Flight to 17,999 Feet in Wave at Hollister

by Miguel Flores

On November 3, 1999, I had a nice wave flight in the BASA 1-34 to 14,000 feet over Hollister.  I stopped the climb at 14,000 feet because I did not have oxygen on board to go higher.  That was my first bona fide wave flight and it equaled the local Hollister altitude record.  Since then I have been waiting for good wave conditions, oxygen, and on a weekend day to attempt a climb to 18,000 feet.  I finally got the chance on December 28, 2002, again in the BASA 1-34, and set the local Hollister altitude record.  While wave flights above 14,000 are routine in the mountains, this is the first time for Hollister.

The winds were from the southeast on the surface at about 20 knots, switching to south at a couple thousand feet.  I towed straight out on runway 13 a few miles until over the city.  Then Jim Pletcher (the tow pilot and local CFIG) turned to the south towards the hills between Hollister and Salinas.  The tow was turbulent, especially as we came under some rotor clouds.  Then things finally got smooth, and I was at 5,200 feet.  I got off tow, parked into the wind, which was about 50 MPH from the south, and started climbing.  I stayed about three or four miles southeast of the city, over the lower hills of the valley.  Since the TE probe was full of water, it was hard to tell just how fast I was climbing, but it seemed to be 2-4 knots.  The wind speed increased as I climbed, and I had to keep increasing indicated airspeed to stay in position.  As lower stratus blew by underneath, I was climbing towards the first lennie at about 14,000 feet.  I continued climbing, now doing 60 MPH indicated to stay in front of the next lennie at 16,000 feet.  Finally I made 18,000 feet, and had to speed up to 65 to stay in position.  I guess that the lift was 6 knots at 18,000 feet.  What a beautiful view of Monterey Bay!  The Salinas Valley was obscured by broken stratus.  The cold front that brought us lots of rain later that day was still well out over the ocean and I was actually in full sunshine.

Once I made 18,000 feet, I did a 360 to check out the view in all directions.  I knew this would blow me back a half mile over the top lennie but I was still in lift and could therefore penetrate forward in my descent.  After the turn, I opened the dive brakes to start my descent.  As I approached the leading edge of the lennie (which was at 16,000 feet), I was at 17,000 feet.  Then without warning, the lennie started to grow out in front of me, about a quarter mile within 30 seconds.  Suddenly I was on top and couldn't see the ground over the edge.  I closed the dive brakes and increased speed to 70 MPH, finally clearing the lennie still at 17,000 feet after a couple of minutes.  I didn't stay high as my feet were very cold, and man I had to piss.  Since my feet were so cold, and I had made my goal, I decided to descend with full dive brakes.  Total flight time was 1.7 hours, climb was officially 12,800 feet.

The most interesting thing about this flight was the lack of recognizable lenticular clouds from the surface (they are hard to see from below, and there was stratus/rotor at about 5,000 feet).  I wasn't sure there was actually working wave but the winds were right.  Three years ago when I climbed to 14,000, there was a classic lenticular cloud right over the airport and it was easily identified from the surface.  On this recent flight, the lenticulars were clearly identifiable once above the lower stratus/rotor.

The new tasks for Hollister soaring will be to climb to 18,000 feet from a lower altitude, and to get a wave window to climb higher than 18,000.  If this El Nino weather pattern continues with strong storms, there should be ample opportunity to improve on my flight this winter.

[Editor's note – While the author of this story refers to a flight to 18,000 feet, this is merely for the convenience of the reader because it is so cumbersome to say "17,999 feet" over and over while reading the story.  No BASA member would actually fly a glider above 17,999 feet without an active wave window, since Class A airspace begins at 18,000 feet.]

