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MY father could never greet a visitor without inquiring as to their 
journey.

With a hand resting on the roof of their Austin Cambridge 
or Ford Consul, he dissected every aspect, and he would do the 
same, decades later, on my return from a fl exwing adventure.

One particular journey has strong associations in this respect: 
from Zoufftgen, a French microlight fi eld on the Luxembourg bor-
der, to Headcorn, that entry point into the UK well known to 
touring pilots. 

These were hard yards, over 500,000 of them. “Doing the 
Hard Yards” is a sporting term: the diffi cult, irksome, tedious, 
boring and unglamorous work or effort needed to achieve suc-
cess, often out of the public eye. 

That was in September 2018. I was fi ve days into a tour in Eu-
rope when my wife phoned early on a Wednesday morning to say 
that my 89 year-old father had been 999’d into hospital. 

She said the medical advice was: “This is it… but not right 
now”. 

The trouble was that right now my trusty GT450 and I were in 
the Czech Republic, and the Royal Devon & Exeter Hospital was 
850 miles away. 

I fl ew the journey home with fi rm purpose. The fi rst day went 
well, across Germany and into France. I left Plzen̆, home of the 
famous Pilsner Urquell brewery, at 12.10pm and made my objec-
tive for the day, Zoufftgen, which was 340 miles closer to home, 
at 7.10pm; a good start with a day of 74% effi ciency. 

This is one of my touring metrics: the relationship between 
the engine time and the total elapsed time for the day, from fi rst 
takeoff to last landing. The other useful metric is mph over the 
elapsed time, and on this Wednesday it was 48mph, which is 
very acceptable. 

On the Thursday, the cloudbase was touching the top of the 
nearby 2300ft mast as I left Zoufftgen at 8.50am.  

The problems started within 20 minutes. I hadn’t anticipated 
the effect of the Ardennes, where the 1550ft-high heavily wooded 
plateau in south-east Belgium rolls down to the River Meuse. A man on a mission
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A lot of moisture had also rolled into the Meuse valley, so the 
fi rst time-out was called at a deserted Longuyon, only 25 miles 
from the start. 

At this point, I should declare that I was fl ying on map and 
compass. I did have the 3 in x 2 in monochrome screen of a 
Garmin 196 to give me a direction arrow to my destination, miles 
to run, and groundspeed, but a usable colour moving map such 
as SkyDemon had I none.

Maps show a lot when closely examined, though: there was 
a railway line that could lead me to within a mile of Sedan 
airfi eld, some 30 miles distant. I was safe and legal for French 
Class G VFR: 1500m visibility ahead, clear of the cloud on the 
hill tops but with 500ft above the railway line in the valley bot-
tom. Allons-y!

By 10.20am, I was sheltered by the hangar on a very empty 
Sedan airfi eld. The days when help is most needed are the days 
when the airfi elds are at their emptiest. Two hours waiting for the 
weather not to clear up even a bit, caused me to think that I must 
break out from the Ardennes, to the south-west.  

Once more the map showed the exit route: eight miles straight 
out from Runway 26 would intersect with the Meuse-Aisne 
canal. It was easy to fi nd, and then to follow. 

I was at Rethel by 2pm, encore tout seul. Here the wind was 
bold, and in my face.

I decided to wait, and fi lled the time and fuel can by walking 
into the town. Three and a half hours passed, and the wind eased. 
I departed at 5.30pm, with three hours of daylight in hand, but 
could only make 50mph. I quit at St Quentin at 7pm, after 157 
miles in 10h.

Friday brought clearer air, but the wind did still not stand fair 
for the coast, some 100 miles away. I felt that I could hack the 
conditions and, using the Flying Club’s OLIVIA system to fi le my 
fl ight plan, was away by 11.45am.

To communicate with Lille I had to stay high, in the wind. It 
took 60min to do the fi rst 50 miles, at which point Lille FIS de-
clared that it still had no fl ight plan. FFS! Into St Omer I went for 

a brew, some stillness, a welcome lift to the petrol station in town, 
and refi ling the fl ight plan.

Finally, fl ight plan sorted, I ground the remaining 75 miles to 
Headcorn, at about 55mph. With not enough daylight to make 
Somerset from Kent that night, I got to home base at 10.15am on 
Saturday.

The elapsed time between leaving Zoufftgen and landing at 
Headcorn was 33h 10min. The elapsed speed was 9.1mph, and 
the effi ciency was 17%. Hard Yards indeed. The same journey, on 
the way out, had taken 7h 10min, start to fi nish. 

Later, my father rested his hand on mine at his hospital bed-
side. 

“Thanks for coming. Did you have a good journey?”
“Fine, Dad. Just fi ne.” ■

IN THE COCKPIT

nice, but this one was particularly nasty. When I said to the duty 
instructor: “That’s the worst glider I’ve ever fl own,” he laughed 
and said: “No, that’s two of the worst gliders you’ve ever fl own.” 
They’d cobbled it together from two pranged ones.

Things that � ying’s taught you?
If you fl y a sailplane through 11kV power lines you can knock out 
the electricity for miles around.

Views on 600kg?
A brilliant initiative, especially for fat people. 

Happy with what the BMAA does?
I’ve always been ambivalent about missionary work. I know they 
mean well, but…

Would you like to see any changes?
Can I vote for world peace and an end to this God-awful plague?

What do you think of Microlight Flying magazine?
Never heard of it.

Favourite air� eld in UK, and why? 
Talgarth. Great soaring, beautiful spot and where I met my wife.

Favourite country visited in a microlight?
France.

Dream aircraft, money no object?
Either a TP-40, Jungmeister or a Grumman Albatross with an in-
terior like a top-end Winnebago.

Future � ying plans?
Yes, I do plan to keep fl ying in the future.

 Tell us a surprising fact about yourself
As a result of my most recent crash, I’m a lot shorter than I was 
last year. ■

And now for something completely lighter – 
the Flight Design CTLS




