A high target!

by Enrico (2005)
It all starts in December in Italy, on a cool, wonderful Sunday when, early in the morning, I’m on the phone with my friend pilot Aurelio:

“What shall we do today?” I ask him. 

“Well, we have good conditions for paramotoring, let’s go for it!” he replies.

“How about meeting at the “famous” Cornizzolo landing field? You could fly in from your place and I’ll be flying straight there from my house…” I suggest.
“Well…” goes his reply, “if we do that we may find ourselves short of fuel for the return flight…”
As a matter of fact, the distance between my house and the Cornizzolo is about 30 Km, which means that with my Top 80 motor I can easily make it back and fro. My friend Aurelio however, lives 35 Km far away from the Cornizzolo and his Solo 220 cannot possibly make it back… In addition, once we’ve reached such a nice flying place, it will be a real pity not being able to fly a bit around there.
We clearly need some refueling, there ought to be a petrol station near the landing field…

“Yes, we probably can find it, the problem is…” argues Aurelio, “that my fuel tank cannot be removed, so how am I going to take it to the petrol station?”

An embarrassed silence follows. Then Aurelio goes shouting on the phone: 
“I’ve got it, I’ve got it! I’ll carry an empty canister with me, so that we can take it to the petrol station!” 

“Sun of a gun! Flying in with a 10 liter plastic container tied in front of him… That’s a good one!” I’m thinking, while dressing up to face the chill. Well, flying in temperatures close to the freezing point is no joke, especially if the flight is going to be a long one. So, I wear warms under my trousers and shirt and a good pullover under my heavy skiing vest.  I also wear, of course, double socks, double gloves, balaclava under my helmet…
Fully dressed like that – can hardly walk, let alone running! - I fill up my 6 liter tank and go to a wide field, conveniently located just next to my house. A light breeze gives me a most welcome help and I have a flawless launch. Such a cold day carries some advantages too, as the flight goes real smooth and I can easily leave the controls and rest and warm up my hands. If all goes well, I should be meeting Aurelio in the air, even before reaching the Cornizzolo and half an hour later I call him on the radio. He gives me his position and, before long, I can spot him, still far away but clearly visible in the bright morning.
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Aurelio flies past, heading for M. Cornizzolo (below his canopy) and in good view of the snow capped “Grigna” mountain (right).
As he approaches, I have the opportunity to shoot some nice photos, taking advantage of the very clear day. The enchantment is short lived though, as I find my hand, which is holding the camera without glove, all frozen and painful… Aurelio overtakes me with his faster wing and proceeds towards the Cornizzolo.  Before landing however, he calls me on the radio:

 “Enrico, I have spotted a petrol station not far away from the field and, some more, it has a 24 hour service, as I can see people refilling their car there!” 

Good grief… I had forgotten it was a Sunday!!
Well, by the time I had landed and collected my canopy, good ol’ Aurelio was already coming back – a grin in his face – with his canister full of fuel.  
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Thanks, Aurelio!

 I barely had the time to “thaw” my hands and to refill and, presto, we were already shooting up to the air - to the surprise of the local pilots there, used to see wings landing at the place and not taking off!
Earlier on, while flying in, I had been watching a few pilots jumping off the mountain and gliding down miserably to the landing field. I was then thinking:
 “Ah, ha… we’re having flat conditions, huh? Well, that’s ideal for our powered flight to the top of the mountain!”  To the dismay of my friend Aurelio though, who was hoping to save fuel in the 1000 m climb with some extra lift from the thermals…
Later on, as we are happily cruising a few hundred meters over the top of the mountain – and watching pilots flying far below us… - I throw my “indecent” proposal over the radio:
 ”Aurelio, how about proceeding towards the Grigna mountain?” 

I’d made my proposal when already on the way to it, so that I could have a head start against Aurelio’s faster wing. Well, sometimes one has to be a little cunning…
As expected, he immediately agrees. Although I’m already 1300 m high, I put my wing on a climbing path, knowing what’s ahead of me. As a matter of fact, soon things get tough, with the big Como lake approaching.  The view over that deep, treacherous mass of water on one side, and the large town of Lecco on the other one, is just giving me the chill, let alone the cold air…!
I always feel uncomfortable when I do not see emergency landings at hand, thank goodness I have a fairly good height and the engine sounds good. Slowly, holding my breath, I get to cross the dark lake and, just to feel more comfortable, I head straight for a familiar place, the “Valsassina”. A wonderful valley indeed, full of green pastures and little villages scattered all over...

Our flight path is taking us - Aurelio had in the meantime caught up with me - over the tourist resort of “Piani Resinelli”, a favoured base for my countless climbs to the top of the Grigna, a 2200 m high peak. My friend radioes me:
“Enrico, I cannot climb any higher as my engine just cannot make it...”  

Oh dear... I’d been dreaming for so long of flying all the way up to the top of the mighty mountain and now, being so close, it would be a real pity to give it up... So, I radio back to Aurelio my intention to continue.
“Okay, by all means, you just carry on and good luck!” goes his reply, “As for me, I’ll take a panoramic tour over lower mountains and then will head back to the Cornizzolo. I’ll see you there, at the landing field!”.
Relieved by that, I apply more power and prepare for the final part of my trip. I still have about 400 m to clear and I well know that they will be the hardest to climb. As I get higher, the air gets colder and colder and I start feeling the pinch. But that’s not my main worry. I’m applying 80% of the power already, but the rate of climb shown by my variometer remains fairly low...
To make it worst, at 1800m I have a sudden drop in RPM. 
“Could it be the Carb? With this low temperature, icing is quite possible.“ I’m thinking in despair, “or, maybe, I’m just asking too much from my little engine, which is now overheating... (the lucky one... I’m just feeezing!)”. I well know that at height the air gets thinner, the prop efficiency drops, the engine power reduces, the wing lift decreases... Gee, it’s all working against me!
Before giving up though, I try reducing power for a while and then re-applying it slowly... To my delight, the engine picks up again and I can continue my slow climb. 1900 m... 2000... 2100... Finally, wow... there I am, barely clearing the top of the peak, at a staggering 2200 m... - a record high with my paramotor!
The view from up there is just amazing. A thick layer of snow is covering the peak, with only a few rocky spurs popping out of it. Wide, open spaces are all around me, with my view spanning up to M. Rosa, a 4500 m peak standing over 100 Km far away! And, below my feet, white, steep canyons are dropping down to far away little valleys... 

The tension of the climb slowly clears, and only then I notice that... I’m really freezing! I also feel strange vibrations, but... they aren’t coming from my engine... it’s me shivering!! Okay, enough is enough, I cut the power and start the long glide back to the Cornizzolo.
This time, I choose not to cross the lake, but I glide instead right over Lecco, enjoying a wonderful view of the city. I’m feeling safe as, with my height, I hardly need any power. 

The glide takes me close to M. Barro, a must in my paragliding cross country flights out of the Cornizzolo. Thanks to its generous thermals, I can usually pick up height before venturing on the Lecco crossing, heading for the Magnodeno mountain.
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The town of Lecco, with M. Barro (left) , M. Cornizzolo (center) and the Como lake (right).

 A while later, the landing is well in sight and shortly after I’m happily touching the ground – and thawing, at last! Aurelio compliments me for the achievement, then pours the last bit of fuel in his tank – I don’t need any – and hides the empty canister in the bushes. A good move, it may come handy for the next time!

Days are short in winter and the evening is fast approaching. So, we both take off in a roar and head back home. Half an hour later we have our last radio contact:

“It’s been very nice, huh? Okay, have a safe landing and see you next time – in the air!”

Enrico.
