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017 SETTING UP & DRIVING THE WINCH 
(Airfield Operations) 

 

 

Aim: To learn how to operate the winch to safely and effectively launch a glider. 

The very act of driving the winch transforms a glider from a static object on the ground into an elegant flying machine. 
The operation is a joint effort between the pilot and the winch driver and it is important the latter understands the 
requirements for a safe and effective launch. Proper speed control is vital throughout the sequence. The winch driver 
must also be alert to the actions required should there be a launch failure. 

The Winches 
There are two winches in use at Brentor; the ML winch built by ML Engineering and the ‘Guslaunch’ built by club 

members. Both work on the same principle, using a powerful diesel engine to drive the cable drums through a fluid 
coupling and differential gearbox. Each of the two drums can hold up to 1500 metres of stranded steel cable.  

The method of driving them is generally the same although there are differences. The ML winch has dual controls and 
air clutches operated from the cab whilst the drums of the ‘Guslaunch’ are engaged manually using splines on the hubs. 

Both winches have a two-way radio that allows the driver to communicate with the launch point and retrieve vehicles. 

 
 
Winch Daily Inspection. 

The first driver of the day carries out a routine inspection of the winch.  
• Checking there is sufficient fuel, engine oil and coolant.  
• Checking the wheel chocks and earthing stake are secure.  
• Checking the operation of the cable cutters to leave them set with blade guards removed.  
• Ensuring the windscreen is clean.  
• Checking radio communications with the launch point. 
Prior to commencing the first launch or following a protracted time stood down, the engine needs to be warmed 

through. Making sure the clutches are disengaged, start the engine and set the speed to 1,000 rpm (fast idle) for at least 
five minutes. Finally, run the engine up to full governor speed and then cut the throttle to check it reduces to idling speed.  

Shut down the engine and report to the launch point ‘Winch is ready’.  

Cable Pull-out 
Having set the brake and attached the cables to the retrieve vehicle, signal the driver to proceed using recognised hand 

signals – underarm for ‘Take up slack’ and overarm for ‘All out’.  
Only when the message ‘Cables have arrived’ has been received should the cables at the winch be handled. If the pull-

out has to be halted for any reason, the winch driver should take no action until duly advised. 
Following cable pull-out, the drums need to be checked for loose turns. Any that are found should be drawn out by hand 

taking care to avoid the hazard of the ‘set’ cable cutters.  

Taking Up Slack 
On the order ‘Take up slack’, repeat it back to the launch point making sure it is clear which cable is to be used first. 

Then make the call ‘Clear cables’ to anyone nearby giving them time to take cover.  
Having checked there is no one at hazard outside the winch, apply the brake and start the engine. Then, with the 

respective clutch engaged, release the brake carefully to draw in the cable slowly with the engine at idling speed. The 
speed of cable draw-in is controlled using the brake. 



All Out 
On receiving the order ‘All out’, there is no need for the winch driver to reply but they should release the brake and 

steadily advance the throttle whilst keeping a loose hold on the brake lever so it can be applied quickly should the need 
arise.  

The engine speed needed to give a safe, effective launch varies according to the type of glider and prevailing wind 
conditions; the windsock can provide a useful guide to the latter. 

The Launch 
The launch must provide enough acceleration to get the glider airborne quickly without ‘snatching’, but not be so fast to 

exceed its placard limitation. 
The best way for the winch driver to achieve the correct airspeed is by assessing the attitude of the glider whilst taking 

the prevailing wind speed and direction into consideration. 
If the launch is too fast the pilot will signal by yawing the glider from side to side. If it is too slow the pilot will lower the 

nose of the glider and keep it like that. The winch driver must make an immediate and positive response to these signals 
by decreasing or increasing the power setting. 

As the glider nears the top of the launch, power should be progressively reduced. Power should be cut when the cable 
reaches an angle of 60° and certainly before it becomes vertical to avoid risking entanglement with the winch. 

 

Launch Failure 
Launch failures take many forms – cable break, weak-link parting, premature cable release or a problem with the winch. 

Drivers should be aware an instructor may simulate a launch failure by releasing the cable without prior notice. 
After giving the order ‘Take up slack’, the launch point can order ‘Stop’ at any time until the glider is airborne and in view 

of the winch driver. In such an event the winch driver must respond by closing the throttle, applying the brake, and 
stopping the engine. They then inform the launch point ‘Winch all stopped’ and wait for further instructions. 

Once the glider is in view, the winch driver controls the rest of the launch. If the cable detaches from the glider for 
whatever reason, the throttle must be closed immediately and held like that until the intentions of the pilot are known.       
Cable draw-in must not be resumed until it is clear the pilot intends to make a full 360° turn prior to landing. To avoid the 
risk of the cable and parachute coming into contact with the glider, the brake should be applied firmly to make the cable 
fall more quickly. The prime concern must always be the safety of the glider rather than the convenience of a neat cable 
recovery. 

Though extremely uncommon, a malfunction of the release mechanism could mean the pilot is unable to drop the cable. 
An indication of this would be if the glider was still attached to the cable following the cut in power at the top of the launch. 
In such an event, the winch driver should apply full brake to induce a back release. If that fails to detach the cable from 
the glider the cable-cutter must be operated. Any delay in doing that could put the aircraft at risk. 

Cable Recovery 
Once the cable has been released, power should be increased to maintain tension in the cable; failure to do that may 

cause loops on the drum. The cable should be drawn in allowing for any cross wind and the parachute landed a safe 
distance away to avoid the risk of it entering the guide rollers.  

When recovery of the first cable is complete, inform the launch point ‘Second cable clear’. 
If the launch was terminated prematurely and the cable landed away from the winch, care must be taken to during its 

recovery. A moving cable presents a serious hazard and the winch driver must ensure that no person, glider or vehicle is 
between the parachute end of the cable and the winch before moving it. It may be necessary to request guidance from 
someone at the launch point or in the retrieve vehicle. 

Prior to launching with the second cable, it is important to check there is adequate separation between it and all parts of 
the first cable. 

Repair Work 
Before attempting to carry out any work at the winch, it is essential both cable cutters have their blades properly 

guarded. Some components are heavy and assistance may be required to move them. Care should be taken when 
climbing to the higher parts of the winch. 

It is advisable to wear stout work gloves whenever handling the cable. Broken strands can easily injure unprotected skin. 

  



Need To Know: Before launching check: 
• There is sufficient fuel 
• Cable cutters are set 
• Wind strength and direction 
• There are no obstructions on the runway 
• There is no one in harm’s way outside the winch 
• You know the requirements for that type of glider 

Further Reading: Winch Driver’s Procedures. A DGS leaflet on winch launching at Brentor. 
The Winch Operator’s Manual. A BGA publication dealing with winch launch operations.  
The Glider Pilot’s Manual. Ken Stewart. Ch15. Advice to pilots on wire launching gliders. 


	Prior to commencing the first launch or following a protracted time stood down, the engine needs to be warmed through. Making sure the clutches are disengaged, start the engine and set the speed to 1,000 rpm (fast idle) for at least five minutes. Finally, run the engine up to full governor speed and then cut the throttle to check it reduces to idling speed. 

