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“It has a stark beauty all its own. It’s like much of the high
desert of the United States. It’s different, but it’s very pretty
out here.”
- Neil Armstrong, describing the Moon.

“I’ve never been to the Moon, but I bet calling tasks there
would be a lot like here.”
- Charlie Spratt, describing Marfa

Around the turn of the last century, west Texas
was settled by cattlemen and silver miners.
Everyone who came shared a dependency on the
railroad. Locomotives heading east from El Paso
would run out of steam in the high desert, at a
place called “Tank Town,” where groundwater
was painstakingly stockpiled. In 1882 the town’s
name was changed to Marfa. For a century Marfa
cycled through boom and bust years, depending
on the vagaries of the ranching and oil economies.
The area was significantly rejuvenated in the
1940s when a pair of military installations appeared in the outskirts of the town. The first
of these, the Marfa Army Air Field, was a major training facility for bomber pilots during
WWII. The statistics for the airbase are impressive. Picture an airport with seven
runways on 2700 acres, and a steady state population of 3000 personnel. Over seven
thousand pilots were trained at Marfa in just three years. The second installation was
Camp Russell, a weapons depot and prisoner-of-war camp. Both facilities were
deactivated after the war, and the town went back into decline. Although Marfa remains
a tiny dot on the map, it is once again making an economic comeback, this time as a
haven for artists. For the past twenty years or so, the town has enjoyed a bit of
revitalization as the old adobe buildings are restored as painting studios and sculpture
galleries.
The history of soaring at Marfa is just as interesting as that of the town itself. Following
the 1960 Nationals in Odessa, a few intrepid individuals traveled southwest to the higher,
drier plateau to sample the soaring conditions. The names of these pioneering western
pilots are well-known today: Al Parker, Wally Scott, and Red Wright. Later, they were
joined by easterners Fritz Compton, Ben Greene and George Moffat. What they all
found, of course, was truly outstanding weather for cross-country soaring. Four hundred
mile flights became commonplace, and in 1962, Moffat set a pair of world speed records.
Suddenly, Marfa was on the soaring map. A series of regional and national contests, held
at the old airbase (by then known as Presidio County Airport), culminated in the historic
1969 Nationals, a contest thought by many to be the first “battle of the superships.” This
contest, featured in Robert Drew’s classic film “The Sun Ship Game,” was also the
warm-up for the 1970 World Gliding Championships, the first to be held in the United
States.
Shortly after the World Championships, the big airport fell into disuse and was eventually
closed for good. A few national and regional championships were held at the municipal
airport, three miles north of town, and Dick Johnson organized a series of spring wave
camps there. But by the mid-90s, the contest organizers at Marfa had moved on or
retired, and the site was pretty much overlooked by the new generation of contest pilots.

All of that changed in 2003 when Burt and
Kathie Compton moved their commercial
operation from south Florida to west
Texas. With a great deal of courage,
optimism, and hard work, Burt and Kathie
established “Marfa Gliders” in a new
hangar at the municipal airport. Their
vision of bringing gliding back to Marfa
included competitions, of course, and with
the encouragement of their new neighbor,
two time National Champion John Byrd,
they decided to host the 2006 World Class
Nationals.
So, in the middle of June, nine hardy PW-5 pilots brought their gliders to Marfa. What
they lacked in numbers, they made up in enthusiasm and camaraderie. A World Class
contest is as much family reunion as glider contest, and as usual, the group stayed
together for the social events every day. The level of cooperation and mutual support in
this one-design class is very high indeed, but that did not mask the fact that the level of
competition was “world class” as well.

Four members of the US Team were in attendance. Before the contest started, CD
Charlie Spratt joked that this was the only national contest in which more than half the
entrants had a good chance of winning. These words would come back to haunt him
later.
The contest area
The “Marfa plateau” is a bit of a misnomer. It isn’t a featureless tabletop; there are
mountains in all directions. The Davis Mountains, just to the north, are probably what
Neil Armstrong was thinking of when he was describing the Moon. They can be crossed,
even in a PW-5, but you want to have plenty of altitude. The nearest turnpoint, Alpine, is
surrounded by high ground, and it gets even more rugged to the east. The main plateau
runs northwest out of Marfa, at an elevation of around 4800 feet. The contest area is
bisected, from east to west, by US Route 90, which by virtue of its width and low traffic
volume, is landable.

The turnpoints for this contest were excerpted from the larger Marfa task area, and a few
new ones were added. There was a lot of discussion with the local pilots about which
private strips to include in the airfield bonus list, as many landable ranch strips were not
on the chart, and many unlandable ones were. Eventually it was all sorted out. A local
competitor’s suggestion to the SSA Contest Committee to declare Route 90 an airport
which would qualify for the bonus was rejected without too much debate.

The only restricted airspace in the contest area is a
2-mile circle around a tethered radar balloon
about 15 miles west of Marfa. The balloon itself
is very obvious and easy to avoid, even without
fancy instruments. The other airspace hazard is
Mexico, whose border is well defined by the Rio
Grande.
A great start
The weather at the beginning of the contest was
classic. The two practice days featured 10-knot
thermals and cloud bases in the vicinity of Class
A airspace. John Byrd won the first practice day at 73 mph, and Pat Tuckey completed
the second day’s longer practice task at 60 mph. Remember, these are gliders with 13meter wingspans and a best glide in the low thirties!
At the safety briefing on the eve of the first contest day, great emphasis was placed on the
inadvisability of landing in the desert. Pilots were told to stay within gliding range of
airports, ranch strips, or roads at all times. Naturally, the discussion then turned to the
topic that had been lurking in the back of all our minds: how does one properly execute a
landing on a road? Fortunately, we had an expert lecturer on the topic in Bill Snead. His
ground instruction made the prospect of a road landing seem much less intimidating, if
not less weird.
On the first contest day, Charlie called a task that kept everyone over the broad plateau to
the northwest. You had to avoid the prohibited airspace around the balloon four times on
this task, but it was easy – from 12000 feet above the ground detours were a piece of
cake. Everyone made it back with big smiles. François Pin was the winner at 66 mph,
and three other pilots had speeds in the sixties. The contest was off to a great start. We
celebrated our success at a restaurant in Fort Davis, not far from John and Ann Byrd’s
new home.
Dodging the storms (Days 2-6)
At breakfast on the second day, the sky was filled with beautiful cumulus clouds.
Unfortunately, this is not what you want to see at Marfa. Early signs of convection are
the harbingers of overdevelopment and possible thunderstorms later in the day. Sure
enough, “Marfa blew up like a cheap firecracker with a short fuse,” in Charlie’s words.
The trick was deciding which way to deviate to go around the storms. Jayne Reid
jumped out in front of everybody by diving between two closely-spaced rain showers on
the way to Iron Mountain, then found herself cut off on the return trip. At Alpine, she
had barely enough altitude to get home. Despite this, she elected to land at that airport.
Later, I asked Jayne why she didn’t follow the road back to Marfa, and she gave me a
look that implied that she was still skeptical about landing on roads. There were two
finishers, and Mike Westbrook won the day.

The next day it was back to the plateau, with turn areas centered on Van Horn and Cibolo
Creek. We started as soon as possible, but the day ended early, with more storms and
large shadows caused by blow-off. The
storms also wreaked havoc with the
surface winds, and Tom McKnight
made an inadvertent downwind landing
near Lobo, thankfully with no harm
done. Of the five finishers, Pat Tuckey
made the longest glides across the dark
areas for the win. Mike Westbrook
flew even farther. He followed the
sunshine down the Rio Grande valley,
but could never find a break in the rain
showers that would let him turn for
home. He landed in Big Bend State
Park, on a nice airport in the middle of
nowhere. He and his crew (Tuckey)
got back at one o’clock the next
morning.
After a blustery no-contest day, we were finally back in a dry airmass. The fourth and
fifth contest days were storm-free, and Charlie was able to send us across the Davis
Mountains for the first time since the beginning of the contest. The speeds were back up,
too, with Pat Tuckey winning both days with speeds of 59 and 60 mph. At the end of
five days, we had a virtual 4-way tie
(Tuckey, Byrd, Pin, Westbrook), with Bill
Snead threatening to make it a 5-way tie.
At our dinner in Alpine, Charlie
acknowledged that it was time to get a bit
more aggressive with the task setting.
Also at dinner, we learned the hard way
that in certain restaurants in Presidio
County, you can’t order a bottle of wine
without a permit. I am not making this up.
François Pin, who knows a thing or two
about ordering wine, was frappé de
stupeur at this statutory oddity.
True to his word, Charlie set a long task on the sixth day. It was a double out-and-return
turn area task, east to Longfellow, then west to Valentine. We set out with high hopes for
a gangbuster day, but to everyone’s surprise, storms developed over the eastern
mountains at an unusually early hour. The weather was better inside the Longfellow turn
area, but there was no obvious way to get back to Marfa. In spite of this, François did get
back, somehow. JC Hauchecorne was very close, landing on the road within walking
distance of the town. Pat Tuckey and Mike Westbrook, who were crewing for each other,
both landed out. Dottie and François volunteered to retrieve Mike, who was nearby. Pat,

who was not nearby at all, was retrieved by our hardworking operations director, Dennis
Wright. François’ win on this day moved him into first place on the cumulative
scoresheet. Bill Snead also had a good day, and Charlie’s worst nightmare was realized:
a five-way tie for first with only three days to go.

Breaking the tie (Day 7)
The Day 7 pilot’s meeting was interrupted by
the familiar sounds of taxiing airplanes and
gunfire (the Border Patrol operates a pistol
range across the runway from the Marfa Gliders
hangar). At the meeting, Charlie called a

Champion. At the time of this writing, Pat and François are on their way to the south of
France to represent the US at the World Class World Championships. There is little
doubt that we have sent our two best pilots.
Summary
We flew eight out of ten days in all conceivable conditions. We enjoyed a high level of
competition without damage or incident. The contest was expertly run. The staff of
Marfa Gliders, Burt, Kathie, and Roger, launched us safely every day and supervised our
safe returns each evening. The nine of us had Charlie Spratt and Dennis Wright all to
ourselves. We were welcomed by the townspeople, some of whom reminisced with us
about the “international village” of 1970. Of course, none of it would have been possible
without the unselfish support of our spouses: the lovely and talented Dottie, Ann, Nancy,
Audrey, Mimi, and Frank.
Thanks mostly to the vision of Burt and Kathie Compton, and partly to the enthusiasm of
the WCSA, competition soaring has returned to west Texas. Marfa is back on the map.
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