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RACE TO KITTY HAWK
by Ray Bair

As part of the centennial celebration of powered
flight, RE/MAX sponsored a Balloon Celebration
which included both hot air and gas flights for the
weekend of the Fourth of July. At least that was the
plan. While about half the field of hot air balloons
finally flew on Sunday morning, the gas flight was
totally scrubbed.
The intended gas competition was an accuracy flight
to the monument marking the first flight of the
Wright brothers in Kitty Hawk, N.C. This is about
500 miles from the launch site at Wright Patterson
AFB in Dayton, Ohio. RE/MAX provided substantial
prize money with $20,000 for the first place finisher.
There were ten balloons registered for the event with
one not competing but rather carrying representatives
from National Geographic for event coverage. The
launch window was different from most races in that
it was open for a 56 hour period, from 10:00 a.m.
Friday (July 4th) to 6:00 p.m. Sunday evening.
Unfortunately, a visit by President Bush on Friday
delayed the opening of the launch site until Friday
evening. A costly
delay as things
worked out.
Friday
evening’s
launch was put on
hold
due
to
developing
thunderstorms
in
the area. All the
teams secured their
equipment for the night. Within an hour and a half
of the announced cancellation, the heavy winds and
rains arrived. While most of the port-a-potties
survived, some were spread about the field. No
injuries were attributed to the flying outhouses!

August 2003

On Saturday morning, we were greeted with a hotel
message saying the morning launch had been cancelled
but a briefing would take place at 7:00 a.m. The entire
day was scrubbed due to substantial thunderstorms just
west of Dayton in Indiana. As it turned out, the storms
dissipated, and the day was pleasant for visiting the
various museums and city historic sites. That evening,
we were treated to a reception at the Air Force Museum
and a briefing that made a Sunday morning launch seem
possible. Again the threat of severe weather prevented a
Saturday night launch.
Later that night I found myself
clustered in the main briefing room as the hotel staff
gathered everyone for a tornado “drill”.
Sunday morning we were back on the field and once
again prepared the equipment for launch. Another
couple of hours Sunday morning was only slightly better
as the local weather allowed launch of some of the hot
air balloons. Unfortunately, forecasts for downwind
called for more severe weather in southern Pennsylvania
and northern Maryland. Kitty Hawk was out of the
question.
While the flight was a total washout, kudos are due to
the RE/MAX organization and the team of officials.
Mike Reagan, VP of RE/MAX, organized the event with
his usual effectiveness and thoroughness. Steve Shope,
event director, continually made difficult decisions.
Support
from
the
command
center,
headed
by
Tom
Goettsche, provided the
information necessary
to
evaluate
the
situation.
Meteorological support
from the local base
personnel
was
excellent. A special
acknowledgement is due to Dave Liniger who was
forced to sacrifice the potential marketing returns for the
safety of the balloon teams. The experience was a
positive one and the crews are looking forward to a
follow-on event in the future.
Continued to Pages 2 & 3
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EDITORS’ COLUMN

Photos from the RE/MAX Balloon Celebration in
Dayton, Ohio

by Peter Cuneo & Barbara Fricke

First, a big thanks to Dave Liniger and all the
RE/MAX team for making what could have been a
very sorry event into a first class memory. Your
editors were among the soggy crowd of gas
balloonists who traipsed to Dayton, Ohio over the
fourth of July weekend for a once-in-a-lifetime
opportunity. While some may say we were crazy to
even attempt this event at such a venue, your editors
truly believe that with this event RE/MAX has
committed to being a serious gas ballooning event
sponsor for a long time into the future. That alone
makes Dayton significant. We could also mention
the world class Air Force Museum and the quaint
Wright Brothers Bicycle shop but we don’t want to
make anyone too jealous – so we won’t.
Gas Ballooning has been getting some well earned
publicity that will continue through all of 2003 and
into 2004. For a year’s worth of issues, Ballooning
Magazine is running a column specific to gas
ballooning. The first article was published in the
July/August issue. Authors will rotate and will be
selected from the gas community. If you have a great
idea for an article that highlights our sport, contact
Richard Abruzzo or the editors of this newsletter. So
sit down and write something, even if your article is
not published in Ballooning, it may just appear in this
publication.
Thanks to the father/son team of Ray and David Bair
for their articles in this issue on ballooning on two
different continents.

Thursday morning filling of sand bags.

We are trying something new in this issue by
publishing an historical article, originally published
93 years ago about an event that happened in 1908.
An old story, but there may just be a moral for us
modern day aeronauts. Let us know how you like it.

Peter & Barbara
DISCLAIMER: Information contained in this newsletter
is the most up-to-date and correct information possible.
The editors, the BFA and its Gas Division officers are not
responsible for the accuracy of the material printed.
Opinions expressed in it are solely those of the individual
authors and are not an expression of the official views of
the editors, the officers of the BFA or its Gas Division.

Sherri Kittinger and friends working on sand bags.
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Continued from Page 1 & 2

Sunday morning, hot air balloons fly but gas is scrubbed.

The gas balloon teams for the RE/MAX race were:
Richard Abruzzo and Carol Rymer-Davis
Gordon Boriing and Frank Campanale
Thomas Boylan and Bob McCluskgy
Troy Bradley, Gary Evans and Matt Guthrie
Peter Cuneo, Barbara Fricke and Ray Bair
Rusty Elwell and Donald Weeks
Josef Hoehl and Stephen Handel
Dave Liniger and Joe Kittinger
John Kugler and Ralph Sheese
Lesley Pritchard and Media Reps
Friday evening prep for gas flight and the storm that
arrived shortly after the flight was cancelled.

Photos of RE/MAX Balloon Celebration by Barbara Fricke,
Peter Cuneo, and Shorty and Stuart Enloe.
■
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47th Coupe Aeronautique
Gordon Bennett Race
The 47th Coupe Aeronautique Gordon Bennett Race
will occur at Arc et Senans, France September 12-20,
2003. Launch is scheduled for September 13 after
8:00 pm. The race will be flown with helium this
year from an ancient royal salt works site. Arc et
Senans is a small French town about 90 kilometers
north of Geneva, Switzerland.
The three BFA gas balloonists who won the right to
represent the US in the race were the top three
winners of the 7th America’s Challenge Race held in
2002. They are Richard Abruzzo, Louis Vitanza, and
Mark Sullivan.
Richard Abruzzo will be flying with Gary Johnson,
Louis Vitanza will be flying with Bert Padelt, and
Mark Sullivan will be flying with David Levin in the
Gordon Bennett Race.
■

Recent Gas Board Decisions

On June 9, 2003, the Gas Division Board decided that
the results of the 8th America’s Challenge Race, to be
held this October in Albuquerque, will be utilized as
the BFA’s qualifier for the 2004 Coupe Aeronautique
Gordon Bennett Race.
rd

The Gas Division Board met on April 23 , 2003 and
further refined Rule 3.4 which deals with
identification of representatives to the Coupe
Aeronautique Gordon Bennett. The intent of the
change to Rule 3.4 is to more accurately achieve the
goal of allowing mixed nationality teams while
prohibiting the recruitment of an international pilot
with distance gas balloon race experience for the
purpose of qualifying for a US seat at the Gordon
Bennett.
To find the rules on the BFA website, just click on
Competition and then on Forms at:
http://www.bfa.net.
If you have any questions regarding these decisions,
please call upon any of the Gas Division Board
Members.
■

First Look - New Gas Textbook
by Peter Cuneo

Gone with the Wind – Manual for Gas Ballooning
Walter Müller, Astrid Gerhardt and Gerhard Hurck,
September, 2002, bilingual (German and English)
text. 8.5 x 9.5 inch, hardcover, 264 pages + 2
reference sheets. Available in the US for $50.00 +
shipping from AIBF (505.821.1000)
The production of this serious textbook on gas
ballooning was co-sponsored by AIBF, BallonbauWörner,
CIA,
Deutscher-Frieballonsport-Verband,
Festo,
Rien
Jurg
Promotion
Schweizerischer
Ballonverband and Stratos Balloooning.
First impressions are given here with serious study to
come later:
1) There is a huge amount of information on gas
ballooning in this comprehensive book, obviously
collected through many hours of work on the editors’
part. A sampling of the many topics includes: the theory
of mountain flying, human physiology of fight, the
physics of gas ballooning and much more.
2) This book is not an easy read mainly due to the nature
of the subject but also due to some significant translation
problems (from German to English) and general typos
typical of first editions of such massive works. My
personal choice will be to use it as a reference book, not
attempting to read it from cover to cover, but rather,
opening the book from time to time to delve into
subjects of current interest to me.
3) All balloon specific examples refer to the Wörner
parachute top, netless balloon. Most of the time, the
concepts are general enough so only minor interpretation
is required on the part of the reader to apply the
discussion to other systems.
4) All discussions of regulations and aviation charts refer
to European standards. Units are mostly in kilograms,
meters and meters/sec. This may actually be good prep
for US pilots who have intentions of flying in Europe.
Again, the general concepts still apply.
5) Copious illustrations, graphs and charts add
significantly to this book’s usefulness as a learning tool.
This is the only modern book that I am aware of that
addresses all aspects of gas ballooning. It is by-in-large
successful. My main wish for the English language half of
this book is that more care had been taken in the translation
and editing. Perhaps in the second edition this problem
will be remedied.
■
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The Conqueror’s Short Flight
by Harry Delacombe

“To quote a recent instance of the serious results
which may accrue in the event of these recognized
neck dimensions being ignored, I will relate what I
saw happen to the American balloon Conqueror in
the Gordon Bennett race from Berlin in October,
1908.
“This craft was in charge of
Mr. A. H. Forbes of the New
York Aero Club, accompanied by
Mr. Post, the Club’s Secretary, as
his aide. Almost everyone on the
balloon ground had commented
upon the prodigiously long neck
of the Conqueror, which, instead
of terminating some 6 or 7 feet
below the envelope, reached right
down to the car and was probably
15 or 16 feet long.
“Experienced
aeronauts
expressed their opinion to Mr.
Forbes that the material of his
envelope which he considered to
be of extraordinary good quality,
could not possibly withstand the
pressure
which
would
be
generated in the balloon by
expansion as the ascent was made
and before sufficient gas could be
driven down so long a neck to
reduce it. The pilot, however,
thought otherwise, and the
balloon was sent on her journey
without alteration.
“At a distance of about a mile
or a mile and a half from the starting point the
Conqueror had attained an altitude of probably 4,000
feet, when several of us noticed the bottom of the
envelope was flopping ominously, and we quickly
realized that an accident had happened. It was only
too true, for the envelope had burst and gas was
rushing out at a terrific speed. In less time than it
takes to tell the thousands upon thousands of
spectators congregated on the balloon ground and
over the surrounding neighborhood, saw the
Conqueror was falling rapidly towards the earth and
cries of apprehension were heard.
“With commendable presence of mind and
promptitude Mr. Forbes, who had luckily armed

himself with a large bowie knife, cut adrift 32 bags of
ballast suspended around and outside the car, whilst
Mr. Post threw out from the inside, all ballast, the
anchor, trail rope, instruments, and every article which
did not form part of the balloon itself. Thus quickly
relieved of a tremendous amount of weight, the speed
of the fall was appreciable diminished when still about
2000 feet from the ground, but by this time the
envelope had split a long way up one side, as is clearly
shown in the remarkable photograph reproduced on
[this] page. To the great relief of everybody, however,
especially those possessing some
knowledge of these subjects, the
upper part of the gas-bag
gradually formed itself into a
parachute and when the balloon
disappeared from our sight,
probably at a height of 400 or 500
feet from the ground, she was
falling sufficiently slowly to
encourage the hope that a fatal
calamity would be averted.
“Hurrying to a telephone
office on the ground, I believe I
was the first person to obtain the
news, which was sent through
within three or four minutes, that
the balloon had fallen on the roof
of a house and its two occupants
were absolutely uninjured, which
welcome tidings I was able to
convey to Messrs. Arnold and
Hewatt, who were just waiting to
make their ascent in the
American balloon St. Louis, and
who were naturally terribly
anxious to hear the news of their
countrymen before starting on
their long trip.
“Whilst this anecdote points to a moral on the
rashness of deviating to any great extent from the
recognized regulation length of neck, it also serves to
illustrate the fact that because a balloon bursts in midair the consequences may not prove fatal. as on a few
other occasions besides the one I have referred to
similar instances have occurred from one cause or
another and the aeronauts have descended in safety,
through the envelope of the balloon shaping itself into
a parachute against the upper part of the net.”
(Reprinted from The Boys’ Book of Airships and Other
Aerial Craft, by Harry Delacombe, Grant Richards
Ltd, London, 1910, pages 81-84)
■
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Learning to Fly Gas Balloons –
German Style
by David Bair

It is a vision of
many
hot-air
pilots to become
“Gas
Rated.”
Unfortunately,
the opportunity
to learn the art
tends
to
be
limited and quite
expensive.
Given that most
gas pilots that we
know fly at most
a few times a
year and pay
exorbitant fees for helium, the student costs and
logistics usually just keep us on the ground, dreaming
of the day we might get to fly. As a result of this
challenge, Drew Barrett and I decided to travel to
Germany to learn gas ballooning from some of the
best in the world. Our primary instructor in the area
was Wilhelm Eimers, a.k.a. “Willie”. Some of you
may know Willie from his Gordon Bennett titles, his
Warsteiner sponsorship, or from his participation at
the Albuquerque gas race, the America’s Challenge.

distinct advantage as I have recently moved to Ireland,
so travel costs were minimal for me. As a reference,
look at the table for the comparison in costs that one
might expect in an endeavor like this. There are many
assumptions in these numbers, and they may not be
representative of your situation, but at least it gives an
idea. The figures above assume that the trip to Germany
would last 10 days for several flights and that the trip in
the US would take 5 days for a single flight. Given that
the biggest advantage to the Germany prices is the
negligible cost for balloon fuel, it quickly offsets the
additional cost for travel. I have noted that fuel is free,
but it is important to note that many of the gas balloons
in Germany are owned by clubs and there is a fee for
renting them, even for the club members. From what I
can tell, this fee ranges from about $75 to $600 per
flight. Drew and I had the luxury of flying balloons that
Willie owned, so there was no per-flight costs.
Therefore, the cost to come to Germany and take several
flights was much lower than us traveling within the US
and taking only a single helium flight.
Drew and I arrived in Germany on a Monday in June
and met a ballooning friend and relaxed for the day.
Late that night, after enjoying a great dinner and
wondering when we would get to fly balloons, we got a
call from Willie. The weather looked good for Tuesday,
so we were to meet at the launch site at 3:30am.
Realizing that was just a few short hours away, we
gathered all of our supplies and laid down for a quick
nap. We found that lack of sleep is even more a factor
here than in our experience as hot air balloonists!

It may seem extreme to fly across the globe just for a
little balloon training. We thought so at first as well,
until we started working out the numbers. I had a
Item

Germany
Cost
$1,200
$300
$600
$300
$0

US
Cost
$400
$150
$300
$150
$4000

Instructor
Fees

$????

$????

Extra
Expenses
Total

$400

$200

$2,500

$5,200

Air Travel
Rental Car
Lodging
Food
Balloon
Fuel

Comments
$30/day
$60/day
$30/day
Hydrogen in
Germany,
Helium in US
Negotiable
between student
and instructor
Such as gas for
the car, etc.
Assumes 10
days in
Germany, 5
days in US

That first flight, we had five people in the basket of the
1000m3 balloon, Dave Bair, Drew Barrett, Willie
Eimers, Anja Kümmerlein and Susan Sobczak (Drew’s
Continued on Page 7
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travel companion). We flew just over five hours and
landed in the Netherlands about 50km away. During
the flight, Drew and I took turns being the primary
student…what a great learning experience. The
weather was perfect for learning. We launched in
near calm conditions in the beautiful countryside and
flew at about 12km per hour for most of the flight.
Luckily, the wind on the ground was slow all day so
we could each practice several landings. While
flying low was interesting, we needed to ascend for a
while to fly over a small town. This gave us a chance
to relax a little and enjoy the view. During this, we
also ascended to just over 1500 meters AGL to satisfy
our 5000 foot requirement for the FAA. Since Drew
had flown once before, this flight technically
qualified him to remove his airborne heater
restriction.

what makes them some of the best gas pilots in the
world.

Clearly, the money is one reason why learning in
Germany was so attractive. The second big reason
was that they fly gas balloons like we fly hot air
balloons. They have a few standard launch sites that
are already equipped with sand, lights, tie-downs, and
(of course) hydrogen supply lines. My only gas
experience before this was in Albuquerque. My
memories are filled with dirt, large trucks, hours of
preparation, and a little more dirt thrown in for good
measure. Our experience on this trip was much more
civilized. We pulled into a field with freshly cut
green grass, turned on the lights to inflate before
sunrise, called the gas company to turn on the
hydrogen, hooked up the line and inflated the balloon.
All said and done, we were lifting off less than an
hour after we arrived and we typically had just one or
two crew members beside the three pilots. All of this
infrastructure allows people like Willie to fly dozens
of flights every year. This frequency is a big part of

Now that we have returned from our trip, we have both
filed our paperwork to the FAA to remove the
restriction. Just as when we first earned our private
certificate in hot air, we both now believe that this gives
us the “license to learn” gas ballooning. I am convinced
that flying a gas balloon well is more of an art than a
science. Drew and I sincerely thank the artists that
helped us on our journey and look forward to the next
opportunity to fly with them.
■

Our goal on this trip was to fly three flights and practice
as many maneuvers as possible, especially landings.
Even though the FAA requirements are quite simple to
achieve, we wanted to be truly competent gas pilots at
the end of our trip. We had each scheduled 10 days to
do this, hoping that the weather would work in our favor.
As it turned out, we flew four flights in six days, totaling
just over 21 hours of flight, two night launches and 15
landings between us. I won’t bore you with the details
of each flight now, but rest assured that we have a
wealth of stories from both our ballooning and our sightseeing. We did not get the weather to have an overnight
flight like we had hoped, but we can always do that next
time.
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