t was Danny who had mtroduced his older

brother to hang gliding, back in 1977. On a
2 trip to California, Danny had seen a pilot
land his glider gracefully on an ocean beach: Mes-
merized by the sight, he'd told Jim of his plans to
construct a glider from an old parachute.

Jim, an aeronautical engineer and one-time
pilot, had grave doubts about his brother's idea and
convinced Danny that the two of them should buy a
commercially made glider. They took a few lessons
to get started.

Before long, Jim was soaring—both literally and
emotionally—suspended thousands of feet high,
rising, dipping, turning and spiraling, “Hang glid-
ing is like that dream you had when you were a
kid," Zeiset says, “where you stick your arms out
like Peter Pan and suddenly you're flying."”

The brothers took turns flying their glider, gain-
ing confidence until they thought they were both
capable of flying safely anywhere,

Then came tragedy. October 5, 1977 Jim takes the first flight, a
launch from a meadow 12,200 feet high on Mount Princeton. After
landing safely in a field far below, Jim changes places with Danny. Now
Jim serves as the “retriever,” following in a van his brother's soaring
path in the sky.

Danny runs forward under his glider until the wind lifts him from
the mountain. Almost immediately the glider tips, with one wing
pointed skyward. Losing altitude rapidly, Danny disappears behind
the mountain a few seconds later.

His heart racing, Jim tears down the mountainside in his van. The
three-mile drive to the valley on the deeply rutted, twisting road
normally takes 45 minutes to negotiate; Jim makes it in 17.

Zeiset's never far from a hang

glider, even in his Salida,
Colorado, office. On the oak-
paneled wall behind him, a

photo of Team Green.

He drives to the field he and his brother usually
use for landing. Danny isn't there. He drives to their
alternate landing field. Stil no sign of his brother.
Jim takes another road back up the mountain.
About a mile later he sees a parked truck and a man
talking on a CB radio. “Have you seen a hang glider
in the area?” Jim asks. “Yes. One just crashed up
there by those dliffs,” the man replies. “The glider
broke apart in midair.”

Jim drives closer to the dliffs and parks. Herunsa
few hundred yards to a rocky spot near a tall, dead
tree, where two hikers stand over the tangled
glider. Danny is still alive but seriously injured,
having plummeted 800 feet. His left arm and right
leg are broken; his chest, partially crushed. He is
serniconscious but delirious.

Jim follows the ambulance to the hospital. En
route, Danny stops breathing, At the hospital, he is
pronounced dead on arrival.
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anny was 27 years old [ was 32," Zeiset says, sitting in his
green, high-backed office chair, his eyes surveying the ever-
green forests on Mount Princeton from a distance of 13 years.

After the acddent, he says, he was done with gliding, perhaps
forever. With two young sons to raise and a company to build, he
turned to other pursuits.

But the memory of his brother’s accident remained. What went
wrong? Zeiset was driven to find an answer, He knew that it was
turbulence that had caused the glider to flip upside down. He con-
duded that the force of Danny’s weight on the inverted glider had
made the structure collapse.

Months after the accident, Zeiset learned of two new features

Watching the Skies: Top Hang-Gliding Sites Worldwide

ﬁ egardless of whether you fly

vourself, competitions are fascinating to
waich. At typical competitions, the sky is
filled with brightly colored gliders spiral-
ing overhead in crisscrossing paths. En-
hancing the spectacle are the locations—
maost major contests have stunning scenery
as a backdrop. Following are some of the
prime gliding spots around the world:
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Vaile derris. Almost all
hang-glidmg wurld mcords have been set
in this desert valley east of the Sierras. The
lack of humidity means few clouds and
high visibility—ideal flying conditions,
Starting from a launch site on the westem
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edge of the valley, pilots usually are re-
quired by contest rules to fly south past
14,494-foot Mount Whitney, the highest
peak in the lower 48 states.
Every summer this
Earmer mining town hosts the unofficial
World Aerobatic Championships, drawing
some of the world's most daring pilots,
Spectators can watch pilots execute fancy
loops and rolls in Telluride's famous box
canyon, a mile-wide gulch carved by gla-
clers from the extraordinarily rugged and
colorful San ]uan Mountams

» This site is
home of ihe Termessee Tree Toppers, the
most active and best known hang-gliding
club in the United States. A number of

launch ramps are built on the limestone
dliffs of the rural Sequatchie Valley. The
East Coast Championships usually are
held at Henson's Gap each spring.
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L4 Eisjs. Argestine An international
v:mss-cmmtn meet is held here every year,
in which pilots attempl to set South Ameri-
can distance records in a high desert area.
Like California’s Owens Valley, La Rioja
boasts conditions perfect for flying: low
humidity, excellent visibility and consis-
tent!y stmng wmds

. On the out-
slurts uf Rw de ].meu-o. pﬂots launch from
ahill next to the landmark statue of Christ,

which overlooks Brazil's largest city and its
surrounding inlets. Empty of the usual
hordes that crowd Rio's sands, Sao Con-
rado Beach is actually a grassy area for
comfortable glider watching. Rocky ocean-
side cliffs provide a stunning setting,
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Fesch, Swifzesiand [ts easy to see why
the tmy mwn of Flesch hosted the World
Meet in 1988, Located in the heart of the
Alps, it's not only a charming Swiss vil-
lage; it's also surrounded by terrain that
funnels mountain breezes into strong, de-
pendable winds, Once aloft, pilots are
treated to magnificent views of the Alps,
including the nearby Matterhomn. RK



“~vented for hang gliders: a system of wires called luftlines, which

___nect the center post to various points along the wing and make
it more resistant to collapse; and a dive stick, an aluminumrod that
keeps the back side of the wing turned slightly upward. If a glider
starts into a nose dive, the force of the wind against the tilted back
edge of the wing automatically rights the glider.

Zeiset also learned that some hang-glider pilots were starting
to carry two-way radios for communicating with their retrievers on
the ground. Most important, pilots had begun using parachutes.

With the new safety gear available, Zeiset thought, perhaps it
was time to try gliding again. He also thought he could put his
engineer’s training to good use by helping to refine and improve
the equipment. He would be combining his two loves—flying and
problem solving.

A RETURN TO THE SKxY
ressed in his green nylon flight suit, Zeiset is standing on a
rock cliff some 1,000 feet above the Sequatchie Valley, near
Chattanooga, Tennessee. Behind him is his brand new
glider, trimmed in green.

When Zeiset tried gliding again after Danny’s death, he knew
that he would keep on flying. The first flight brought back what he
calls “the sensation of total freedom” that he had imagined over
and over in his dreams. In the dozen years since, he has flown

're than 2,000 times.

— In a few minutes, Zeiset will launch his glider again. He is in
Tennessee to compete in the East Coast Hang Gliding Champion-
ships. For this competition, Zeiset has driven his van all the way
from Colorado; inside is a mobile phone that enables him to keep
in close contact with his factory. Business has been good lately,
Zeiset says. In 1989, a plant virus stunted grape growth in Califor-
nia, and vintners clamored for Zeiset's plant bands to use in
grafting new virus-resistant hybrids. His company’s revenues
tripled during the next year.

But at this moment on a Tennessee mountainside, Zeiset is
occupied not with business, but with the task at hand: showing a
visitor all of his safety gadgets. Today more than ever, Zeiset is a
believer in safety equipment. A parachute saved his life in 1987
when his glider collapsed during an unexpected thunderstorm in
Colorado, He's also a fierce advocate of radios, never having
forgotten the frustration he felt that day his brother flew out of his
sight and Zeiset could not find him, Zeiset currently is working
with another inventor to design a wing-mounted device that
would detect the thermals pilots use to gain altitude.

In the meantime, here at the Tennessee contest, he tirelessly
reminds the pilots around him to make sure that they are properly
clipped into the harnesses that hold them in their gliders.

The pilots launch from the wooden ramp one by one. As each

)t steps to the ramp, there is a hush among the others. The only
sound is made by a constant breeze brushing the cliffs.

All eyes turn to the next pilot and his two helpers, each of

!%:ng gliding is

like the dream you
had when you were
a kid, where you
stick your arms
out like Peter Pan
and suddenly

you're flying.”
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possible for humans.

The safest way to sample
hang gliding is to take a
tandem flight with a prop-
erly rated pilot. Many
hang-gliding schools offer
tandem flights as a way of
stimulating interest in the
sport. In most cases, a tan-
dem pilot will take you up
for a half-hour or so for a fee
of §75 to §150.

There is no shortage of
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hang-gliding schools; several hundred are scattered
Ihmaglmﬂn!.hhdﬁhﬁu-\fnnmﬂndmby

whom carries an end of the glider. On the ground, the tipsy glider
is awkward even for three people to manipulate. But then the
helpers let go, and the pilot takes a half-dozen running steps and
leaves the ramp.

For a second or two, the glider swoops downward, toward the
valley, almost as if headed for a crash into the pine trees a thou-
sand feet below. Then, the craft gains enough speed to lift the
wing, and it curves upward toward the sky, Suddenly the once-
awkward glider is transformed into a graceful, soaring bird.

In time, it is Zeiset's turn. He clips into his harness and carries
his glider to the ramp. Seconds later, he leaves the ramp and floats
down and then upward through an airborne arc of silence, floating
effortlessly, dreamily, over the green, green valley below. ®

Ron King is a free-lance writer based in Tennessee whose articles have
appeared in Outside and American Way.

glider been care-
Mlydnchedbymhulme-
A used glider often
custs s1,um or less, one-
third the price of a new

By starting with a used
craft, a novice—who is
guaranteed at least a few
rough landings—doesn't
need to worry so much
about inflicting the inevi-
table nicks, scratches and gouges on the glider.

Il’nlnanmrkﬁﬁa any new pilot to join-
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