Mountains, Thermals & Spuds
By Chuck Smith
After nearly 10 years of flying in Aspen, Colorado, life’s unpredictable twists and detours, brought me to Sun Valley, Idaho. As often as possible, I travel the 2200 miles to my home town on Cape Cod to visit friends and family. Occasionally I run into an acquaintance that I have not seen in many years. “How are things in Aspen?” they ask. “I’m not in Aspen anymore, I moved up to Idaho.” I reply. For some, particularly the geographically challenged, they immediately adopt a look of puzzlement and confusion as they ask, “What ya move there for? There’re no mountains in Idaho”. I usually just grin wryly, shrug and say, “They have famous potatoes ya know”. Saying goodbye and feeling impish, but with just a hint of guilt, I think to myself that yet again, one of the greatest kept secrets in the US will remain a secret………
Famous potatoes or not, Idaho, like all the Rocky Mountain States, is a sports paradise, offering many forms of outdoor recreation. Sun Valley is a hub for these activities. Things started in 1935 when in an effort to boost ridership to the West, the chairman of the Union Pacific Railroad hired an Austrian Count to find a location to build, “a grand American resort”. (Apparently at the time there was some sort of correlation with Teutonic aristocracy and the ability to locate superior, undiscovered ski slopes.)  Now 70 years later, along with the skiing, snowboarding, mountain biking, kayaking, etc., paragliding is making its own modest, but respected impression, in this former center for sheep production and old mining town, turned upscale resort. A town that struggles to keep its sense of community and western identity, as it becomes a play ground of the wealthy and Hollywood elite.
Located where the flat lands of the Snake River Plain and the Columbia Plateau, meet the Rocky Mountains, Sun Valley/Ketchum (5700ft MSL) is nestled at the boundary of these totally different topographical regions. Mountains flank it on three sides. To the north are the Boulder, White Cloud and spectacular Sawtooth Mountains. This area also sits in a hollow between the Smoky Mountains to the west and the Pioneer’s to the east. Beyond the Pio’s, is the Big Lost River Valley and the Lost River Range, home of the highest peaks in Idaho. This wonderful northwest/southeast running range with its broad, west facing valley is Idaho’s “little brother” version of the Owens Valley.  With south and west winds aloft, XC flights that originate from Sun Valley commonly cross over to the Lost River Range and continue north. Honza Rejmanek set a new paragliding state distance record of 115 miles on August 28, 2005 flying such a route. In fact, he flew over 300 combined miles in 3 flights that week!
There are several good flying sites in the area, but Bald Mountain is the best and most popular. “Baldy” is the top of the resort, at 9150 feet MSL, with launch sites suitable for essentially every wind direction. The summit is accessed primarily by the SV Company chair lifts and all the launch sites are a short walk from the top of the lift, making logistics an ease. A world class base lodge and a restaurant on the summit provide convenient amenities. The primary landing zone at River Run sits at the mountain base and is an easy 3 minute walk from the lodge and lifts. 
For many years, Sun Valley has held a reputation as being a difficult and demanding flying area. Certainly some of these impressions are justified, others slightly exaggerated. Like all flying sites, given the timing, conditions can be big and challenging or as benign as a morning stroll. As pilots, we’re all familiar with the basic equation; fundamental skills, good judgment and knowledge, a cautious approach and respect for the variables, will help keep flights incident free. In the typically dry summer, tight, punchy, high pressure thermals combined with strong winds that venturi up the valleys from the open flat lands to the south, can make for a spicy recipe of active conditions. The normal dryness also means that this area is less prone to over development compared to many other mountain flying sites. Cloud bases are often high and supplemental oxygen is a good idea. Midmornings tend to be an optimum flying window when thermal strength is good, but before the valley winds potentially pick up. Evenings flights can be truly classic with the dramatic light of a setting sun, fat late day thermals and a glass off. The latter part of August, with its wonderfully warm days, combined with the cool nights of the approaching autumn, usually help in the creation of good lapse rates and excellent thermal flying.  The strong valley winds of the summer have usually abated as well, making midday landings much less stressful.
Through the generosity and cooperation of the Sun Valley Company, pilots have been flying from the resort since 1989. Pioneered by a few zealous recreationalists, flying here has remained a staple and welcomed visual attraction to locals and tourists alike. However, it is recently that the most active and eager local pilots have done a great job of getting out and putting up some impressive XC flights. The true potential here is becoming realized through their enthusiastic efforts. So, if you have a taste for beautiful scenery, quality mountain flying and savory spuds the size of Volkswagens, a visit to Idaho can complete the menu. Just don’t tell anyone. 
