Spectacular Soaring in the “Rainbow Nation” ‘

Leo Benetti-Longhini

Whether it's a winter wave camp in August or sumeress-country flying in January, South Africa efiditely a
destination worth considering for unique and adwemis soaring.

Each August a group of select glider pilots gathare winter wave camp in the Drakensberg Mountalie
stunning mountain range, located in the KwazuluaNd&rovince and bordering the land-locked Kingdom o
Lesotho, was declared a UNESCO World Heritage i8i2001. The range sharply
separates the low-lying coastal regions of Southicaffrom the vast interior
plateau of theéhighveld To the Zulu people, the

fractured basalt ramparts of the hig WELéOME:u;ng;VECAMP
Drakensberg are also fittingly known as th g

“Barrier of Spears,” and from the air it is easy
understand why.

The annual wave camp is based at the private
Mirador glider strip. Its 2600-foot runway slopel SRS
downhill and has an elevation of 4200 feet. Foiirtar wave camp, the climate if B Attt
mild and, with the latitude being similar to thdttbe Florida panhandle (except d BEaaats
course mirrored with respect to the equator), thgsdare quite long. Even with BeEst
light snow on the peaks, T-shirt
and sandals can be worn during
the middle of the day. Nights ar{
sometimes frosty due to the
elevation. Unlike the southern Cape, winter isdheseason in this
part of the country, so there is little green tosken. | believe this
is also a better time of the year to see wildlifthe foliage is less
dense and animals tend to gather near watering.hole

Last August |

spent several
memorable days
at the wave
camp. Lonnie Tiegs (originally from Idaho) and &l in his

beautiful DG-1000; we pushed it hard, and | haveayp that the
handling and performance of this glider are exoell@bout a
dozen gliders shared the otherwise empty sky (plodtdike

Barenbrug in his ASW-20 courtesy of Mathilde Akakartin

Lessle provided tows in a lightweight 912-powereamBa with
surprisingly good climb performance. Due to the lmass of the
tug and strong rotors, all tows were done in the position. As is
common in the southern hemisphere, post rope-relearss were
to the left (I'm sure it has nothing to do with tivay water swirls, but | still amusingly observéat this is after all
a nation where most visitors from the northern fspiére need to learn drive on the left, thermathi: other
direction, and land on the bottom side of runways.)

A wave window had been established with Johanngsbanter,
and we were able to climb through the rotor, camgithe climb in
lee thermals, and catch waves that took us to 09feet (on
previous days, heights in excess of 24,000 weréeaetl). We
traced the edge of the escarpment, with rugged thesoff one
wing and the tawny grasslands of South Africa b# dther. The
post-frontal air was even clear enough to see Safriba again on
the far side of Lesotho, which is where the waves vieeing
triggered. We were able to fly past Champagne €4#te second
highest peak in South Africa at 3377m, or 11080afiparently




named after the celebratory beverage carried byéad’s first climber), Monk’s Cowl (3234m or 1064t), and

Cathkin (3149m, or 10331 ft, named by early Sclotsisttlers for an area around Glasgow, Scotlarebing these
special places from the air brought back childhomianories of camping and hiking in these parts, ntakie wave
camp personally all the more meaningful.

Most pilots attending the wave camp stayed at ThestNesort
(www.thenest.co.2daor the nearby Ardmore Guest Farm bed and
breakfast \Wwww.ardmore.co.2a The price per night at The Nest,
including three full meals by a distinguished chveds about $70, while
Ardmore was half that. Accommodations were rustt nefined. The
pleasant interior scent of the cozy thatch-roaf@adavels combining
the sweetness of straw and the acridity of bituseasded timbers, is
unmistakable and uniquely African.

In addition to world-class soaring, the area fesguspectacular hiking,
trout fishing, and mountain fauna sighting, and tiwahile sites such as
the Falcon Ridge Bird of Prey Centre (see the eagteowl photos by
Mathilde Akar, South Africa’s “Badge Lady"), themawned Drakensberg Boy’'s Choir, and San Bushmae cav
paintings. Between the sheer beauty of this coof¢nhe world and
its fantastic weather, plus the enthusiasm anditadi$p of the wave
camp participants, | can wholeheartedly recommelatimg this
destination at the top of the “must experience'tisgglist.

Flying gliders does require a checkout and logbeakiorsement
from an instructor in each type of glider you irdeto use. It

requires advance planning, but can be done in a aay is

straightforward. Flying in powered aircraft reqsit@ more extensive
checkout including a written exam; the processdadeveral days to
complete.

Prices in South Africa are generally advantageousnternational visitors. The national currencyhisrand, with
one $US equal to about sevemd. Lodging and food are particularly reasonable. Bed breakfasts are common,
and the range of food is exquisite. Rental carssiightly more expensive than in the US (definitgigt full
insurance coverage as car theft is a scourge)waidsf about twice the
price of the US (all “petrol” stations are cashyoahd full service), but
still about half the cost of fuel in Europe. Drigiis on the left side of
the road (right-hand drive vehicles) and, with rdalouts being
common, guarantees a high-concentration experiefbere are 11
official languages spoken throughout the countrgnfie the term
“Rainbow Nation”), with isiZulu, isiXhosa, Afrikaan Sepedi, and
English being primary, in that order. Even thouglrainks fifth as a
household language, English is the language ofnkasj politics, and
the media, and is the countrjiagua franca US citizens need no
tourist visa. Airline tickets range from $1,200%b,800 round trip with
advance booking.

For information and pricing about the 2007 wintexvwe camp in the Drakensberg or summer flying orhtgeveld
contact Martin Lessle of the Gariep Gliding Certrevw.gariepgliding.corh Package arrangements with assigned
sailplanes are readily available. Another good wayexperience gliding in Africa is through SoariBgfaris
(www.soaring-safaris.cojnFor an extensive list of clubs and places tp¥igit the Soaring Society of South Africa

(www.sssa.org.Javebsite.

Leo Benetti-Longhini is the factory authorized megentative for AliSport Srl. ang
Jonker Sailplanes CC. He resides in the wind-turgagditol of Tullahoma, Tennesse
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