INFINITI
INFINITI RACING
Which is faster? Glider or supercar? Stuart Belbas takes on his twin
brother in the race of a lifetime

S

ummer 2008 and Mike, my twin brother,
and I had the privilege to be involved in
the most exciting and challenging race of
our lives. It had started the previous winter when
we met with the guys from Infiniti Cars, a luxury car
manufacturer.
“Do you think that you could beat one of our
cars across the valley with your paraglider?” asked
Andreas from Infiniti, while we were eating a pizza
near their headquarters in Rolle, Switzerland.
“You’ll need a bit more than 390 brakehorsepower to beat me across the valley,” I
quipped.
And so the race was on. Twin brothers – surely
the perfect equal opponents – with two very different
pieces of equipment, racing across the Alps.
We flipped a coin to decide who would drive
and who would fly. As fate would have it, Mike got
his dreams fulfilled when he found himself behind
the wheel of a prototype Infiniti FX50 and all roads
ahead officially closed. The police told him:
“The roads are yours – go as fast
as you like.”
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The day before the race I saw the car for the first
time. I took it for a drive to see what I was up
against. This wasn’t the big luxury car that I had
thought it was. This was a sports car. In fact, this
was a super car!
The way it stuck to the road as I accelerated
into the bends was phenomenal, and I hadn’t even
put my foot down. I felt a lot less confident than
the day I told Andreas he would need more than
horsepower to beat me.
The route was set to seriously challenge Mike
and I, both on the road and in the air. We wanted
a spectacular setting for the finish line, and where
better than the top of the Mauvoisin dam, a 250 m
tall wall of concrete? As the film crew said, “This is
where Top Gear meets James Bond!”
The dam was certainly an incredible location to
film the end of the race, and the long, winding road
up to it was perfect for Mike to put his FX50 to the
real test. I however, was a little more nervous. The
dam is at the narrowest part of the valley and as a
result the winds are often very strong there. I had
never heard of anyone flying there before – well
above, yes, but not down low next to the dam
wall and certainly never actually landing on top
of it.
As it happened, I had good reason to be
sceptical about attempting to land on
this narrow tower of concrete, but for
reasons that I had not anticipated.

RACING
I’d thought carefully about how to deal with the
wind when attempting to reach my finish line, but I
had failed to realise the effect that the 250 m vertical
wall would have.
The race had been tight, but as far as I could tell
I was well in the lead. The thermals had been good
to me. As I set myself up to approach the dam and
win the race I could see Mike speeding up the road.
It was an incredible sight, with a film crew hanging
out of a helicopter only feet above the roof of the
car as he passed through the police road-blocks.
And then came my surprise. The wind was
howling up the dam wall and was completely
vertical. Each time I set myself up to land I was
forced back up again with frightening strength.
I tried every technique to get onto the dam but
without luck. Finally I watched Mike enter the last
tunnel in a cloud of dust. Thirty seconds and he
would emerge on the top of the dam. It was now
or never. I put my glider into a tight spiral dive and
pulled off the fastest and most challenging landing
of my life. But as I looked up, there he was right in
front of me. Had I won?
Well, let’s call it a draw this time. But we’re
working on the next race already…
Watch the film of the race at
www.infiniti-insider.eu

‘The roads are yours – go as fast
as you like’, said the police
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INFINITI

TWIN PEAKS

Brothers Mike and Stuart Belbas have been teaching and guiding in Verbier for over a decade.
Stuart sits in the XC hot seat
Who’s oldest?
We’re 33 years old. It’s funny, I’m only 10 minutes
older than Mike and yet people often think he’s my
younger brother.
And how did you end up in Verbier?
Twelve years ago I was studying in Spain and Mike
was skippering boats in Anguilla, the Caribbean
island where we grew up. Being island boys at heart
we’d always planned on opening a dive school, but
that year Mike just felt like a change of scenery and
said he wanted to learn to ski. He ended up getting
a bar job in Verbier. I drove over from Spain to see
him ... and that was it. I doubt we will ever leave.
When flying became our biggest passion, opening
a flying school here just became the obvious thing
to do.
And when did you start flying?
We actually both started our flying careers on
planes, getting PPLs in 1992 when we were 17.
But we started flying paragliders in 1996 and I’ve
been flying hang gliders since 2000. We learned to
fly here in Verbier. Mike and I worked for a couple of
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flying schools for a few years, and then in 2003 we
set up our own operation, Verbier Summits.
It’s a pretty smart operation isn’t it? Is it for posh
pilots?
I definitely hope that it is a smart operation – that’s
certainly what we strived to create, but no, it’s
definitely not for posh pilots. I think I’ve yet to meet
a posh pilot! Our main goal is to offer an unmatched
guiding service, but also we wanted a place where
people can relax in total comfort and enjoy good
food. Somewhere pilots never want to leave. When
people are on holiday we just feel they should
enjoy a bit of luxury and actually, considering that
pretty much everything is included, we’re not more
expensive than most other flying lodges. Our new
lodge is stunning and our chef is out of this world.
We really try to run a luxurious flying experience, but
the atmosphere is extremely laid back.
Sell it for me – why should I come and visit?
I’ve flown all over the world and have yet to find
anywhere that ticks all the boxes for me the
way Verbier does. It’s perfect for all pilots from

beginners to truly experienced flyers. But possibly
the best thing of all is we have this little flying
paradise to ourselves ... there are no crowded
launches, which is really quite something in the
Alps in summer.
Tell me about the helicopter paragliding you do
It’s really popular for people who just feel like doing
something a bit different. Some people think it
goes against the whole paragliding ethos, and
say we should be able to get up to those peaks
with thermals and not a helicopter, but that’s not
really what it’s about. The helicopter is just a way
of getting up to an incredible 4,000 m Alpine
launch, just as a cable car is a way of getting to
our usual launch. The difference though, apart from
a helicopter being more exciting than a cable car,
is that we get to take off from such a magnificent
spot. Standing on a 4,000 m Alpine summit and
seeing nothing but mountains in every direction is
the type of moment I live for. And then, with your
friends, getting your glider out and flying down over
the Corbassière glacier together is just pure magic! I
love heli-paragliding!

RACING
Any classic routes in Verbier?
My favourite cross country flight is to Zermatt - a truly momentous flight. It’s barely
50 km but it’s such a challenging flight with such dramatically changing scenery all
the way. And then when you get there the Matterhorn is there to welcome you ...
it gives me goose bumps just thinking of it. We don’t always make it all the way to
Zermatt – the last ridge is over 3,000 m and sometimes we get stuck, but even up
to that last ridge is just such a great flight.
Classic XC routes from Verbier head east, jumping from valley to valley over
lakes and glaciers while following the general flow of the Rhone. These are
great flights for people who have a little bit of XC experience and are happy
landing out in weird and wonderful places. The great thing about Verbier
though, is that it is fantastic for pilots who are just starting to fly XC. It’s
possible to do a 30 km cross country flight without ever leaving the valley,
and always remaining in sight of the official landing field. Verbier really is a
playground for pilots.

And when’s best to visit Verbier?
Flying in Verbier is great from the beginning of June right through to the end of
October. September and October are great for beginners, it’s real autumn flying
with thermals that don’t go too high but that are beautifully smooth. It’s also a great
time for anyone who just wants to get some good quality airtime before the winter. I
love October. All the larch trees turn bright red and it’s just a lovely time of the year
to be in the sky. For good XC flying, June, July and August are the best months.
And finally, working with your brother – how’s that?
It’s the best! I wouldn’t want to do it on my own and I wouldn’t want to do it with
anyone else. Being born a twin has been the best gift I was ever given and Mike
and I have always done everything together. We’re pretty much inseparable.
Working together is just easy. Sure we argue very occasionally but even when we
do it never lasts more than five minutes.

ONLY A PILOT
KNOWS THE FEELING
Do you have a subscription?
Subscribe, and we’ll send you a free calendar
and an international travel guide. Plus you’ll
be in with a chance of winning a paraglider.*

www.xcmag.com
*Calendar published each autumn, Win-a-paraglider subscribers’ draw made in December

