Slightly abridged talk given by Trevor Stuart & Rob Thompson on 21st October 2006
Ridge Running – a racy name for hill soaring.  Ridge Running is hill soaring out of gliding range of the airfield.  Ridge Running is flying cross-country using hills instead of thermals.  However you define it, it’s very exciting.

People pay a lot of money to travel to places like the French Alps to do ridge running.  We have our own miniature Alps on the door step, no ferry required, just a winch launch.

As you know we’re situated roughly halfway along the Cotswold escarpment running from Bath to just past Chipping Campden.  It varies in height from 635ft at Meon Hill in the north to1083ft at Cleeve Hill just east of Cheltenham.  The brightest amongst you will have worked out that Nympsfield at 700ft is at the bottom end of that range.  The whole of this escarpment is hill-soarable, from a winch launch; indeed you can probably do it from a cable break.
And with a QFE setting it can be done using just the big hand on your altimeter.

Why do it?  And why don’t we do it?

Well, it’s worth doing in its own right; one travels relatively close to the ground, you get a real sensation of movement, of speed, not something you experience in thermal or wave soaring.  Flying is mostly wings level, occasionally rolling to follow contours.  The only other way you can legally fly like this is by para glider or military jet.  The first is too slow, the second . . . we’re too old.  But there are additional benefits, more than you first imagine.
It’s very exciting . . . but I’ve already said that.
It enables you (and your kit) to remain current throughout the winter months.  Cross-county flying need not be quite so seasonal for the Nympsfield pilot.  We’ve made quite an investment in our kit, why lay it up for half the year?  Ridge running is a completely different style of flying to thermal or wave soaring.  Why not learn to do it this winter?  If you do I promise you’ll want to do it in the summer too.  With this new skill under your belt they’ll be more cross-country days available to you.  Provided there’s some wind on the hills everyday can be a cross-country day.  It opens up the soaring year.
It’s a very useful skill to have.  One sometimes gets low during a thermic cross-country flight and a hill can often serve as a ‘safety net’ or ‘parking spot’ while you wait for the next thermal to come along.  It’s better to soar a bit of hill for 20 minutes rather than land in a field.

It sharpens your flying.  You can’t afford to be sloppy with glider handling close to the ground.
It’s a good way to do a field selection exercise.  In many ways I think more realistic than doing it in a motor glider.  In your early days of ridge running a great deal of time will be devoted to looking at fields.  You may spend a lot of time permanently within two minutes of landing.  I did a flight with Steve Eyles and Tom Rose a few weeks ago – Steve told me afterwards he choose more fields in one hour than he’d chosen all year.  This currency in field selection will boost your confidence enormously when doing conventional cross-countries.
It’s confidence building.  How many of you go within a thousand feet of the ground during a cross-country?  Not many.  This is not an area many of us explore.  Ridge running is an excellent way to explore the bottom thousand feet.  During ridge running you are almost permanently in this band.  How many of you regularly thermal away from 300ft?  I don’t blame you.  Ridge running enables you to do this as a matter of routine.  It enables you to practise getting away low.  If you fail it doesn’t matter you merely go back onto the hill.  The hill is acting as a safety net for you.  Hills also act as trigger points for thermals.  If you fly into a bowl that has the sun AND the wind on it you can often experience the mother of all thermals.

Wave often sets up when the hills are soarable and ridge running can often provide an easy transition.  Wave was encountered on several of the traces posted I’ve posted on our website.
And finally, it’s an easy way to improve your glide angle from 1 in 40 to say . . . 1 in 1040.  Flying a glider with a glide angle better than 1 in a 1000 is quite fun.  Of course when you cross the gaps you’ll have to revert to 1 in 40.  You don’t realise until you ridge run what 1 in 40 looks like, it’s pretty flat.  Ridge running demonstrates beautifully just how far a glider can go without losing much height.  You wouldn’t normally set off for your next climb from 600 feet would you.  With ridge running it’s not unusual to progress from hill to hill losing a few hundred feet at a time.  I said earlier that ridge running is hill soaring out of gliding range of the airfield but when soaring the Cotswold escarpment, it’s not – it only feels like it.  Would you start a final glide 30 miles out from 800ft and expect to get back?  Of course not, but with ridge running it can be done.
So, it’s exciting, it keeps you current, it permits more cross-countries, it’s a stepping stone into wave, it improves your flying, improves your confidence, your field selection   . . . and your glide angle.  Can’t be bad.
I’ve made light of it of course.  If it’s that good why doesn’t everybody do it?

We’ve all been here during a decent north-westerly and seen dozens of gliders beating up and down the north ridge hour after hour.  God they must get dizzy.  Why don’t they fly on other hills?
The most popular reasons seem to be:

How do we know the hills will work?  Well, we’re quite happy to use clouds aren’t we?  We’re quite happy to travel from one to the other because they always work, don’t they?  Do you always find lift under a cloud?  With a hill, provided there is sufficient wind blowing onto the hill (and lets say 15kts for the Cotswold Escarpment), the hill will work.  The wind has to go somewhere, it doesn’t suddenly stop or do a 180.  Not only will the hill always work but you always know where the lift will be . . . in front of it.
You know where you stand with a hill.  Unlike a cloud it’ll still be there in an hour’s time.  It’ll still be there tomorrow and probable the day after.  After spending the winter flying on hills I have such a sense of security that come springtime I’m a little nervy about breaking away and using clouds.
‘I don’t want to land-out’ is another popular excuse, and that’s fair enough.
Try and teach yourself to ridge run the Cotswold escarpment and you will land out.  Despite having the testicular implants it took me 7 years before I could do Bath and back on the hills . . . I lost track of the number of times I landed out trying.  Now, unless I’m really pushing my luck it’s unusual.  With tuition you could do it in . . .  well let’s take my most determined ridge running mentee - Rob Thompson.  My first lead & follow with Rob was in March 2003 . . .  an absolute disaster . . .  it says in my log book.  September 2004 with Rob and Dave Ascroft, Dave OK, bit of a problem with Rob.  January 05 . . . Rob much improved.  August 06 . . . Rob getting better all the time – stayed above me.  So it can be done, it can be taught.  I’m going to ask Rob to talk to you first hand about his progress and the training potential that Nympsfield offers.  And remember he still hasn’t landed out yet, Rob . . . 

Rob’s notes:

· Some Do’s and Don’ts about ridge lead and follows

· Some idea of operating heights on local ridge runs, when we don’t panic …… and when we do!!

Firstly, a little introduction…….

· Average pilot but with above average “enthusiasm”

· Average life – married with kids in full time employment

· Average access to gliders, club aircraft and a quarter share now.

· Yet in the last 2 years or so I have done at least 25 hill soaring cross-countries, roughly works out at 3000km’s - mostly at 500feet, and never landed out…..yet!

· How has this happened to such an average guy – training and obsessive weather watching, that enthusiastic attitude thing, and always being able to get a launch.

Do’s and Don’ts of following on Ridge Runs

DO always listen to the master

DO trust the master and the hills

DO follow his every move . . . UNLESS he hits a tree

DO allow enough space in the cockpit to pray

DO allow yourself to swear

DO try to stay above the leader–but don’t worry if you are not, he may airbrake down!!

DO always have a safe and considered manoeuvring way out

DO make sure you leave a comfortable formation margin (for both of you)

DO understand the Laws and Rules associated with hill soaring

DO reply to his first communication

DO communicate when you get below your comfort height

DO ask questions at the briefing not in flight

DO make sure you are at the right place at the right time to start – or you may be left behind – simple as that.

DO be grateful and show your appreciation – it is a big responsibility for the leader

DO prepare to land out (with the local runs it’s always only a short retrieve). 

DO recognise that lead & follow is not pair flying

DO keep an eye out for big aircraft into Filton and little ones for Colerne and Staverton.

DO be careful of birds on a wooded ridge.

DO remember to climb back up to a safe circuit height in order to land, after 2 hours at 400 feet, climbing up to 700feet on our awesome local ridge feels far too high!!

DO prepare for the biggest rush and sense of achievement

DO enjoy looking at the BGA ladder that night and note that you were the only cross-country pilots in the UK

DON’T just follow blindly – watch the way the leader flies particularly notice when his style changes from the initial glide out into hill soaring mode and adapt YOUR flying accordingly, you may not even notice the change – until you look at the trace!
DON’T panic – generally hills work better the lower down you are.  If they don’t the outlanding situation is good over most of the runs – you’ll get to now where the best fields are.  There is a nice big about 3km due west of Bath race course where things can get interesting …this has lured many pilots away from the hill.

DON’T worry about your relative glider performance.

DON’T worry if there is no sun on the ground or thermals to “bump” along the way, the ridge actually works more consistently when there are no thermals around.

DON’T get distracted by other gliders communications – unless they are on the local ridge.

On your own – things that help

- Use anything that can help you identify lift and/or wind direction, such as gulls and buzzards that are not flapping are good, and local bonfires

- Make sure you have winpilot  - or something that gives you good wind direction and strength and also the lift associated with your track.

- As you grow in confidence, try it with your audio vario turned down/off – sounds like madness, but you’d be surprised how much you learn about the “feel” of ridge flying without that aid.

- Stick religiously to your height operating band discipline.  These are “roughly” OUR operating bands….your’s will probably be higher until you get more confident.

· Over 1000 feet - you can start and/or make the jumps (Nym-Wooton, Nym-Haresfield, Winchcoombe to Clieve hill, Clieve hill to Leckhampton)

· Over 500 feet – this is nose bleed territory (its not wave flying you know!), very comfortable, if you are maintaining height within this band you can push the speed up a bit.  And definitely NO TURNING,  This is typically a 20knot plus wind day. I did the Bath run at 100kph on such a day, then I got greedy pushed it too hard on a second run and got into trouble requiring a few beats.  We reckon you could do it in silly time on a 20 knot day. That’s another joy about the Cotswold ridges - we are only really just beginning to “test” them like they have been at Parham for some time now.

· Between 100 feet and 500feet – still OK, but fly relatively cautiously pulling up in all the best bits, do some beats in the really really good bits.  This is typically a 15 – 20 knots day.  Game visitors have been amazed at how consistent the lift can be in this height band from such shallow hills on the Bath run.  In the past pilots would have taken a climb to get into there comfort zone over 500feet, or opted for a field.  Now more often than not we just carry on – if we are all happy of course!!

· Below 100feet – depends on where you are going, e.g. this is OK if you are going to a good bit of hill, if not then you need to have a good field identified, if your hill is keeping you airborne then it is better to stop there and get a bit more height – Be patient - I got stuck in the Wooton bowl for two hours once, trying to get the 500 feet to get home to our west ridge. This is typically when the wind is below 15knots or in the slightly wrong direction. 

- Go at your own pace – no point in rushing!  But as you grow in confidence speed up a bit.

- Get on with it straight away - the longer you hang around the quicker you will talk yourself out of it.


Anyway that is enough from me.  It is great fun, it’s great for your flying, the good days are well advertised, AND we can all do it, with a little training and the right attitude.

Thank you Rob

Up until recently the Bristol & Gloucestershire gliding club had been disinclined to teach ridge running.  That’s all changed, we now have 12 instructors or mentors including Jonathan Meyer and Andy Davis who are keen and willing to help you learn, and we have a syllabus to work to.
‘But it’s too nerve racking’ is another line I hear.

Yes, that’s true, it can be a little . . . anxious at times.  Anxiety is a similar emotion to excitement.  Anxiety becomes exciting when you’ve done it before.  Anxiety becomes exciting with confidence and experience.  Ridge running is never dull.
You’re going to need some hardware - maps.  A half million is no good for hill-soaring, insufficient detail.  Quarter Mil maps are good or the Goldeneye map is good for the North Cotswold escarpment.  The panoramic maps produced by Contour Designs are excellent for the welsh hills.  You should study these maps at home and take them with you when you fly in a two-seater.  By the time you ridge run solo you won’t need the maps . . . nor have the time to look at them.
I’ve included these welsh maps not just because they’re pretty but because they’re only two thermals away, or a high aerotow and they offer stunning ridge running in any wind direction from west through north to east.  If you can’t get back in thermal or wave you can always land at Usk for an aerotow retrieve.  Sounds expensive?  Yes, but still cheaper than going to France.  Don Puttock of Talgarth fame is the expert on these hills and I’m very pleased to say he will be our resident instructor throughout November and then hopefully rejoining us for the summer season starting in April.  He is keen to show you welsh ridge running.  So, no excuse not to have some fantastic flying.  Don has written an excellent paper on ridge running, it appeared in the last Dec - Jan S&G, if I’ve missed anything tonight, it’s covered in his article.  The only comment I would make is:  Don devotes a section to hill soaring below the top, this is not really appropriate for the Cotswold escarpment.  If you can soar them below the top you should be giving this talk.

There are two bits of software I’d like you to consider.  The first is a site called multimap.com and this allows you to toggle between an ordnance survey map and an actual aerial view of any bit of the country.  So, you can have a good look at Haresfield Beacon from the comfort of your armchair before you go over there.
The other bit of software is SeeYou.  SeeYou allows you to replay a flight laid over a vector map (sort of ordnance survey) or a raster map (a satellite image), in simulated 3D if you wish.  SeeYou costs about £100 but is a very useful tool for analysing flights.  There are several traces on the website which cover most of the hills in the syllabus.
I suspect you thought I would stand here this evening and say, ‘if you leave the Nympsfield Ridge at 1100ft in a 20kt NW’ly in an ASW 19b, you’ll arrive at Haresfield at 450ft, you work your round to Prinknash Abbey where you should be at 700ft etc’.  I’m not going to do that   . . .  quite deliberately.  Every day is different and it’s better to learn, by doing it, by gradually working the heights down, at your own pace.  By downloading other pilots flights and playing them on SeeYou you can get a good idea of routes taken and operating heights.
Let’s look at the syllabus.  The first bit, the Preparation Exercises, look a bit daunting don’t they.  I’m asking you to fly at 300ft for 20 mins.  Why have I done that?  Until you have quite a bit of experience, 2 or 300ft is the lowest you should be above any hill.  If you’re not prepared to operate at that sort of height on our own ridge you shouldn’t be setting off to explore the others.  In places you may get down to 200ft above hilltops and it’s important you are reasonably comfortable about it.  The exercise should be flown at 60kts, not a hundred, initially in two-seaters with the instructor operating the airbrake.  Work down in stages starting at 500ft then 400, 300.  You’ll be surprised how quickly you become comfortable with it.  A word of warning.  If you’re going to use airbrake to lose height do it away from the hill and keep a good lookout.  Glider pilots don’t expect to be descended upon from above.  
Another exercise is to fly out from the hill directly into wind until you’ve halved your altimeter reading, then turn round and fly back.  It’ll look alarming but you’ll get back     . . . easily, there’s a huge difference between travelling into and downwind.  It’s a good exercise to get used to the image and sensation of arriving low on a hill.
When you’ve done, and only when you’ve done these exercises dual, lead & follow and solo are you are ready to try the other hills.
If the winch isn’t in use why take a high aerotow.  If the hill is working and you’re keen to learn ridge running, pull off at 500ft, it also improves our launch rate and profitability.  The club is currently looking at reducing our low aerotow rate.
I’ve graded these runs 1-4.  Not an exact science but it should give you some idea of the difficulty involved.  If anybody gets all of these signed off inside two years I’ll be surprised, there’s a lot of flying here.
Let’s talk about out-landing shall we?  One of you might.  The area to the west of the Cotswold escarpment is generally low, uninterrupted, flat and landable.  There are areas you can’t land in, all of which can be over-flown.  Cheltenham is an obvious one.  Cheltenham Racecourse has a landing field on its north side.  It has white markers in it and oriented NW-SE.  If you land there pull your glider to one side, go to reception and report your arrival.  I’ve always found them very friendly and amenable to aerotow retrieves.  Do not land on the racecourse.
Whenever I fly people in the Nimbus they always look for fields on the wrong side of the fuselage.  I.e. on top of the hill.  I said earlier that it’s a good way to do a field selection exercise, and it is.  Fields on top of the hill may be anything from 200 – 1000 ft below you.  They could be a text-book choice . . . apart from where they are.  What direction would you land in?  Crosswind?  How easy is Nympsfield in a cross-wind?  Your field would be the same.  Into wind?  Which means you have a down-wind, a base-leg and finals all in some degree of curl over.  I think not.  If you’ve got enough height to safely land in a field on top of the hill, you’ve packed in your hill soaring too early.  Always, always use the extra height you have in hand by making for lower ground, upwind of your hill.
I’m assuming you’re all going to start ridge running straight away so crop is not a problem.  One is primarily looking at size, slope, orientation, obstruction and surface, or SOS for short.  Well, there’s not going to be much wind is there otherwise you’d be hill soaring.  At worse even if a hill isn’t working it should give reduced sink so it’s a good place to be, a good place to buy time.  Normally you can choose a field whilst still in this position, or at least an area presenting a number of choices.  If you’ve made a decision to land and descended to maybe not much more than hill-top height you’ll feel very vulnerable.  There is a tendency to choose a field that is too close.  Choose a field too close and it may have a significant down slope to it – not desirable.  Also, you will be obliged to do a very cramped circuit into it – also not desirable.  Look upwind, maybe as much as a mile for an outlanding area.  As you fly away from the hill, the ground will fall away much faster than your glide angle.  You start to feel a lot more comfortable.  You’ll have more height and more time than you thought; you may even climb away in a thermal.
I can’t stand here and tell you how to do this, you really have to take a launch and try, but I will give you a few pointers and tips.
There are a few instances when hills don’t work, the main one is wave.  When it’s out of phase with the hills they won’t work, it doesn’t happen often but if the local hill isn’t working I wouldn’t blame anybody for not setting off to explore the others.

Hills don’t work while a thermal is going through, or at least the sink around a thermal can knock out the hill lift but it’s very temporary and short lived.  One simply moves further along the ridge, away from the thermal.  I can guarantee that when you hit 8kts from 300ft you’ll take it to cloudbase, that’s OK but the hill soaring is over.  Bounce thermals by all means, take one or two turns, that’s ridge running.

Rain showers can sometimes kill hill lift for several miles around.  Avoid getting caught out in rain, visibility is dramatically reduced.  You don’t want to be choosing and landing in a field in the rain.

The hills can stop working in gusty conditions but only for a few seconds.  It’s a bit more traumatic but you quickly learn to use the gusts.

Unlike some of the welsh runs or the east side of the Malverns’ the Cotswold escarpment does not provide a steady stream of lift from one end to the other.  There are bits that are quite good, better than Nympsfield, but it’s very variable and there are a few gaps to cross.  The gap between us and Haresfield Beacon is one of the largest so if you’ve got the bottle to do that there’s no reason you can’t do the rest.  There will be sink in places but nothing that can’t be overcome.
Be constantly aware of wind direction, it’s your friend.  It’s easy to get disorientated.  Look out for indicators of wind direction.  Smoke from the ground is a good indicator but it can be influenced by local effects.  Also, like wind socks it’s easy to misinterpret from a distance.  Watch out for cloud shadows, they can’t be wrong, but remember they are indicating wind direction at cloudbase.  If you zoom your GPS in and have it display a breadcrumb trail it’ll show overlapping circles, nicely indicating wind direction.  If you compare the difference between GPS ground speed and the ASI while you’re heading into wind you’ll have a wind speed.  Some software like WinPilot will constantly display an actual wind speed and direction at your current height, some versions even without turning, but beware, they aren’t infallible.  The best indicator is your glider.  Do two turns in front of a hill, look out of the window and you’ll have a precise indication of wind speed and direction relative to the hill.
Almost without exception commence all turns away from the hill, especially if low down.  If you don’t have the height to safely complete a turn, use S turns.  S turns are very effective in front of a hill whether you’re thermally off them or just using hill lift.  In strong winds you’ll be surprised just how must the wind can go round and the hills still work.  You will be doing a lot of S turning, working all the sticky-outey bits.
Don’t expect to go and soar the whole Cotswold escarpment straight away.  Do it piecemeal.  Don’t move on to the next bit until you’re comfortable with the last.  It’s better to repeat the same section several times rather than do a long run once.

Never allow yourself to get low in the lee of a hill.  The ground will come up so fast you won’t wonder what hit you.

Hopefully there will be more people flying the ridges now, I can’t stress enough the importance of a good look-out, visibility into sun on a clear winters day can be very poor indeed.  A parachute is probably useless at the heights we’ll operate at.

Please use the Instructors and Mentors at your current level who have offered to help – you’ll progress much faster.
If you still have doubts about this . . . walk the course.  I don’t mean the entire Cotswold Way but select good vantage points, starting with Coaley Peak.  Climb up Tyndale Monument.  Suggest the family may like lunch in Broadway and walk up to Broadway Tower; you’ll earn lots of brownie points.  These hills look much more significant when you’re standing on them.
In closing, I have a task for you.  When it’s streeting and the wind is NNW around 20kts create yourself a turning point just past Ledbury.  Make a start over Nympsfield and fly down the cloud-street.  You can probably get to Ledbury without turning and without losing much height, if any.  Turn right and head for Bishops Cleeve and with a tailwind component you won’t need to stop.  At Bishops Cleeve turn right again and follow the hills back to Nympsfield, you won’t need to stop.  Average 80kts and you’ll have completed an FAI 100km triangle in 43 minutes, 140kph, you’ll be a new UK record holder.
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