SUTTON BANK EXPEDITION
Osvaldo Galeano Gamarra, Balliol College

From April 1st-8th, Sutton Bank (Yorkshire) received this group of adventurous members of
Oxford University Gliding Club:

Left to right: Qin Cao, John Staley, Osvaldo Galeano, Chris Ballance, Elliot Akama-Garren,
John Wright, Artur Doshchyn, Jana Darmovealova, Rupert Taylor-Allkins

The expedition already started at Bicester, the home town of this gliding club. I confirmed that
one of the golden rules of gliding is well respected: safety always comes first. The controls of FEF
had to be rechecked, in order to ensure that everything was well connected and that it was safe to
fly. It was the first time I saw a glider being rigged and de-rigged, and it was the perfect chance for
me to start learning about many more aspects of gliding. Indeed, as a beginner in this sport, I
learned a lot during this expedition thanks to the incredible teaching spirit of the more experienced
pilots of the team and, of course, the instructors. At the end of the expedition, I was already able
to understand some of the technical conversations about gliding that used to sound very much
like a foreign language before.
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Once we arrived at Sutton Bank, we were shown our rooms (except for Jana, who had travelled in
her own caravan) and we explored the club house. Yorkshire Gliding Club (“YGC”) has amazing
facilities, such as their nice and comfortable rooms and a restaurant where they serve breakfast
and lunch every day. However, the most important part was the great bar, with lots of provisions
that awaited us every day as a reward after a long journey of flying. The area itself was extremely
beautiful, as you can see from this picture taken by Qin, our official photographer:

During our whole week at Sutton Bank, our routine was the following: we would meet at 8:30 to
have breakfast; at 9:30 we would go to daily briefing by the CFI, who would tell us about the
weather, the flying conditions and the airfield directions for that day; after that, we would help
take the gliders out of the hangars and then start flying, almost until sunset, when we would help
put all the gliders back in the hangar. Each evening, YGC’s kitchen would become the set of a
famous contest: MasterChef Sutton Bank. I found out that, besides being talented glider pilots,
some of the members of the club were also excellent chefs. Thanks to Artur, Chris, Jana, and Qin,
we had amazing dinners during our stay at Sutton Bank (we are all still waiting for the recipes, just
saying…).
The weather in Sutton Bank has a character of its own: one day there was no wind whatsoever and
the following day the wind was very strong; one day the morning was so foggy that we could hardly
see each other, while the following day the morning was sunny and shining. The airfield is on the
top of a hill, which makes it very challenging and makes flying different every day. We were very
lucky though, as all the days we spent there were flyable. Long soaring was easier on certain days
and impossible on others, but we all got to fly a lot (for example, I had 13 aerotows).
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Photo: Darren Clare, Flickr Licence CC BY 2.0. Aerial view of the famous “White Horse”, one of the main
landmarks of the area. Our members have claimed to see some very strange figures, from a unicorn
(except that this was a “bicorn”) to a pig. Anyways, this is an authentic piece of modern Yorkshire Art.

The day-to-day experience at the airfield was very enjoyable. While not flying, everybody helped
on the ground: hooking on the gliders, keeping the logs, retrieving the gliders after they landed,
and pouring water to the “Mate”. The last 2 deserve a longer explanation: 1- It was very exciting
for some of us to learn how to drive the tractors (as you can see in Artur’s smile in the picture
below), so retrieving the gliders was actually a very fun activity; 2- “Mate” is a South American hot
beverage, prepared with “Yerba Mate”, a green plant; no wonder why Jana and me were asked
several times: “is this legal?”. In the picture, Rupert having some “Mate” (by the way, it is perfectly
legal; it doesn’t make you fly before getting into the glider):

“Get out of my waaaay everyone, I’m coming back to town baby”
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“This is soooo good”

We all made a lot of progress and most of the members of the team flew solo in Sutton Bank.
Chris was the first one, after one check-flight. He was then followed by Qin, Rupert, Artur, and
Elliot. Those of us who did not go solo still progressed a lot with our training progress cards. The
most important thing: we all had a lot of fun gliding and we got to fly in new, very different
conditions from those at Bicester.

Elliot going solo on K-21

Another highlight: we saw this baby flying (called by some members of the group as the “paper
plane” and by others as the “grandma glider”). None of us dared to fly it, which was absolutely
understandable considering that the day was very cold. Believe it or not, this glider actually soared
like all others and it remained in the air for more than 30 minutes!
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Apart from attending briefings, flying, driving tractors and eating, we also got to do some tourism
and visited some very nice places around the airfield, showing that Jana’s house/car can indeed
successfully face the most challenging roads. Here some pictures of Whitby Abbey and Fountains
Abbey:

As you can see by now, this was an amazing experience. But there is one last thing I need to
highlight that completes this account: the people. That was the first time I met most of my
expedition companions, and they were all fantastic people. From the endless stories of our
instructors to the very sharp remarks about hot/cold water taps in the UK, we had many laughs
guaranteed at the end of each day. The locals were also very nice and they received us as if we had
been members of YGC for a long time. In summary: everything made the expedition to Sutton
Bank a memorable experience. One that I certainly look forward to repeating one day.
I highly encourage anyone who is interested in gliding (regardless of their level of experience) to
join this expedition next year. I can assure you that you will not regret it.
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