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We ll it  se em s like  Sp ring  is fina lly he re a nd  Nova  ha s come  o ut  o f hib e rnat io n fo r the  new  
se a so n.    To  re ca p  o n la st  ye a r, w e  have in this issue , d eta ils o f the  new  co mm itte e  
m em b e rs that  w e re  e le cte d  at  the  AGM  in Octob e r;   a  summ a ry o f the 2004 Avo n PG XC 
Le a g ue  sta t ist ics to gethe r w ith the  p rize  w inne rs.   
 
Ta lking  o f p rize  w inne rs I w o uld  like  to  pe rso na lly co ng ra tulate  the  2004 w inne rs o f the  “ Be st  
No va  Art ic le ” aw a rd , a nd  the  w inne r o f the  No va  p hotog ra p hic co m pet it io n.   The  b est  
No va  a rt ic le  w a s “The Gre at  Esca p e”  by Richa rd  Za ltzm a n (June  2004 issue ).  The p hoto  
co m p  w a s w o n b y Gra ham  Richa rd s fo r his am a zing  shot  ta ke n a b ove the  c lo ud s at   
O lu De niz, in Turkey.   Yo u ca n rea d  a ll a b o ut  his am a zing  expe rie nce  in this issue  (p a ge  8).    
 

I’m  sure  yo u w ill jo in me  in ta king  this o p p o rtunity to re co g nize a nd  tha nk the  re t iring Com m it te e me mb e rs fo r a ll 
the ir ha rd w o rk.  The  new  com m ittee  (so me  w ho  have eve n ta ke n o n m o re  tha n o ne  ro le ) is now  w o rking ha rd  
a nd  e nthusia st ica lly be hind  the  sce ne s, ke e p ing the  c lub  running  sm oo thly, a nd  o rg a nizing this ye a r’ s fly ing  
co m p et it io ns a nd so cia l e ve nts.   Tha nk yo u to yo u a ll.  
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It was my last full day in Olu Deniz. I had been up the mountain, Babadag, 
three times but gave yesterday a miss to spend some time on the beach with 
Karen. We’d walked to the lagoon where the sand was softer and the water still 
and fantastic – well worth the petty entrance fee. From there, occasionally I’d 
watch the paragliders r ising over the mountain to reach the fluffy cumulus that 
per iodically popped over the peak. I didn’t mind not being there as tomorrow I 
dreamed I would, and for the flight of the holiday. 
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The British summer once again turned out to be very British and not much summer, so the 
prospect of two weeks in Spain got more and more enticing the closer we came to leaving. We had 
booked up with Fly Piedrahita (run by Steve Ham) early in the year, and decided to treat ourselves 
to a long holiday to lengthen the odds of good flying.   
 
Having been for a week in April 2003, we knew what to 
expect, and were looking forward to the large easy 
take-offs and plentiful landing fields.  Knowing you are 
not going to have to hurl yourself off some unfeasibly 
steep scree slope, straight over a cliff or land amongst 
vicious spiky trees and boulders certainly boosts the 
confidence and allows you to concentrate on the flying. 
 
Piedrahita is a market town on the road between Avila 
and Salamanca, about 50km east of Avila. Bits of it are 
medieval, and the rest has grown up around it during 
various periods of prosperity.  There is a lovely town 
square to enjoy a beer in during the evenings, and 
overall it has a really nice atmosphere of a quiet 
Spanish town.  Quiet except for the Fiesta in August 
that is, and then the place is a riot of live music, street 
bands, late night bars and livestock.  
 
Steve has been there years, and he introduced the 
free-flying community to the joys of the area.  As a pilot 
he does not really need introducing to British fliers, his 
name appearing all over the place in competition 
results.  Steve’s wife, Puri, is also an excellent pilot 
(she is the former Spanish women’s champion) and 
flies or assists when she can.  She has an excellent 
knack of talking people into thermals and providing 
radio control low saves!  Together they run a superb 
operation, providing guiding and half-board 

accommodation.  You live with Steve, Puri and their 
son, Oliver, in their charming house on the edge of 
town.  From the balcony you can see take off, and it is 
a 20 minute drive to the top of the mountain.  
 
A typical day starts with a leisurely breakfast and a 
quick check on the conditions. If the forecast tree that 
can be seen from the dining room is rustl ing very 
gently, then it is normally on.  The bell is rung at 10:30, 
which is the signal to load up into the minibus for the 
first run up the hill.  It is tarmac road all the way to the 
top, and for those who do not like the precipitous 
mountain hairpins, the trip is pretty gentle on the 
nerves.  Steve employs a driver so that he can 
concentrate on getting you flying, and be there in the 
air to guide you through the tricky bits.  This also 
means an instant retrieve if you bomb out early, and a 
ride straight back to the top. 
  
The first flight of the day from the house mountain, 
Pena Negra, is usually an easy float down, just as the 
first thermals are starting to wake up, giving you a 20 
minute top-to-bottom.  This gets everyone warmed up, 
and ready to go for the big afternoon flights. With two 
official landing fields, and plenty of unofficial ones 
should you spend too much time scratching the hill, the 
fly down is very pleasant.  Just avoid the fields with 
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one large cow in them, and the temptation of a spot 
landing in the bull ring.  
 
Depending on the conditions, it might be straight back 
up again, or a break for lunch.  The bigger flights 
happen in the afternoon, and as usual in hot 
mountains, things can get pretty boisterous in the heat 
of the day.  Steve takes great care to ensure people 
are flying within their abil ity and the low air-timers are 
not lobbed off with the skygods.  The target is to get 
away during the afternoon, or explore the valley, 
depending on the prevailing wind.  With the retrieve 
driver on hand, you’ll be back in time for an evening 
soar even after a 50km XC, and we enjoyed some 
really nice sunset flying. 
 
After a hard day’s flying, it’s either back for supper at 
the house or out to dinner in town.  Puri cooks fantastic 
meals every other night, and the town has enough 
tapas bars and restaurants to keep you well fed the 
rest of the time.   The local bar, ‘Panerra’ seems to 
cater very well for pilots, huge steaks and burgers for 
the carnivores, and the odd salad if you’re at the top 
end of your weight range.  Post flight beer comes in 
iced tankards and slips down a treat.  
 
All of our flying was done from the local site, Pena 
Negra (there are plenty of other sites, should the wind 
require it, but we did not need to travel when we were 
there).  Pena Negra is a North facing takeoff at 1900m, 
on the top of a long ridge running just about east to 
west.  To the North are the flat lands, pushing out 
towards Salamanca.  In the summer these are burned 
brown with the heat, dotted with livestock and Spanish 
oak trees.  Flying out towards the plains above the 
town usually rewards you with good thermals, and 
Steve points out the house triggers.  
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Behind takeoff, the ridge drops away slowly, before a �
serious chain of mountains rises up to the South which 
provide a stunning backdrop when you are in the air.  
Running down the ridge to the west you head towards 
El-Barco, along an opening valley.  If you head to the 
East, you fly up the ridge over the corral, to the famous 
Villafranca pass.  Here the hills rise up, and you have 
to get high to make the crossing onto the Avila plain.  
Once you are through the pass, the big distances are 
on, running down the plain towards Avila and beyond, 
or heading up towards Segovia. 
 
Our first week began with a very pleasant evening 
flight on the day we arrived.  Steve picked us up at the 
airport, and with everyone’s flights coming in at about 
the same time, we were quickly on the way out of 
Madrid.  There were seven of us for the first week; 
Steve Etherington and Claire from the Lakes, Alan, a 
Piedrahita regular, and Ian, Andy, Diane and I from 
Avon. A quick stop at the house to dump the excess 
baggage and we were straight up the hil l and off, with 
our goal at a bar about 8km away.  We all made it in 
the buoyant evening air, although Steve E probably did 
not mean to put his wing right over the 10ft windsock 
and nearby tree in the landing field.  You can take 
accuracy too seriously. 
 
The weather took a turn for the worse the following 
day, so we raided Steve’s toy cupboard and broke out 
the kayaks and rafts.  Parawaiting in Piedrahieata isn’t 
the usual moping around staring at the sky.  Steve 
keeps plenty of amusements on hand, including 
kayaks, rafts, kites, buggies, boards etc, so with the 
van fully loaded we headed off to the river, which was 
unseasonably high and therefore great fun.   
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Unfortunately things didn’t get much better for much of 
the week.  We were on take off in a howling over-the-
back wind on the day the European record fell.  We 
even saw the pilots scud past below us in the valley, 
having taken off at a different site.  The two Steves did 
not really get peeved until the stories started filtering 
back about a 280km flight, breaking Steve H’s recent 
record. There were mitigating circumstances for not 
flying; the wind on take off had been blowing at 30km/h 
when it wasn’t blowing along the hill, and the pilot was 
French, with scant regard for his own life.  I personally 
was quite happy to be on the ground, but I don’t think 
either Steve wants to be asked “what were you doing 
when the European record fell?”! 
 
Salamanca provided another day’s entertainment.  
This beautiful university town is fantastic for drifting 
down little streets and around small shops.  There are 
plenty of bars on the square, and for the culturally 
minded the cathedral has lots to see, inside and out, 
as do various museums and galleries.  Shopping 
fatigue got us all pretty quickly once the culture was 
over, with a final stop at Decathlon for general sporting 
stuff being the straw that broke the camels back. 
 
The rest of the week was plagued by high winds.  One 
day ended as Diane got snatched by a dust devil and 
yanked through a small gap in a barbed wire fence, 
onto the road. Luckily she was unscathed, and in 
hindsight realised why the other pilots had jumped on 
their gliders moments earlier. The wind got stronger 
from then on, and the day was canned. 
 
Friday brought a break in the weather, and the two 
Steve’s and Alan got over the pass, to make it most of 
the way to Avila, which turned around an otherwise 
bad weather week.  Jocky’s competition arrived at the 
end of the week, and managed a couple of tasks. The 
town was packed with pilots and the bars resounded to 
tales of “there I was…”, usually with the words “going 
backwards…” or “a tad rough” sprinkled in the 
conversation.  
 
Steve, Claire, Alan and Andy left on Saturday, and we 
were joined by Bryan from the Malverns. Unfortunately 
for the leavers, the following week was much better.  
We flew every day, although some of those were just a 
morning and evening flight, the wind still  blowing 
strongly from the west.  The evening flights were 
superb, watching the sun go down over the hil ls to the 
west, with good conditions and great sunsets.  They 
provided very relaxing flying, too relaxing at times as I 
kept forgetting about catabatic winds on landing, the 
blissful smile being wiped off my face by the stubble in 
the landing field as I slid to a downwind halt. 
  
Thursday morning finally brought more normal 
Piedrahita conditions: high pressure with a light 
Northerly wind. After an early flight we were back up 
on take off and starting to get excited.  Steve and 
Diane set off on the tandem, but got pretty low and 
were heading towards the landing field.  I got off after a 
bad start, the delay giving that extra bit of time for 
things to heat up.  Against all the odds, Steve had 

managed a low save on the tandem and was climbing 
out in the valley, and I managed to join them in their 
climb.  The sky was totally blue, not a cloud to hint at 
the lift, but there was plenty of it and Steve knows just 
where to look.  We stuck to the high ground, drifting 
down the ridge, before pushing forwards for the corral 
and the usual house thermal.  A slow climb there took 
us up and back towards the mountains, getting to 
about 2,900m before setting off on the glide over the 
pass.   
 
Crossing the pass up in the mountains is fantastic, the 
hills below us now free of civilisation.  On the horizon 
are the serious mountains to the South, and as you 
cross over the plain gradually opens up.  We headed 
out for the flat ground as we left the pass and picked 
us some good climbs.  By now the wind had changed 
and we were facing more of a headwind as we pushed 
on. We got low, into the hot air above the fields and 
had to work the low climbs pretty hard.  Half-hearted 
thermals and scrappy lift kept us up for a few more km, 
but the game was pretty much over as the wind went 
further round. 
 
We landed in a large field, and the retrieve van had 
arrived before we had even packed up.  The fl ight was 
a personal best for me, and my first real taste of climb 
and glide XC.  We had flown 37km, crossing the 
famous Villafranca pass, and after all that we were 
back on take off for a nice evening fly down! 
 
Friday brought an even better flight, with Steve and 
Diane on the tandem again, but well ahead and urging 
us to catch up.  I nervously crossed the pass on my 
own, and Bryan followed soon after.  We all met up on 
the other side, and this time stayed in the mountains 
for longer, gliding fast down the range, before a strong 
climb and a push into the valley.  Once again the wind 
turned and picked up.  Steve and I found ourselves 
getting low in the valley, pushing into a strong northerly 
wind.  Higher up, it was sti l l westerly, but we did not 
find anything to escape from the wind lower down.  We 
all called it a day and landed at 45km, another 
personal best, and an even better flight than the day 
before. 
 
The last two days flying had been fantastic, perhaps 
even more so because Diane had been there too.  
With too few hours to go XC by herself, flying tandem 
with Steve she had the opportunity to join in and really 
feel the fun of XC flying.  I©m sure we©ll be back again 
next year and maybe Diane will have a go flying solo 
over the Pass. 
 
Over the two weeks, we managed some great flying and had 
a fantastic holiday.  We did not witness the hypoxic cloud 
bases or climbs so strong you have to turn your vario off 
before you go deaf, but given our relative (in)experience, I’ l l  
leave that for the experts.  Steve’ s guiding and Puri’ s 
hospitality were faultless, and to make it even better, we 
missed some of the worst summer weather the UK has seen 
for years.  So if you are after great flying, good food and 
friendly après-fly, drop Steve an email, book your ticket to 
Madrid and get out to Fly Piedrahita.V
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Ozone, Airwave, Gin, Up and Gradient. 
I f you are interested in trying new wings please give us a call… 

 
M ontenegro Holidays all of September  

Prices from £295 - Fl ights for under £100!  
 
 

For map and directions please go to WWW.AIRTOPI A.COM  
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"Your glider tow-
launches well, Phil, 
but shouldn©t you 
be attached to it?" 

 


