It was a cold wet day in March that I signed up for the Silver-to-Gold course on 29/5/07-1/6/07, hoping that the weather would turn out to be more promising than the course I went on the previous year.  In the event, we were lucky; the forecast for the first day was for light to medium NW'lies and soundings seemed to predict good Cu to 6000'.

Given the conditions, the theory could wait for rainer times, and the order of the day was an early start to a lead and follow, flying with Gavin in the K21 with Graham in hot pursuit.  In the event, radio difficulties resulted in our setting off solo on a declared task of NYM-HAB-CRY-HAB-NYM.  At lower levels locally, it was initially a little slow finding good lift, but once we picked up a good thermal we were soon up to 6000' approaching the Severn, a first for me in this area.  Cloud base was about 1000' lower after crossing the water, with the anticipated spreadout threatening to become a reality, but conditions continued and under Gavin's instruction, the clouds were all cooperating.  It was instructive seeing how to select/reject thermals and plan for cruse in reduced sink, and what would previously have seemed to be forbidding hops through the blue gaps were much more

benign than I expected.   As we approached Hay Bluff, we found

ourselves having to run along the lee of a spine and getting low, and my attention moved from thermals to fields.  However, on rounding the Bluff we were headed upwards again and took thermals off the ridges until arriving at Cray reservoir quite low.  A sun-facing into-wind bare slope provided the lift we needed before and after rounding the turnpoint, although tight turns were necessary to exploit it lower down.  On the return journey, the sky was sparser, with more activity to the south of track over the Brecon mountains, but we stayed on track and followed roughly the same course back, with a low hesitation before the forest of Dean while we somehow scraped back enough height to clear it.

The following couple of days lived up to their uninspiring forecasts, and provided time to absorb the meaty set of course notes.  On the Friday however it appeared as though we were on for a 2 hr 120k task, NYM-LED-BRO-NYM, this time with me in the LS4 pursuing Gavin and Graham in the DG.  Well aware  of how easy visual contact can be lost when following (from a flight in the previous year's course!), I kept focussed and formated as we struck out.  For the first half of the flight, conditions were weaker, and I was out of my comfort zone continually pressing on while spending much time below 2000'.

Thermalling was an enjoyable opportunity to compare technique; while I kept up most of the time, it was rare that I gained on them!

Subsequently, thermal strengths seemed to double, and after rounding Broadway, we continued back separately to hone new skills.  I had a chance to practice some of the theory and play with a PDA running XCSoar; enjoyed a 35k final glide at a McCready of 3.5 after my final 3.5kt thermal, and was pleased to arrive back at almost exactly the predicted height and time.

The most useful things for me were building the confidence to set out into uncertain conditions (with appropriate contingencies), feeling for patterns of lift, and being more selective with thermals.  Many thanks must go to Gavin and Trevor for their efforts and enthusiasm for the course.

