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COVER STORY

Looking for an 

alternative to cross-

country gliding 

or just keen to 

improve your skills? 

Aerobatics could be 

the answer – and it’s 

great fun too! Turn to 

page 20 and find out 

what is involved. 

(Paul Johnson)

MEMBER OF THE ROYAL AERO CLUB AND THE 
FEDERATION AERONAUTIQUE INTERNATIONALE
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A
erobatics is an exciting and 
growing area of flying in the UK, 
and this reflected in an increasing 

level of interest amongst glider pilots. Last 
year, membership of the british aerobatic 
association (baea, the organisation that runs 
UK aerobatic competitions) was up on the 
previous year, with 75 associated individuals 
or clubs and 31 glider pilots, plus 135 power 
pilots.

Many glider pilots will remember the first 
loop or chandelle they flew in a glider, and 
it’s at this point that a small number may 
become ‘hooked’, going on to compete in 
one or more of the aerobatic competitions 
each year in the UK.

Perhaps the reason that more glider pilots 
do not get involved with competition-style 
aerobatics is that they don’t understand 
what’s involved. competitive aerobatics is 
about displaying a sequence of figures to 
ground-based judges, with precision and 
accuracy. it has nothing at all to do with 
display flying – a common misconception.

entering a competition gives a purpose 
to practise and a standard to aim for, and 
makes a fantastic addition – or alternative 
– sport to train and excel at for those pilots 
who perhaps aren’t so interested in soaring. 
in the UK, there are competitions in March 
and september so it need not interrupt 
the soaring season though, personally, the 
aerobatic nationals in June is my favourite 
contest.  

because of the relatively small number of 
pilots involved, aerobatic contests are very 
relaxed and friendly affairs, and because land-
outs aren’t part of the competition, there’s 
a much better social side to proceedings. 
Furthermore, experienced pilots are happy to 
give advice and help. aircraft need not be a 
problem either – i always hire from the host 
club, and with the K-21 able to take you all 
the way to intermediate competition level, 
there’s no specialist equipment required.

this all helps to make the sport very 
accessible, with beginners’ level consisting of 
a requirement to master basic – but exciting 
– aerobatic manoeuvres such as loops, 
chandelles and canopy-down humpty bumps, 
all positive-g moves. the bGa standard badge 
is the key basic requirement for entry to a 
beginners-level event, and this may be signed 
off by any Full cat instructor approved for 
that purpose by the local cFi.  

the next, and most popular, competition 
class is sports. that includes all the rest of 
the positive-g figures, the stall turn and the 
push (or canopy down) Humpty. the K-21 

Competitive aerobatics is exhilarating.  
It also stretches your skills and improves 
confidence. Charles Baker looks at the 
benefits of aerobatics as a mainstream 
alternative, or addition, to soaring

TRY 
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accurate 
competition-
style 
aerobatics 
will help you 
stretch your 
skills, hone 
your precision, 
and give 
you greater 
confidence 
in your (and 
the glider’s) 
ability

is an ideal aircraft for that class and there 
are plenty of instructors available across the 
country able to teach these manoeuvres.

subsequent entry classes include 
intermediate, advanced and unlimited, with 
the sequences becoming progressively more 
difficult. it is in these classes that there have 
been exciting developments recently, with 
the UK putting together the first advanced 
glider aerobatic team for the 2010 World 
aerobatic championships taking place in 
Finland this summer.

but back to basics for a moment. For 
those looking to get involved for the first 
time, the first port of call is the vast wealth 
of information on the baea website www.
aerobatics.org.uk. although the judging 
notes are written for power pilots, the same 
principles apply to gliders with minor 
adaptations. Under “Proficiency scheme” 
there is an explanation of the simple 
procedure for getting competition clearance 
and a list of the check pilots. We are all bGa 
instructors and are very happy to give advice 
and help. indeed, it is the friendly and helpful 
nature of the aerobatic family that has kept 
me involved in the sport over the years.

Furthermore, if you bring a member of 
your family to an event, they need not sit 
around idly. an aerobatic competition relies 
heavily on people helping with the scoring, 
judging etc, so extra help is always welcomed.

in short, precise, accurate competition-style 
aerobatics will help you stretch your skills, 
hone your precision, and give you greater 
confidence in your (and the glider’s) ability. 
Whilst soaring is undoubtedly a satisfying 
form of gliding, and it’s always great as a glider 
pilot to use the weather to its full, aerobatics 

is an exhilarating and challenging addition, 
or alternative, to gliding and i’d encourage 
everyone to give it a go!
■ charles baker is a Full cat instructor, 

based at Lasham. He is a committee 

member of the british Aerobatic 

Association and in the 2009 Glider 

Aerobatic Nationals was the highest 

placed K-21 pilot.

the power aerobatic pilot to 

glider convert view

“WHat are you doing at the weekend, DJ?” 
“i’m going to fly some glider aerobatics,” i 
said. “Don’t you do enough of that during 
the week?” came the quizzical reply.

i am fortunate enough to be a pilot in 
the royal Navy and, in that role, have spent 
a reasonable amount of time flying military 
training aircraft, both as a flying instructor 
and also flying air experience flights for the air 
cadet organisation. both of these tasks involve 
quite a lot of time flying aerobatics. is this 
background an advantage to someone wanting 
to fly in glider aerobatic competitions? Not as 
much as you probably think.

i live about 20 minutes from saltby 
airfield, which is the established home of 
glider aerobatics in the UK and, as a bronze 
glider pilot with no real cross-country 
ambitions, i didn’t have to think twice when 
i saw an advertisement in S&G for a two-day 
aerobatics course using a K-21.

the first big difference for me to contend 
with was the lack of engine and propeller. 
this can be a good thing as there are no 
gyroscopic and slipstream effects to worry 
about, but the lack of any slipstream over the 
tail means that if you try to stall turn a 

(Facing page): Entering a 
competition gives a purpose to 
practise and a standard to aim for, 
and makes a fantastic addition – or 
alternative – sport for those pilots 
who perhaps aren’t so interested 
in soaring (Paul Johnson)

(Above left): David John Gibbs 
prepares to make hearts race 
with his aerobatic sequence at 
Wickenby‘s Glider Vs Power 
contest (Nick Buckenham)

(Above): Looking down the wing of 
the Fox glider during an inverted 45 
degree up line. The wing triangle 
allows you to line up at exactly 45 
degrees to the horizon, rather than 
having to judge the angle by eye. 
This is important in comps, as every 
5 degree error gives a one point 
downgrade on the score out of 10 
for that particular figure (Pat Greer)
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glider using power techniques you will 
be rewarded by a moment or two of silence 
followed by a tailslide. New skills to master!

the next difference is that in the military 
you fly aerobatics for the benefit of the chap 
in the cockpit. in a loop, for example, the 
nose is pitched around the sky at a constant 
rate. this looks very nice for the pilot, but 
results in a rather unimpressive egg shaped 
loop when viewed from the ground. a nice 
circular loop required by the contest judges 
actually looks fairly wrong from the cockpit. 
Flying for the benefit of people on the ground 
is another essential skill to master. of course 
the familiarity with being the wrong way up 
and feeling ‘g’ are an advantage, but it really 
did feel like learning from scratch again!

so how did it all go? entering the 2008 
Dan smith contest convinced me that glider 
aerobatics were the way forward, and i 
spent the rest of that season on a fairly steep 
learning curve, where i also started flying a 
Lunak. My efforts were rewarded by winning 
the 2009 Dan smith contest in a K-21, coming 
second at intermediate level flying the Lunak 
at the National championships and winning 
the saltby open contest flying the Fox at 
intermediate level. i’m currently working up 
to advanced level for the 2010 season.

so to answer my friend’s question, am i 
not getting enough (flying!) during the week?  
i reckon that in almost 3,500 hours, having 
qualified on types ranging from the iconic 
slingsby t-31 through to the Jet Provost and 
flown tasks varying from pleasure flights in 
a Harvard to helicopter rescue missions on 
dark stormy nights over the sea, the element 

of flying that has probably given me the most 
enjoyment, satisfaction and overall ‘grin 
factor’ is glider aerobatics. try it for yourself. 
You won’t be disappointed. Promise! 
david John gibbs

the display pilot view

DisPLaY flying presents an exciting, unique 
challenge and is more complex than it 
might appear – the flying obviously has to be 
entertaining and dynamic but tempered by 
very stringent height and crowd line separation 
limits that the caa imposes. so self-discipline 
features highly on the display pilot’s cV! 
throw in a strong on-crowd wind, inevitable 
stage nerves and occasionally the time pressure 
of a late slot change and you will find yourself 
working pretty hard – and because 
we’re a Lycoming short of a party, 
the actual display content is 80 
per cent focused on positioning 
so flying the manouvres has to be 
an automatic process and, in my 
view, the contest environment 
is the only way to develop that 
ability.

Multiple british champion 
Guy Westgate invited me to 
join team swift and mentor 
and authorise my conversion 
to display flying. Positioning 
presented the steepest learning 
curve – in a contest you will lose 
points for poor positioning, in a display you 
could put the crowd at risk and lose your 
display licence! Guy’s input was valuable 
beyond words and his hard-earned list of do’s 
and don’ts saved me a few seasons of red-
faced learning!

the planning and logistics involved 
are alarming – depending on the venue 
and organiser it can easily take a month to 
arrange crew, tug, transit, fuel and paperwork 
to produce one four-minute display flight! 

so is it worth the effort? showcasing silent 
flight to new audiences is a huge privilege 
and we have managed to inspire a handful of 
spectators to learn to glide, which is a great 
reward. i’ve been lucky to visit great places 
in the UK, europe and Uae and meet some 
unique and interesting people in the process! 
Mike newman

■ Aerobatic courses are available at the 

following clubs: booker, buckminster, 

Lasham, London (Dunstable), Midland, 

Windrushers (bicester) and Yorkshire. 

Aerobatic glider competition information 

can be found at www.aerobatics.org.uk
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Mike Newman is pictured above 
vertical (Mike Newman) and, left, 
doing his customary pre-flight Haka 
(Nick Buckenham)
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