
Whernside – some take off thoughts? 

9/7/1984:  Whernside, Hiway Demon – Exhausting carry up, but worth it. Made 10 mile, blew it over back of Barkin. Ian 

made 6000’ Wow!       (Extract from my ancient BHGA Logbook). 

I first flew Whernside over 40 years ago.  At that time the track was better and we could drive all the way to Ellerbeck, near 

the foot of the ridge.  The old gentleman living there was very friendly and it was usual to be invited to look round his 

tractor collection and other renovation projects – none of which seemed to involve the house. Which, after his passing 

became derelict.  It was an interesting interlude, but also a way of delaying the climb to the top of the ridge.  No easy task 

with a heavy, unwieldy hang glider, involving many rests, shoulder changes and the final section so steep a lot of grass 

pulling to progress. We always went to the top. Take off was mostly always windy and required a nose-wire man and 

steady nerves! 

But times change. 

I now live within gliding distance, the hang gliding days  long gone and I’ve lost count of the days and hours I’ve spent 

exploring this impressive 5k ridge and getting to know its little ways.  Despite all that I’m not the font of all wisdom and 

with that in mind I’m keeping this opinion within my own website. It relies on you dear reader to find it and make of it 

what you will.  It deals only with my approach to Whernside – not the flying, of what is essentially a safe and 

uncomplicated ridge. 

Here’s a fact.  I have never walked to the top of the suggested Whernside take off for years – if I ever did I’ve  probably 

made the wrong site choice.  Why?  Well, like quite a few Dales sites it’s a slightly concave valley side leading to a sharp 

(ish) cut off and a flat top. The *compression therefore is very substantial, in fact it’s an accelerating compression – or a 

slingshot effect and a stable, high pressure day can exacerbate that. Five mph at the foot of the ridge can be 20+ at the top. 

Once in front of the ridge it can appear quite light … so being stood on the front is no indication of it being ‘blown out’.  

Last year this led to the cancellation of a comp task on one of the best days of the year. 

*To try to explain what I think is going on I’m going to add a second paper on the Bernoulli/venturi effect. Although this 

manifests itself strongly on Whernside, I’d like to look at why, and compare it to other sites where it’s also quite pronounced 

and how it might be mitigated.  It appears simple in principle, but is actually quite complex the more you dig into it. 

My rationale behind writing this it to suggest that safer, easier and more convenient take off places are available, but often 

bypassed, and that the site guide may be partly responsible for this.  Quite understandably many newer or visiting pilots 

read and follow it to the letter … and in the case of Whernside this leads them to the very top. 

The guide suggests two main approaches (there is a longer third – the Chris Kay trek using the main Whernside track from 

Ribblehead – useful if you like the exercise or the wind is quite E).  This approach and the take off location are not 

mentioned in the guide … and maybe can be overlooked as only useful to know. 

My preferred approach is from the Chapel le Dale church carpark (you can gain five minutes by driving further, but parking 

is limited and  has led to local friction).  From car to take off is mostly a gentle 40 min stroll. It isn’t the arduous flog it has a 

reputation for. 

My first weather check is 100m after leaving the trees and on the open moor.  It should be light, but definite and down the 

dale from the north. If it’s coming up the valley – forget it and doubt the forecast, go elsewhere – it won’t get better and 

maybe the sea breeze will rush in very fast and strong later.  Walk in to the wall corner at the foot of the hill, this is 

decision time – the ground has risen slightly and the wind may now be more on the hill – ideally 5 -8 mph. Much more 

suggests it may truly be blown out!   

Going left on a rising traverse takes you onto gentle, grassy slopes that gradually steepen. Where you lay out and how 

much higher you choose to go is up to you and the wind strength you feel you need. Whernside soars well from low down.   

Just a thought. Laying out low on flatter ground and light wind then kiting up, is easier than doing it higher on steeper 

ground in a breeze. Be prepared to see pilots walking up past you to the top thinking you’re nuts! (or lazy).  Fifteen minutes 

later you may be soaring up past them as they contemplate the strong compression ‘neck’ they’re sat in … then walking 

down. 



Turning right (at the wall corner). This requires a lengthy horizontal traverse above the wall to grassy slopes approaching a 

second wall.  There are only two advantages to this. Firstly, it’s slightly better if the wind has some east in it. Secondly 

you’ve crossed the *CSC/DHPC demarcation line.  It means any xc will count for both clubs (assuming you’re a member).  

 

*The boundary line is quite complex in this area and jumps around a lot. 

It’s historical. Until around 1990 Tailbridge, Brantside and Whernside were 

all Cumbrian sites as they sat within Cumbria. They were given over to the 

Dales club as we (CHGC soon to be the CSC) had an admin overload. 

However the xc boundaries were retained and there  is a large overlap if 

you wish to check, with the Dales extending even to the west of the M6 in 

one section beyond the Howgills. 

 

 

 

 

 

If you do (or don’t) go to the top.  As you  walk south, not far, the ridge falls away in a series of grassy steps to a low 

training ridge. if the wind isn’t too far E this is also a suitable take off place.  Near the top, about 40’ down is a sort of step 

(the resting step).  It’s possible to take off here, but space is limited, it’s rather undulating and has scattered rocks. The 

place NOT to be is the top ridge directly above it in any sort of wind as it is a short, but potentially rough area. 

Top landing needs thinking about.  You could be landing in or near the strong compression and that may not be pleasant – 

there is also a wall, well back, but not to be dismissed in a dragging. Further up the ridge, just before the main track the 

ridge contour changes and this is a safer area (that no one uses). The wind can be a lot lighter here. 

Finally, I’m not lazy (well a bit) and I’m fairly fit, despite being a pensioner with white hair, but I never walk higher than I 

need to. Paragliders need very little to soar on a decent slope and there is a sort of challenge in getting up from as low as 

possible.  It can also be a lot easier and safer.  Why make things more difficult.  The idea you need to always go to the top 

of a hill to check wind strength is rather archaic – you should know the day in advance; the technology is out there.  In the 

Lakes the launch point on most sites is barely halfway to the top (eg Clough, Blease, Coniston etc). The Dales is no different 

and I regularly use my ‘low’ take off spots on several sites.  

Pete Morris (en route to Scotland) takes off on the grassy slopes below the step. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

The easier north take off near 

the main track. The hill is more 

rounded and now convex. 
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