. I’m not going to rush it—I’ll just wait and see how things develop.

2003-7-22

Still retired. Still no great urge to get back in the air. 

I miss the whole social scene of flying. When I got into hang gliding, the biggest surprise to me was what a super bunch of guys are involved in this sport. Amazing. Almost every guy (in a unisex sense) a real class act.

It’s kinda tough to read on the mailing list about guys skying out all day at Ridgely. But I think back to how many road hours and kicking-rocks hours I’ve put in for my in-the-air hours—even though the kicking-rocks hours were in the company of some super guys (see above). There’s that reward-to-effort thing again.

But flying is an amazing experience. To think we can actually soar with the eagles—it truly is mind blowing. Do I really want to give that up? Being a pilot has become a major part of my identity and self-image. Can I really let that go?

Now supposing I were to decide I wanted to get back in the game. Let’s see, I whacked my helmet, so there’s $300+ for a replacement. I still haven’t, after 3 months, had the stomach to open up my harness bag and assess the damage there. The glider will need a complete sail-off inspection. There goes another $300, in all likelihood. And I broke my Joe Gorrie custom wheels. There goes another $150. Okay, so I could rent a glider. But still……..

Still thinking about it.

2003-8-24

I went flying yesterday for the first time in almost four months. Well, not really flying—it was flying vicariously, helping my friends launch, and then driving retrieve. It was a good day at the Sac—NW 15-20, good lift, everyone skying out to cloudbase at 5.5k’.

And through it all, I had not even a tiny inkling of a desire to be up there with them.

I was surprised to feel so indifferent. But I think I’m beginning to understand. A few friends asked how I was doing, and why I’d retired. And in telling my story, they all readily admitted to having had similar thoughts themselves. What struck me most was the realization that my 2003 June 9 72-mile flight home from the Sac was a really defining moment. It was almost an order of magnitude beyond what I’d ever realistically hoped to achieve on a hang glider. And once I’d done it, it was all downhill from there. In the period following that that flight, my inner reflections gradually let me know that the flight really was the pinnacle of what I could ever expect to achieve. Everything after that was anticlimactic. As Tom G so delicately put it, I’d “ejaculated.” Talking to my fellow pilots, I learned that almost none had chalked up a flight quite that special—hence the newfound realization that the flight was of such significance. 72 miles is a long way on a hang glider in the East, and crossing multiple tree-covered ridges on the way makes it especially challenging.

Other factors came into play in nudging me into retirement. After all, at 55 I’m older than most HG pilots, I make more mistakes than most of them (and aviation is brutally unforgiving of mistakes), and my sprinting ability has been all but laid to rest by a knee recently turned arthritic (having originally been sent on a downward spiral by a clumsy 1972 soccer tackle). So it’s unlikely I’ll ever be able to better the 72-mile “Fly Away Home” effort, and it’s increasingly likely I’ll get injured if I persist in trying. Whereas my younger friends have a better shot at personal bests together with less risk of injury.

The anticlimactic feeling following a significant achievement seems to be part of my personal psychological makeup. Oh sure, everyone has it to some extent. For example, I’ve read that people who break world records often suffer from profound depression in the aftermath. Yup, I can relate to that. But maybe I have the syndrome worse than most.

Here’s another example of my repeating that pattern. I drifted out of orchestral trumpet playing after we (the Main Line Symphony Orchestra) had played the Sibelius Second and Fifth, the Shostakovich Fifth, Franck’s Symphony in D, Bartok’s Concerto for Orchestra, and Saint-Saens’ Organ Symphony. These pieces were beyond the pinnacle of what I dared aspire to as a community orchestra musician. After taking part in performances of these works, what else could there be? Bruckner? Nielsen? Elgar symphonies? Nah—it’ll never happen. (And in the 6 years since I left, it 

hasn’t happened. In fact, following a couple of Mahler symphonies, the programming has actually regressed significantly.)

So those are today’s thoughts. Hang gliding has gone the same way as trumpet playing—too much effort for too little reward (and risk, in the case of the former). In earlier years, playing soccer and rock climbing went the same way. Hmmm. I wonder what’s next. Golf? Ha! Perish the thought! [I’ve always thought that there were some things I’ll never feel old enough to do. Playing golf, owning a Volvo or Cadillac, and living in Florida are the current entries on that list.]

2004-1-11

I was watching some seagulls yesterday, soaring the ridge lift of a shopping center, miles from the sea. Yes, the flying bug has started to bite again. It has started to feel real appealing to fly again, but in lower-risk situations—like flatlands and big landing fields, with no gnarly ridge and slot turbulence to deal with. Or somewhere wide open like Ellenville. Yeah, I could get into that… 

2006-3-26

Well, I had a couple of flights in the last couple of years. A sled at Hyner. A sled or two at Ridgely. And you know what? I don't have the appetite for it any more. It's sad in many ways. Like losing your taste for your favorite food—only much worse than that.

I used to think about flying most of the time. Couldn't wait to get back in the air. But the feeling has gone. Taking sled rides isn't the fun it needs to be, given the expense and time spent getting there. And soaring back and forth around launch isn't so much fun any more. It has to be cross country—but given the infrequent chance you get to do it, plus the logistical hassles, and the greater risk, the equations just don't come out right. And unless you fly often, your skills and judgment deteriorate, making it that much more risky and dangerous.

It's sad, but I think I'm pretty well through as a hang glider pilot.
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