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. Their slim shapes are smooth to touch and slippery like ice. Their rounded
backs catch the light and reflect it like polished glass. Their curves are symmet-
rical, continuous, and blended into one another as geometrical designs which
are happily married. When their wings are against the sky they are transparent,
and you can see their ribs against the light beyond. No bird has better-shaped
wings, no wings were ever spread in such a challenge. To see them is to know
that they can fly. It is clear that they belong to the wind and the sky and that

they are part of it as much as the clouds of a summer day.“

Terence Horsley, Soaring Flight, 1944
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PREFACE

y first experience of sailplanes was on 15th July 1939

when, as a child of nine years, I visited the British Na-

tional Gliding Competitions, held at Camphill in Der-
byshire. The indulgent father of my friend Brian possessed a small
car. He took us boys out for the day to this bare, exposed stretch of
upland some 24 kilometres south west of Sheffield where we lived. I
had always been fascinated by the idea of flying, as many were. I
had seen occasional biplanes passing over our suburb and all the
kids in the school yard had once watched a sky writer advertising
washing powder.

Gliding was a mystery to all of us. I thought it must be something
like sledging which, when there was snow, we did in the streets near
home. We could pay a halfpenny, or sometimes a full penny, in the
sweet shop for little aeroplanes made of card. These flew well when
catapulted into the air with the rubber band (supplied), but they al-
ways came down quickly. Today, it seemed, we were to see big glid-
ers, carrying grown men, being thrown off the top of a hill with big
rubber bands.

Within minutes of arriving at the flying field, I was enraptured.
There began an obsession which has continued for the rest of my
life. Not catapults and mere toboggan rides down to the valley
floor, but steep, swift ascents like kites pulled up on wires, wings
spread against the sky, then long, floating, graceful flight, flute like
sounds, smooth turns and gentle landings.

Long afterward I learned that this summer day had been poor for
soaring. Only three pilots were able to scratch away from the site in
weak thermals. The best distance for the day was a mere 20 km. |
didn’t see any soaring, or if I did, failed to understand. All I ob-
served were winch launches and circuits hardly longer, though
much more beautiful, than those of my halfpenny toys.

Brian and his dad were soon bored and wandered away from the
action. They did not see, as I did, one of those beautiful, bird like
aircraft with arched translucent wings and gleaming, varnished
skin, flying away from the winch with the cable still hanging on. It
stopped with a jerk, dived and slammed into the ground to disinte-
grate in a cloud of dust a few hundred metres from where I stood. I
hardly needed to be told the pilot was dead. Later I stared long and
sadly at the wreckage, stacked against a wall behind the hangar.
That lovely wooden shell was splintered and crushed, bits of fabric
still gleaming but torn and flapping wretchedly in the breeze.

How could such a thing have happened to such a wonderful craft?
Gliding, so lovely to see, was evidently not without dangers. Such
beauty and grace were not achieved easily. A few weeks after that vis-
it, war came. All civilian flying in Britain was forbidden for six years.

I read everything 1 could find about gliding and soaring. There
was little within the comprehension of a child, but I learned and
began to collect pictures, drawings, articles, books. One of the most
inspiring books about gliding I ever discovered was Soaring Flight
by Terence Horsley, published when I was fourteen. I read it avidly
and met the author soon afterwards. 1 still find his writing ad-
mirable. The quotation on the title page here comes from Terence’s
book. It captures in a few words all the sense of awe I felt when I
watched sailplanes performing gentle, almost silent, circuits above
my head, and when I stared and even touched them on the ground.
1 did not imagine | should ever be able to fly in one myself. Men
who did that, 1 thought, must be demigods. My parents were
strongly opposed to such ambitions.

1 did learn to fly as soon as I could. No demigod, 1 have contin-
ued ever since. I have flown about a hundred sailplane types and
my archive of books, articles and photographs has never ceased to
grow. There is much more literature available now, as the bibliogra-
phy shows.

In preparing this book, and my earlier writings, I have had help
from innumerable people and organisations. As many as possible are
listed in the Appendix. For the present volume special thanks are
owed to Marici Phillips for translations from Japanese, Brigitte Keane
for help with German texts, Vincenzo Pedrielli for advice, pho-
tographs and drawings from Italy, Raul Blacksten, archivist for the
Vintage Sailplane Association of the USA, Chris Wills, old friend and
President of the Vintage Glider Club, Marton Szigeti, who provided
several photographs and my publisher, Klaus Fey of EQIP GmbH,
whose idea it was to make a new book and who has supported and
encouraged me at all stages.

The book is about sailplanes, much less about designers, pilots
and advanced techniques. This is no doubt a fault, but it was the
aircraft themselves that fascinated me at the beginning. For those
whose interest is chiefly in the people involved, or the influence
gliding has had on other aspects of aviation and history, or compe-
tition strategies in modern soaring, the bibliography lists many ref-
erences to be followed up.

Martin Simons
Adelaide, 2001
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INTRODUCTION

he early history of flight has been written many times by

other authors and will not be repeated here. A question still

requiring an answer is, why did gliding not begin sooner
than it did? Controllable kites for sporting combat were flown in
ancient China where there are legends of men being carried aloft
by them. There were sailing ships and windmills all over the world.
No one could doubt the power of the moving air to raise roof shin-
gles, drive boats, pump water and grind corn. Superstition and fear
of the gods did not prevent people trying to fly. They usually in-
jured or killed themselves by jumping off towers or cliffs. All the
necessary materials and techniques needed to build simple gliders
were available, yet not even the genius of Leonardo da Vinci pro-
duced anything remotely airworthy.

The first successful gliders were designed and built by the York-
shire baronet, George Cayley in 1804. He flew ‘free flight’ models
based on a simple kite and built one big enough to carry a boy, prob-
ably a household servant, for a few metres. After a long interval, Sir
George’s man - carrying glider flew in 1849 - 53. The coachman who
had been persuaded to act as pilot, survived the flight but resigned
at once. Despite Cayley’s publications, no one showed any interest. A
modern replica of the glider has been flown and proves that Cayley
understood the essentials.

Otto Lilienthal began to fly hang gliders in 1891. It was his suc-
cesses that led directly to the inspired, but business-like, work of the
Wright Brothers. They made many gliding flights to develop meth-
ods of controlling their aircraft before the extremely brief 12 sec-
ond powered flight in 1903. It was not until 1905 that they could
measure their aeroplane flights in minutes. Not till 1908 did they
fly for an hour and were confident enough to demonstrate their
success fully in public.

Early pioneers thought of gliding as a mere preliminary to pow-
ered flight, but Lilienthal himself had noticed that sometimes he
would gain a little height from the wind blowing up a slope. In
1909 E.C. Gordon England, flying a tailless. glider built by José
Weiss, made a brief soaring flight at Amberley‘Mount. More signifi-
cantly, Orville Wright at Kitty Hawk in 1911 soared over the steep
dunes for more than nine minutes and afterwards wrote that there
was no reason why a duration of several hours could not be

achieved. When, at the age of 68, he was asked about the purpose

%f these experiments he remarked that the brothers had always
knpvgx it was more fun to fly gliders than powered aeroplanes.

In '1909 a group of schoolboys from Darmstadt formed a club, the
Flugsport Vereinigung Darmstadt, and began a systematic and well
organised series of trials. Needing more space than they could find
near home, they chose in 1911 to continue their gliding on the
Wasserkuppe in the Rhon district of central Ge;inany, near Gers-

feld. The pastures on and around the summit were made available
to them by the local cattle breeders. The Iand was (and still is)
swampy in some places, for here were the springs of the Fulda Riv-
er, but slopes free from obstructions could be found facing any
wind direction. The boys spent the summers of 1911 and 1912
camping there. Their best flight was about 800 metres distance.
Their club then was absorbed into a Darmstadt powered flying
group and dissolved. World War came soon afterwards. Half the
original members of the FSV were killed.

By their choice of the Wasserkuppe, the Darmstadt club had a
profound and unanticipated influence on the future development
of soaring. Reports of their flights had been published in the maga-
zine Flugsport. After the armistice, Germany plunged into the
depths of economic and political crisis which threatened to destroy
the nation entirely. The Versailles treaty, finalised in 1919, forbade
the construction and flying of aeroplanes. The armed forces of the
victorious powers occupied the country, ensuring that this ban and
many other restrictions, were enforced.

The Darmstadt boys were now remembered. Erich Meyer, a stu-
dent at the Dresden Technical University, with his friend Wolfgang
Klemperer, another Dresden engineering student, discovered that
gliders, in the official mind, were not aeroplanes and so were not
forbidden. Meyer published a series of articles in Flugsport, show-
ing how such craft could be built easily at minimal cost. It was a
way of getting into the air without running foul of the distasteful
law. In March 1920 Meyer and Klemperer published an invitation
for a gliding competition, to run from the second week of July dll
the end of August. It would be on the Wasserkuppe where the
schoolboys had proved the ground. No one ever seems to have
questioned the choice of site. This was probably not the best possi-
ble place in Germany, the weather was often bad with low cloud
settling on the top, there was no road, no shelter, no facilities ex-
cept an isolated tavern, little more than a hut for hikers, on the very
summit at 950 metres above sea level, the Baude. This openéd only
in the summer. To search for another location would take too long.
The Wasserkuppe it was to be and the Wasserkuppe it was. The
Baude was a very necessary refuge but even to find it in the all too
common bad weather, was not easy.

The editor of Flugsport was the enthusiastic Oskar Ursinus who
threw all his weight and influence behind the young men’s propos-
al and offered to help organise the event. He knew where to look
for financial support, Karl Kotzenberg, a wealthy businessman in
Frankfurt. A generous cheque was written, a managing committee
was formed and Ursinus set to work. When the time came, tents
and small huts were erected on the mountain, and from 20th July
the first competitors began to arrive.
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Structure 10 kg
In flight 90 kg
Wing area 14 sqm
Wing loading 6.4 kg/sq m
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