Team flying for US pilots
John Cochrane

These are some thoughts on team flying ideas that US pilots can adopt relatively quickly, unlike for example the pair style used by the French, which requires years of practice. They are based on my experience with Al Tyler, preparing for and flying the worlds at Szeged. 
Team flying works. For example, crossing a weak area covered by cirrus or locating the best core under a big cloud, having the team member with you will save a lot of time. 

It will take some time to convince yourself that it works. That’s a main point of some team-flying practice.  Our week in Perry was pretty crucial. Having survived a long leg of cirrus overcast only by flying together, we realized the benefits and were much more willing to make little sacrifices to stick together. 
On course: 

You want to be far enough apart so that you’re not spending time worrying about a collision. You want to be close enough that if your teammate finds a good thermal, you’re willing to go and join him. If you would think, “nah, that’s too far to go” then you’re flying too far apart. 

Inevitably, one will have more energy than the other.  The team then works to help the one behind catch up. The one behind should leech unabashedly. You’ll both get a turn. 

Vertical separation is better than horizontal separation. We typically glide at 40:1, so 1000’ of vertical separation is 8 miles of horizontal separation. Gliders within 1000’ of each other can work the same thermals and share information. You can’t see a glider 8 miles away.
You can try to use turn areas to get back together again, with leader going deeper and follower turning sooner. However, even with a radio, it is very hard to meet up with another glider once you have lost contact.  Even calling distance and bearing to the next turn point, Al and I flew right past each other several times.  

It’s also hard to pick out your teammate in a gaggle. It might be worth some distinctive “anti collision” markings.  If you lose each other, announce departure on radio .

Side by side is quite distracting. You will usually end up with one a little ahead and one a little behind , “leader” and “wingman.” Talk about lift on the radio. The most important time to talk is if your teammate can’t see you.  Tell him quickly if you’re sampling lift. The one behind who can see the other one needs to make the decision, “this is worth coming back for” or not.
You need to coordinate strategy. If there is an energy difference, the leader chooses the line, and the follower is “wingman.”  You have to trust that keeping together is more important than following your own ideas about which line to take. Talk about it in any case.  Don’t just talk about thermals, talk about strategy and make sure the team flying isn’t taking your attention away from energy lines. 
Rule 1 is, “never wait.” Rule 2 is, ignore rule 1. There is big value in staying together, and if you abandon your teammate it must be for a very good reason.  Staying a few minutes longer in a thermal when it cools from 6 knots to 4 knots, or flying a few miles at 75 knots rather than 95 will cost little in the long run, and can keep you with a team mate. 

There are times to separate, however.  I once started while Al was 2000’ too low to start, because I could see that the mass gaggle had just started, and it was now or never.  I was able to connect with the gaggle and complete the course; Al was not. If separating is worth 10 minutes or a major disaster, then it’s time to go alone.  Many times in practice one of us would feel he was too far ahead to wait, only to go on, get in trouble and be overtaken by a teammate 

Start:

It’s vital to start together. Even a minute difference in start time or half a large circle will lead to a perceptible energy difference on the first leg and you’re already in “leader-follower” mode. 

Finding each other off tow is not easy.  You need the radio, but also to monitor contest frequency. Here’s how we did it. One pilot, usually the second one to launch, stays on team frequency. The other pilot monitors contest frequency. The high pilot tries to find the low pilot. He can switch to team radio to talk to him, and relay any important contest information.  When you get together, you stick together. Low pilot makes the decisions, i.e. where to go while waiting for the start. The top pilot follows. Once together you can both switch to contest frequency. After the start is opened and there are no more contest announcements, you go back to team frequency to coordinate the start.  

(In the worlds, starts are not broadcast on the contest frequency. This forces a major change in start tactics. Staying with the big gaggle is vital, but you can’t hear their start times. You have to look. If preworlds starts are reported on the radio, you’ll need a system that allows you to listen but also coordinate starts with each other.) 

Radio communication is vital. I think it’s worth considering small voice operated FM walkie talkies rather than aircraft radio. You only need a few miles range, and this would allow monitoring contest frequency or other frequencies while talking. 

Needless to say, it’s important on the ground to discuss the task and general strategy; strat times, where to go in turn areas, etc. 

General:

Trust is vital. Both teammates need to make a commitment they would rather see their teammate win and they finish fifth than go it alone – which will probably lead to finishing 10th. 

Manage the interpersonal relationship. Part of the team member’s job is to be “coach,” and keep the other member in a good positive mood. Listen for bad psychology on the radio. 

Depending on placing in the contest, height/distance, general experience, etc. it is likely one pilot will be “leader” and the other “wingman.”  We never tried the concept of “wingman lead out and find the thermals and let leader leech.” I’m not sure it works. But “leader sets the tactics – start time, courseline, etc., and wingman follows side or behind and helps to center thermals or pick a line” works well, and the wingman does not feel he is throwing away contest placing. 
 Two pairs of eyes help a lot. Call out gliders, birds, clouds, corn stalks, etc. You’ll be amazed at what your teammate sees that you did not. This alone is worth team flying – even if your teammate is just sitting behind your wingtip the whole way, if he calls out a circling glider you didn’t see, he paid for his lunch. 
