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“It’s Not A Tour; It’s An Adventure ”: Ecuador 20 0 8
 by Ge orge  Sturte vant

No m atter h ow  m uch  I study th e  guidebook  and m aps  before  w e  go, I can’t 
s e em  to get a picture  in m y m ind of Ecuador.  Th e  landing approach  to Quito 
m ak e s  it real.  W e’re  at som eth ing lik e  9 300 ft and com ing in low  and fast 
righ t over th e  city, w h ich  is  tuck ed into a valley betw e en tall volcanoe s  and 
oth er h igh  peak s .

Th e  next day, driving out of th e  city, th e  route is  all ste ep gorge s  and h igh  
ridge s .  Th e  13,000 (really!  I didn’t add an extra zero) ft launch  w e  go to first 
is  perfect –  w ell, except for th e  farm er far below  w h o doe sn’t w ant us  to us e  
h is  land for our LZ .  M aybe  w e  can com e back  anoth er day.

Up around Ibarra paragliding is  apparently a tourist attraction.  I h aven’t s e en so m any 
official governm ent road s ign for launch e s  s ince  Lak eview .  Unfortunately, th e  tak e  
offs  all s e em  to face w e st and th e  w eath er pattern th is  w e e k  is  out of th e  east.  Th e  
10,400 ft launch  is  sock ed in and, w h en it’s  not, th e  w ind is  over th e  back .  I pull up 
m y w ing on th e  back  s ide  and a startled burro brays  loudly enough  to startle m e .  After 
a couple of trie s , w e  find th at th at th e  low er tak eoff (9 300 ft) is  launch able and w e  all 
get a fligh t landing on th e  s h ore s  of Lago Yah uarcoch a w h e re  indigenous  people are  

cutting re ed for th e ir totora m ats .

W e try an early start for a launch  h igh  above Rio Ch ota 
but get bogged dow n 
as  th e  roads  ch ange 
from  paved to 
cobblestone to m ud 
w allow s .  Th e  launch  
is  in a pers istent cloud 
and w h en it break s  w e  
can s e e  dust devils 
break ing off th e  fields  
far below  –  it’s  too late .

Back  near Ibarra conditions  h ave im proved and w e  get tw o fligh ts  in a day, soaring over th e  alm ost-
obscured pyram id ruins  on th e  plateau below .  Th en it’s  on to an upscale h ot spring re sort w h e re  w e  
luxuriate  in h ot pools and cold river w ater.

Th e  trip to th e  coast is  long but scenic as  w e  go from  th e  13,000 ft Papallacta Pas s  , dow n th rough  th e  
cloud fore sts  of th e  interior and along th e  w h ite  sand beach e s .  Flying h e re  is  easy –  long ridge s  and 
steady w inds  provide  lift to paraglider and frigate bird alik e .  Gaps  in th e  ridge  
provide  ch allenge –  can som e  of us  m ak e  it back  to th e  H osteria Canoa, our 
h otel?  Th e  answ er is  “ye s , if you believe”.

W h en th e  w eath er turns  rainy at nigh t, th e  unpaved stre ets  turn to m ud, th e  
road to launch  probably lik ew is e .  W e w ait it out instead, w alk ing th e  beach  h oping to 
turn th e  corner and find th e  storied bat cave.  Th e  tide  is  too h igh .  Later w e  sw im  in th e  break ing 
w aves; th e  w ater is  w arm !  Air h ornine s s  strik e s  in th e  late afternoon and som e  of us  carry our gear up 
to launch  even for th e  probable 2-m inute sledder.  Surpris ingly, conditions  are  better th an expected 
and w e  get anoth er th re e -q uarters  of an h our of soaring.
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Rain in th e  m orning convince s  us  to m ove on to our final flying de stination.  Crucita is  not far as  th e  
buzzard flie s  but tak e s  m ost of th e  day w h at w ith  dis rupted ferry sch edules  and roads  th at tak e  th e  
path  of least re s istance th rough  th e  dry coastal fore st.  Th e  next day w e’re  on launch  early and w ait 
eagerly for th e  velocity to increas e .  Th e  im patient one s  launch  early, fly to th e  beach , and get q uick  
ride s  back  to launch .  Finally it’s  on and w e  h ead south  s k im m ing th e  bluffs , ris ing above th e  “ stilt 
h ous e”, soaring Th e  Spoon.  Toplanding is  easy w ith  such  a large launch  area and th e re  is  a re staurant 
righ t th e re .  A few  of us  pre s s  against th e  south erly trend and reach  th e  far end of th e  ridge , at th e  very 
last getting low  s ingle digits  on our GPS spe edom eters .  Th e  dow nw ind leg back  is  exh ilarating but 
w e  can s e e  w indline s  and w h itecaps  form ing.  To land on th e  beach  in front of th e  h otel re q uire s  
penetrating out over th e  surf th en carefully crabbing back  to th e  s h ore , k e eping in m ind th e  pow erline s  
on both  s ide s  of th e  w aterfront M alecon.

Pack ing up our w ings , w e’re  glad w e’ve com e to Ecuador.  It’s  not just th e  flying, it’s  th e  adventure  of 
new  food, h aggling at th e  O tavalo m ark et, clim bing up ins ide  th e  Bas ilica and w alk ing th e  Balrog 
bridge  above th e  nave, and, of cours e , parabonding w ith  our fellow  adventurers .

     Contact info: Kevin Lee, As h land, O R
       <th erm altrack er.com /Ecuador.h tm >

A ride  to th e  be ach  in Santa 
Barbara.
by W ayne  Maxw ell

Five or s ix years  
ago, I flew  to th e  
beach  w ith  Ch ad 
Bastian.  At th at 
tim e , you h ad to land 
w ay dow n at th e  east 
end of tow n. Gue s s  
w h at?  Th e  rules  
h ave ch anged and 
now  you can land on 
th e  beach  righ t in 
tow n, righ t w h e re  w e  park  th e  m oh o!  Yeah !  Is  
th at cool or w h at??

Th e s e  new  rules  h ave be en in effect s ince  
som etim e  last year, so s ince  th en, no m atter h ow  
m uch  I w anted to and no m atter h ow  m uch  I 
tried, I've be en unable to get enough  altitude  to 

safely com m it for th e  fligh t to th e  beach .

Today I'm  on launch  w ith  14 to 16 oth er pilots  
w ith  clear blue s k ie s  and gentle 3/5 m ph  cycles  
com ing up launch .  R igh t off launch  I catch  a 
th e rm al and get 200/300 fe et over.  Th is  is  
enough  to m ak e  th e  trans ition to th e  "Th erm al 
Factory."  I arrive w ith  enough  altitude  to start 
w ork ing it and clim b m y w ay to a little above 
four grand.  Repeated attem pts  to go h igh e r 
convince m e  th at th is  is  w h e re  th e  lift tops  out. 
Th e  rule of th um b is  th at if you're  at 4000 m sl at 
th e  th e rm al factory, you h ave enough  altitude  to 
m ak e  it to th e  beach .  I've m ade  it to 4K h e re  
before  but alw ays  piddled aw ay m y altitude  
trying to get h igh e r.  "Not th is  tim e!!"  I turn and 
go on glide  for th e  beach .

I arrived at th e  antenna farm  at 3700 ft - 200 
over w h at's  ne eded for th e  final glide  to th e  
beach .  I continue  m y glide  w ith  a 3/4 m ph  tail 
w ind.  I lik e  th at!
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Th is Place  is Big!
by Jim  Baldo

W h at do th e  follow ing 
m ountains  h ave in 
com m on: M ount 
W h itney, M ount 
W illiam son, North  
Palisade , M iddle 
Palisade , M ount Sill, 
M ount Rus s ell, Split 
M ountain, M ount 

Langley, M ount Tyndall, Crook s  peak , 
Polenonium  Peak , and W h ite  M ountain.?  If you 
said th ey are  all over 14,000 fe et tall th en you 
are  probably a m ountaine er, a geologist, or just a 
very k now ledgeable person.  But if your answ er 
w as  th at th ey all surround th e  O w ens  Valley, 
th en you're  probably also a paragliding pilot.

Last fall, I h ad th e  opportunity to tak e  a trip to 
O w ens  Valley, Ca.  Alth ough  th e  flying w as  
lim ited due  to h igh e r th an ideal w inds , th e  trip 
provided a great introduction to th e  flying 
available in th is  im m ens e  valley.  Be ing guided 

Next w ay point is  th e  Parm a lz w h ere  I arrive at 
29 00 ft.  I've now  increas ed m y safety m argin to 
400 ft as  2500 fe et is  ne eded from  h e re .  I 
continue  onw ard, look ing at w h e re  th e  top of th e  
palm  tre e s  inters ect th e  surf line .  I'm  beginning 
to fe el nervous  as  I'm  uncertain if th e  angle is  
im proving.

W us s  Wayne decide s  to pus h  on a little furth er 
w h ile k e eping Parm a w ith in glide .  I've put off 
th e  decis ion as  long as  pos s ible .  I'm  now  just 
s econds  to th e  point of no return.  Th e  palm /surf 
angle still doe sn't look  lik e  it's  im proving. 
Butterflie s  are  ris ing in m y ch e st.  A ch oice  h as  
to be  m ade .  "H eck !" I rationalize , "everybody 
k now s  I can't s e e  anyw ay."  And now  it's  too 
late .  Parm a is  out of reach .  After a few  m ore  
anxious  m inute s  I can s e e  th at I've h ave it.  M y 
tens ions  evaporate and now  I can relax and 
enjoy th e  re st of th e  fligh t.

"Wow !  W h at a view ."

Before  long I'm  over th e  beach  at 9 00 ft.   M y 
th ough ts  are  of perform ing a SAT but I realize  if 
I blow  it, it could spell trouble for th e  local club. 
Now  is  not th e  tim e  to ruin a great fligh t and 
experience .

After a nice  landing I k ite  over to th e  m oh o, 
drop m y glider in th e  gras s , and get a cold be er 
for m ys elf and th e  oth er pilots  pack ing up.

Wow ! Double w ow !!

by Kari Kastle... pricele s s !

Surrounded by so m any gigantic peak s , one  
q uick ly los e s  th e  ability to judge th e  enorm ity of 
th is  place .  Th e  valley its elf is  about 100 m ile s  
long by 10 to 15 m ile s  w ide .  Th e  east/w e st 
terrain also gently slope s  up from  th e  m iddle of 
th e  valley and q uick ly gets  gobbled up by ridge s  
th at protrude  lik e  fingers  on a h and from  th e  
bordering m ountain range s .  W h at look s  lik e  a 

m ile can eas ily be  five .  As  you can im agine , XC 
is  th e  norm  for th is  area, as  are  th e  boom ing 
sum m er th e rm als w h ich  generally m ak e  th e  area 
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varied ch allenge s  to h one  our launch ing 
tech niq ue s .  In fact, th e  launch  I found m ost 
intim idating w as  at th e  one  at a s ite  called th e  
Ch alk  Bluffs .  Th is  s ite  is  just a 100 ft. tall ridge  
line  in th e  valley th at provide s  noth ing but ridge  
lift.  It w as  h ow ever, m y first exposure  at 
launch ing  in h igh e r (18 - 20 m ph ) w inds .  Since  
th e  launch  is  in th e  com pre s s ion zone, once 
aw ay from  th e  ridge , th e  flying w as  routine  as  
w as  th e  launch  after th at first tim e  experience .

And, as  I stated earlier, our flying w as  lim ited 
due  to th e  h igh e r w inds  w h ich  generally 
de stroyed m ost of th e  th e rm als and h ad th em  
track ing de ep into th e  m ountains .  Tw o fligh ts  
from  Flynn's , tw o from  Paiute , and tw o from  th e  
Ch alk  bluffs  w ere  all w e h ad to fill our log 
book s .  Trips  to Walt's  launch  and th e  Alabam a 

H ills provided no 
fligh ts  just great s ite  
introductions .  Th e  first 
day, tw enty five m ile s  
out w as  th e  farth e st 
anyone of our group 
flew .  I only m anaged a 
som ew h at 
disappointing th irte en.

But for Gail and I, th e  
trip w as  a rous ing 
succe s s .  Spending tim e  
togeth e r, w ith  new  and 

old friends , w as  a rew ard in its elf.  O K!  A 
h undred m iler w ould h ave be en nice  but th e re 's  
alw ays  next tim e  –  and th e re  w ill be  a next tim e .

unflyable during th at s eason.  But com e fall, th e  
th e rm als m ellow  (at least by som e  pilot's  
definition) and th e  place becom e s  m ore  friendly 
to em bark  on your ow n XC adventure s .

Th e  launch e s  w e  vis ited w ere  m ostly on th e  
eastern slope s , th e s e  are  th e  one s  th at benefit 
m ost by th e  afternoon sun.  All w ere  4 w h e el 
drive roads  –  and I do m ean 4 w h e el drive –  
m ak ing our local NW  drive up m ountain s ite s  
look  lik e  k indergartener's  driver training roads . 
Th e  barren terrain leaves  th e  roads  h igh ly 
expos ed th us  adding a new  dim ens ion of fear to 
our sport.  O ne  particularly nasty sw itch back  
re q uired th e  driver to stop and back  up to 
correctly pos ition th e ir ve h icle so it can m ak e  it 
around th e  h ills ide .  Cut it s h ort, and th e  
outcropping rock s  w ill slice  your rear tire .  Cut it 
too long, and you'll fall 
faster th an a paraglider 
in a full stall w ith out a 
re s e rve .  People 
occas ionally tell us  th at 
w e  are  courageous  to 
partak e  in th is  sport.
To drive th e s e  s ite s , our 
drivers  put our courage 
to s h am e .  As  I w as  
told by m y w ife , “Ye s , 
you k now  th e  end of 
your ve h icle is  h anging 
out over th e  cliff but 
you also trust th at your front w h e el is  still on th e  
road.”

Th e launch e s  th em s elves  w ere  not particularly 
ch allenging as  our local launch e s  at Brem er,
2-Bear, and th e  Toutle, provide  us  ade q uate and 
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Landing is th e  First!

2008 Club O ffice rs
Pre s ide nt K im  Sm ith

Vice  Pre s ide nt Mik e  McIntyre

Se cre tary Kath y Sm ith

Tre asure r Kath y Sm ith

D ire ctor (Social) Ste ve  Me s sm an

Dire ctor (Safe ty) Doug Ette r

Ne w sle tte r Jim  Baldo

Pleas e  contribute  your storie s  and ph otos  
to th e  new sletter.  W ith out your 
contributions , th is  new sletter can not exist.

Th e subm is s ion deadline  for th e  next 
new sletter is  M arch . 27th .

Th is  m onth 's  ph otos  subm itted by: George  
Sturtevant, Ch ris  K ing, Wayne M axw ell, Kim  
Sm ith , and Gail Baldo. 

Please  Sh are  your Storie s

and PH OTOS!




