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The problem of placing a glide]' 
in a thermal has concerned begill­
ner and expert alike ever since Roh­
ert Kronfelcl am] Wolf Hirth l)io­
neered the technique in the early 
1930's. Jt has been said that thermal 
soaring is an art that must be 
learned intuitivelv and that the 
ability to fly ther;llals perfectly is 
not the most important factor jn 
ehampionship flying. Champion 
pilots have often said that making 
the right decisions su -·h as whell to 
leave thermals, which Ones to By 
through, anrl where to go next is 
most crucial in fast Dying. vVhen 
discussing this tlwy often assume, 
however, that yOIl can already liy 
an" thumal vou meet before con­
tes't Hying or'going for long flights 
and records. \Vhat about the be­
ginning or intermediate soaring 
pilot who is baving trouhle staying 
IIp or is totally eonhlsed hy a par­
ticular thumal in which he mllst 
climb in or land? 

After many years teaching stu­
dents how to soar, J have reachcd 
the conclnsion that tbe best way 
for beginners to stay up is to stop 
working so hard to "center" ther­
mals and jllst Hy smooth "ljuiet" cir­
cles. But let me qualify tllis. 

There appear to he three distinct 
levels of thermalling skill. Thc be­
ginner is long 011 theory and short 
Oil technique. He may feel a ther­
mal on tow and release in the right 
place but noesn't circle immedi­
ately. He skids arOlmd awhile in 
the sink amI goes looking for lift, 
even flying through a fe"v thermals 
before decidincr to fly one. His cir­
cles arc Hawn at continllallv varv­
ing angles of bank Hnd spe'ed. He 
has heard of the many methods of 
centerinO' thermals so 'he tries vary­
ing his circle to work into the lift 
with no particular conception of the 
shape or area of the thermal IIntil 
500 feet have slipped away and he 
suddenly notices he had hetter get 
in position for landing. 

The intermediate level soarer is 
one who can usually stay up if 
there is good lift and other sail­
planes around to show him where 
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Precise control of a sailplane. timing and intuition. spell ability to get the most out of lift. 

to circle. He uses any l1lilllber of 
mcchanical metllods of working his 
wav into the lift sllch as slowing up 
and widening his circle in the "up" 
l)art of the tllrn and steepening the 
bank in the sink, or vice-versa. 
Thermals have a way of being dis­
similar, however, and too special­
ized method of working them often 
put yOIl down in confusing ways. 

The highest level of soaring is 
the very lntuitive clevelopment of 
most competition pilots. This actu­
ally consists of a vcry fine orienta­
tion in space along with precision 
pilotage. The pilot can mentally 
picture the streaming lift, place his 
glider in it and keep it there at all 
times. He can constantlv varv his 
tmn because he is alway~ conscious 
of exactly what is happening to the 
position of the glider, in time and 
space. A good pilot IPakes very 
"quiet" tmns. That is, he -flies as 
slowly as possihle "vitbin conh'olla­
bility and does not slide or slip so 
the sound inside the cockpit is ac­
tually quieter than the noise mane 
by a poor pilot. 

The rank beginner can best im­
prove his soaring by working on 
plain circles. It is remarkable how 
a model towline glider will stay up 
in lift by simply circling. I would be 
almost willing to bet that if the 
tyro pilots towed to 2,000 feet over 
the Held and put the ship into 

a good turn after release they 
would sta)' up three till1(~S out of 
five times, providing thermals ex­
ist. 

To make perfect circles the angle 
of bank and speed slwnld not vary. 
Jf the speed and hank varies, the 
path of the glider will not be round 
but oblong, irregular, and worst of 
all, will shift the glider hundreds of 
feet per tllfn. The beginning soar'T 
does not seem to ht paJ'ticuJarly 
benefited by a good variometer hut 
a string for slip ancI skid inuicatiou 
is a III list. A string is not only far 
more sensitive to sideways motion 
than the ba 11 in the bent 'tube type 
but keeps tht pilot's h(~ad up where 
it belongs. 

The simplest, yet most effective, 
of all aircraft instruments, the 
string yaw indicator, is merely a 
piece of bright colored yarn fas­
ten n to the cent ~r of the wind­
shield with masking tape. 

The best way to lose a tllP.nnal or 
run into someone is by looking out 
the side at the ground while soar­
ing. Watch the string, the variome­
ter over the nose. Of course, look 
around, bllt quickly and with pur­
pose. Check the blind spots and 
areas in which you are Hying Brst, 
then the airport to see which ships 
are on the ground, or who is towing 
off to join YOll. Sit in the middle of 
the seat. If you lean to one side it is 
very conducive to skidding to make 
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