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Albuquerque to Ohio in
58 hours
by Barbara Fricke & Peter Cuneo

Our flight began Saturday, October 6th around 8 PM
at Fiesta Field and ended Tuesday morning northwest of
Columbus, Ohio after 58 hours plus.
We flew northeast out of Albuquerque toward Santa
Fe and then turned more east as we climbed to 10,000 ft.
MSL. We went over the southern end of the Pecos
Mountains allowing natural flow to carry us down into
the valleys and back up over the ridges with almost no
ballasting. Then over Las Vegas, NM, and east
throughout Sunday, staying south of the Kansas/
Oklahoma border until close to Missouri when we
crossed the SE corner of Kansas.
Sunday was uneventful for us except for the news
from the command center that the U.S. had attacked
Afghanistan and that airspace over all military bases was
closed to VFR flights. However, the airspace over Class
B airport airspace was still open to us thanks to the race
organizers who had secured a waiver to allow us to over
fly the Class B airspace.
By Monday morning we were moving northeast
across Missouri under cloudy skies and virga around us.
The virga passed over us around the Lake of the Ozarks
and for close to three minutes we were in a very fine
snow cloud. We dropped 2,000 feet then slowly rose
again as the sun appeared from behind the clouds.
Approaching St. Louis at 12,000 ft. MSL allowed us
to fly over the associated Class B airspace. We were in
the approach for landing at St. Louis for some time and
had lots of planes pass above us, under us, and to the
sides. After about 20 minutes of this, the FAA controller
told us that the rush was over and there would not be any
more planes in the area for another 20 minutes, and by
then we should have drifted out of the approach lane.
Four hours and three Victor airways later we finally put
St. Louis behind us. We do have one photo of a 737
passing directly beneath us as a souvenir of the transit.
Monday afternoon, we crossed the Mississippi River,
achieving one of our goals for the trip, and started across
Illinois. At sunset, we were over Terra Haute, just as our
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Barbara on the phone to Don, the WX-guy.
weatherman had predicted. We passed Indianapolis
during the night and had what we thought would be our
last phone conversation with the crew until morning as
they settled into a hotel in Dayton, Ohio. At this time, we
knew that we were one of only three balloons aloft. We
thought we knew who the other two teams were and since
they were serious competitors, we planned to fly through
the night, the next day, and possibly a fourth night to do
well in the race.
About two hours later, our crew paged us, the first
time the pager worked all flight. We then found out that
we were the last balloon flying and if we could exceed
another one of our goals for the flight, a total distance of
at least 1,000 miles, we should win. We did some
calculating and figured that we only needed to get to Ohio
and land safely. During the night we managed to avoid
both Cincinnati Class B airspace and Wright-Patterson Air
Force Base. We were just east of Dayton, Ohio at the first
signs of light on Tuesday morning. Not relishing the 30 to
40 knot landing predicted for the coming afternoon, we
opted for a morning landing.
On our first approach we crossed a highway and
dropped sand ballast. Some fell on a woman’s car,
initiating calls to the police and friends to warn them
Continued on page 2
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Albuquerque to Ohio in 58 hr…… continued from Page 1

EDITORS’ COLUMN
by Peter Cuneo & Barbara Fricke

In spite of the difficult period we as a country have
endured over the past three months, gas ballooning has
survived and even gained some positive publicity. One
government official who is strongly in favor of our
sport is New Mexico Governor Gary Johnson. We are
honored to have his personal perspective on his flight
with Richard Abruzzo in the recent America’s
Challenge. Ray Bair, who lead a great crew at the AC
Command Center, has kindly given us a look behind
the scene as race events unfolded. Without the rapid
response provided by these folks, several of these
events could have become disasters. An excerpt from
Greg Winker’s soon to be published web page
completes stories from the race’s top trio.
We would also like to thank Al Lowenstein for
providing us with information that we have been
craving for a long time. His article on the relative
merits of rechargeable batteries provides practical
advice for us all. Now if anyone out there would like
to write an article on transponders and their antennas
perhaps we can make this into a series.
Congratulations to David Levin and Mark Sullivan
for yet another very great finish in this year’s GordonBennett Race. Richard Abruzzo with Carol RymerDavis and Troy Bradley with Earl Miller filled the U.S.
field of creditable team for the Race.
Best of luck to Troy Bradley for safe and
successful flights on his quest this winter to break one
of the oldest aviation records on the books.
On a less positive note, there are no U.S. gas
competitive events scheduled for the up coming
months. Efforts are underway to rectify this situation,
but as always, new ideas and sponsorship are still
much needed. Richard Abruzzo’s column (page 9)
explains the reasons for canceling this year’s GordonBennett qualifier and the rules for selecting the U.S.
team for GB 2002.
■
Your Editors,

Peter and Barbara

about “the attack” taking place in Ohio. We landed a
few miles later in a very nice cut clover field. At 500ft
AGL our speed was over 30 knots slowing to about 11
knots at touch down. Our landing was under the
watchful gaze of a security guard who was there to
find out who we were and what we were doing. Later,
talking with the farmer’s wife, we found out she was
one of the friends the woman called.
Staying south for so long and flying high were the
two things that won the race for us. This kept us out of
the storms near Kansas City and those in Minnesota
and Wisconsin, which forced our competitors to land.
Personal highlights of the trip: getting out of New
Mexico; giving the crew a real chase; the gorgeous
sunrises and sunsets; the Fall foliage in its brilliant
reds; crossing the Mississippi just about where the
Missouri and the Illinois rivers join it; meeting all our
goals for the flight; and, of course, winning, although
that was just the icing on the cake, since it was such a
great flight for us.
Our thanks go to all those who helped in the setup
and inflation, to our chase crew, Donna Partington and
Dr. Karen Griest for driving four days across the
country and back, and to our weather man, Don Day
for his continued work to keep us out of the storms. ■
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Peter, post-flight, imitating David Levin.
For another very entertaining description of the America’s Challenge Race, viewed from the chase vehicle, read
T. L. Osborne’s article on the Wallace/Brielmann flight, thanks to the Granite State Balloon Assoc. Newsletter:
http://freepages.hobbies.rootsweb.com/~tlosborne/Articles/Americaschallenge2001/Americaschallenge2001.htm
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My Flight with Richard Abruzzo
by Gary Johnson

I love flying. I have logged about 550 hours as pilot
in command in my own A-36 Bonanza. I would never
have become Governor of New Mexico if it were not for
the ability to fly anywhere at any time. I also love
competition. I’ve been blessed or cursed with it my
entire life. You really think you can blink your eyes
faster than me over a minute time period? Want to bet on
it? I also love adventure. What is more important in life
than having fun and being challenged?
The first time I saw the gas balloons take off was in
1993. I found it to be very emotional for me. How
incredibly cool that gas ballooning would combine
flying, competition, and adventure adding all up to what
appeared to be a whole lot of fun.
Getting elected Governor of New Mexico has given
me the opportunity to do a lot of things that I would not
ordinarily be able to do. I recognize that and have never
taken any of it for granted. I had been able to fly in the
America’s Challenge Gas Balloon Race with Mark
Sullivan in 1997 and 1998. We would plan to take off
with the competition on Saturday night but land the next
afternoon wherever we were. It was great fun. I got to
know Mark and I got to know gas balloons. I also had a
sense that this was something that I could take seriously
and hoped to be able to compete at some time in the
future.
When Richard Abruzzo asked if I wanted to fly with
him in this year’s competition it ranked right up there on
my list of “gotta do’s”. I have been a big fan of the
Abruzzos forever. Whether it was Ben, and all of his
firsts, or Louis, Benny, or Richard, they all seemed to
live life to its fullest; the whole clan has served as role
models to me. Richard wanted my entire staff to know
that this was an open-ended event. He also wanted
everyone to know that it might not take off on time, and
he also wanted everyone to know that the only way we
were going to land was if we ran out of ballast or we hit
the ocean. I told Richard that we all understood and also
told him that I understood that he would probably have
other reasons for landing like the death of his wife or
something equally as unpredictable to which he
responded that he had thought about that and realized that
the funeral for his wife would probably be in 3 or 4 days
after her death so that wouldn’t be a likely reason.
Taking off on the challenge was a real high. There
was incredible preparation for the flight, none of which I
had to do. The excitement of so many people, all
nineteen balloons, and the days of travel ahead, (vacation
for me) was indescribable. The media asked Richard just
before we took off what he hoped to accomplish.

(photo by R. Abruzzo)

Gary & Richard in flight.
“Number one is to win, followed by longest flight (92
hours), and furthest distance (2000 miles) is our goal.”
Whenever anyone asked about him, he always
answered or referred to “we”.
We had a great flight. Louis Abruzzo flew out in
his Pitts on Sunday morning and gave us an aerial
display over Dalhart, Texas. I will never forget his
upside down pass next to the balloon. We took turns
sleeping, we ate great, and we were never cold.
I came to really appreciate gas balloon flying. Under
what other circumstances could you fly for days on end
without landing? Monday afternoon as we were
approaching Madison, Wisconsin we had made a
decision to fly through a 100 mile band of rain, across
Lake Superior, into Canada, where we would then
catch an easterly wind to the Atlantic coast. Ten
minutes later, we are preparing to land because the
band of rain was also accompanied by lightning.
Richard’s decision making was very matter of fact and
correct. We landed in 35 mph winds. It was like an
airplane landing. Richard was telling me what to do
and we were both frantically getting ready to land. He
asked, at the very last minute, if I saw any wires or
anything in the way of what appeared to be our
immediate crash landing. I said no, Richard hunkered
down, and so did I for the gondola hitting the ground.
In the 8 to 10 seconds before we hit, I did wonder if
this was going to be the end of my life. There were no
scrapes, or bruises, but it was a really “shitty” landing.
Apparently, the day before, the farmer who owned the
land had spread a 40 ft. swath of fresh cow manure
about ½ mile in length. We could not have planned
such an ending if we would have tried.
More than anything, I want to thank Richard for the
opportunity to fly with him. I’m hooked!!!
■
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From the Command Center
by Ray Bair

The 6th America’s Challenge was conducted in
conjunction with the Kodak Albuquerque International
Balloon Fiesta and would feature 20 gas balloons from
around the world. Pilots from the United States were joined
by those from Germany, the United Kingdom, Austria and
Canada to fill the field of participating teams. The race
began with ideal spectator conditions on Saturday evening as
19 balloons lifted off in less than five miles-per-hour winds.
The launch began earlier than usual as Astrid Gerhardt,
flying solo in her record attempt, left the Fiesta Park field
shortly after 6:00 p.m. local time. The race competitors
began their launch shortly after 7:00 p.m. with the last
balloon out before 9:00 p.m. The site was indeed beautiful
as the group hung together drifting slowly to the north. This
was probably the most memorable launch scene in the
history of the event.
The Gas Command Center, under the direction of Ray
Bair and his staff of Tom Goettsche from Boise ID, Jerry
Brenden from Albuquerque, Tim Baggett from Austin TX,
and Kevin Stephenson from Albuquerque monitored the
teams through the use of the AIBF provided trackers and
ARPS software, as well as through periodic crew and pilot
contacts. Into the second day, the tracker data became
intermittent and subsequently no data was received except
from a few who were operating Kenwood D7s or had
rewired their power sources within the balloon. This lack of
transmitted data was a disappointment and substantially
reduced the spectator’s ability to follow the race. The
Command Center provided periodic updates to the media
and tried to supply interesting sidelights as well.
Within 24 hours half the field had landed with ten
balloons remaining aloft planning to fly through Sunday
night. The balloons were staying relatively close to one
another with the general track taking them across the
panhandles of Texas and Oklahoma and into southern
Kansas. The team of Goodwin and Fuerstner had reported
Sunday afternoon that they had landed near Liberal, Kansas.
Although the pilots were fine, the balloon suffered extensive
damage and the NTSB had been notified. The other exciting
report coming in on Sunday evening was a reported shooting
at the Wallace and Brielmann team near Kinsley, Kansas.
The report indicated they had been shot at about eight times.
Peter Cuneo and Barbara Fricke
Richard Abruzzo and Gary Johnson
Wilhelm Eimers and Greg Winker
Mark Sullivan and Sid Cutter

58.38 hours
44.38 hours
44.68 hours
43.27 hours

Contact was made with local authorities as well as the
FBI. The FBI was particularly grateful for the
Command Center contact because they hadn’t been able
to put together a consistent story regarding the event.
The developing picture they were assembling had
“attacking balloons in the area dropping some sort of red
dust”. Local residents were responding to the attack.
While somewhat amusing in retrospect, it points out the
stressed nature of the American population at this point
in time. Meanwhile Gerhardt reported her landing near
Hutchinson, Kansas; apparently breaking the women’s
world records for distance and duration in a 500 cubic
meter balloon.
Monday morning saw six of the remaining ten
balloons landing, all within about a three-hour period.
These participants had completed excellent flights of
750 to 950 statute miles (1200 to 1500 kilometers) and
landed principally in the states of Missouri and
Minnesota. This left four teams in the air: Abruzzo/
Johnson, Cuneo/Fricke, Eimers/Winker, and Sullivan/
Cutter. In light of the recent controversy between the
qualities of hydrogen and helium for long distance
flights, it is interesting to note that one of these balloons
(from a starting group of six) was hydrogen and three
were helium (from a starting group of 13). As the day
progressed it became clear that three of the balloons
were tracking toward the NNE moving toward
Wisconsin while Cuneo and Fricke, staying at a higher
altitude were maintaining a more easterly track toward
Indiana. Monday evening brought reports from the three
teams in Wisconsin; they all had safely landed within an
hour of one another after about 44 hours of flight.
Still in the air and reporting they were planning to
fly the night were Peter Cuneo and Barbara Fricke.
They made their decision as they crossed the IllinoisIndiana border, just over 1000 miles from Albuquerque.
Early Tuesday morning we received the report that
Team #10 had landed 25 miles northwest of Columbus,
Ohio near the small town of East Liberty after flying
over 58 hours and 1300 miles (2095 km). Peter and
Barbara had won the race in their experimental, Padelt
helium balloon. It was a remarkable result and marked
the successful completion of another America's
Challenge. This event’s consistently impressive results
over the years now identify it as one of the premier gas
races in the world.
■
1302 miles
1105 miles
1076 miles
1053 miles

2096 km
1778 km
1732 km
1694 km

East Liberty, OH
Juneau, WI
Sun Prairie, WI
Black River, WI

TOP FOUR FINISHERS - 6th America’s Challenge Gas Balloon Race
(Complete results at http://www.balloonfiesta.com/ )
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Bertrand Piccard at the 6th America’s
Challenge Awards Banquet - “Ballooning
is like life, if you don’t like the direction
you are going, change your altitude.”

A Note from Greg Winker
The following article, excerpted from a full flight description
soon to be posted on Greg Winker’s web site, describes a few
interesting hours in Greg and Willie’s flight.

By early afternoon, the atmosphere was starting to get
stirred up, and we began the gentle ups and downs that
mild convection brings. In a hot air balloon you would
make a quick landing and be done with it. In a gas
balloon, well…. in a gas balloon you just ride them out;
anticipating what might happen next. I had just finished
asking Willie about a point of strategy when things got
real exciting. I was asking if we were better off to stay
low and ride out the thermals, ballasting as necessary, or if
we were better off ballasting and getting above the
instability. For maximum duration, Willie felt that riding
the thermals was the better way to go. But Willie had
never been in a genuine West Texas thermal ... until now!
As the breeze picked up, the balloon began flapping in
the wind. We could tell this thermal was a lot bigger than
anything we had been in yet. I looked at the vario and it
was off the scale (5+ mps). All the way up the basket
rocked gently in the breeze while the balloon made a lot
of noise. Up and up and up…. for at least 10 minutes. It
seemed like we would never stop. At about 11,000ft we
finally topped out. The balloon, still shaking in the wind,
started down. Again, we maxed out the vario (5+ mps).

When it was time to start ballasting, Willie pulled out a
towel and carefully covered the instruments, radios, GPS,
taking time to neatly tuck in the corners. He then grabbed a
bag of sand, dumped it over the side – and it promptly went
straight up. Instantly we were being rained on by sand. Of
course we were still in the thermal, and the wind lifted the
sand right up over our heads. Hmm…Willie must have
been through this before. A total of three bags went over
the side as we waited to see if we would round out.
In the afternoons, we hung a cotton sheet from the load
ring for shade from the hot afternoon sun. Today was no
different. After ballasting we kept busy in the basket and
momentarily took our eyes off the horizon. When I poked
my head out to see how we were doing, I noticed two
things: we were still going down fast and the ground was
getting really close. I mentioned this to Willie, who looked
out and instantly yelled “drop a bag.” In less time than it
takes to ask why, we each said goodbye to 10 kilos of sand.
Right away I heard “drop another bag right now” and
between us two more bags met their maker. This was just
enough to stop our descent at about 20 feet off the ground,
just missing the top of a butte.
Fortunately there was nothing to hit. But one of the
other balloons was not so lucky. They had a similar
experience, but when they rounded out, it was right in front
of power lines. They pulled the top and the basket touched
down just a few feet from the lines, the envelope went into
them, they arced, the hydrogen caught fire and the balloon
was destroyed. Both pilots emerged shaken, but
undamaged. A traumatic experience to say the least.
So now we are seven bags lighter (155 lbs) than we
were just a minute ago and we start back up, all the while
the balloon flapping in the breeze. Finally thirty minutes
after the thermal began, we emerge from it at 12,000ft and
stabilize. It’s over. For us, that is.
Off in the distance we had been watching Tom
Donnelly all day. As the adrenaline slowly left our bodies
we watch Tom go from ground level, to 11,000ft and back
to ground level in a matter of a few minutes. Fifteen
minutes later they are on the ground – deflating the balloon.
Too much fun for one day.
■
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Greg Winker and Willie Eimers, 3rd Place
Winners at the Awards Banquet.
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2001 Gordon-Bennett Won by Leys Brothers of France

For the second time in the last four years, the Leys brothers of France have won the Gordon-Bennett in
their home-built system. The race originated in Germany, and flights carried participants over the Czech
Republic, Austria, Hungary, Italy, Slovakia, and Bulgaria. The web page’s race map shows the winners
completing their flight by tracking along the border between Romania and Bulgaria and managing to stay out
of forbidden Bulgarian airspace before landing. Other competitors landed before entering Serbia or Croatia
airspace.
Mark Sullivan reports that all of the competitors experienced several cycles of heavy thermal activity
taking Mark and pilot David Levin into clouds on the up side and requiring significant ballasting on the down
side. Troy Bradley reports that even though his jaunt into Italy was looked at askance by the rule enforcers, he
had a beautiful flight and only terminated to avoid a landing at sea.
The following table showing the top finishers in the 2001 Gordon-Bennett Race is from the official
race web page:
http://www.dfsv.de/gasballon/coupegordonbennett_positions.htm

Rank

Launch
Seq.

Team

1

9

France

2

7

Netherlands

3

4

Belgium

4

5

USA I

5

14

6

8

Japan

7

2

Germany II

8

12

USA II

-

-

-

15

USA III

Pilot/ Co-Pilot

ID

Launch
time

Landing
time

Leys, Vincent
Leys, JeanFrancois

F-PPSE

01.09.2001 05.09.2001
21:48 UTC 03:35 UTC

Jurg, Rien
van Houten, Ron

PH-KTS

01.09.2001 04.09.2001
21:43 UTC 18:05 UTC

De Cock, Philippe
01.09.2001 04.09.2001
OO-BCX
van Havere,
21:33 UTC 16:05 UTC
Ronny
Levin, David
Sullivan, Mark

D-OAGH

01.09.2001 04.09.2001
21:36 UTC 15:30 UTC

Eimers, Wilhelm
01.09.2001 03.09.2001
D-OWBA
Germany I Landsmann,
22:05 UTC 22:33 UTC
Bernd
Ichiyoshi, Sabu
Oiwa, Maco
Höhl, Josef
Handl, Stefan

JA-A 1044

01.09.2001 03.09.2001
21:46 UTC 11:25 UTC

D-OCOL

01.09.2001 04.09.2001
21:30 UTC 08:41 UTC

Abruzzo, Richard
01.09.2001 03.09.2001
D-OGGY
Rymer-Davis,
21:59 UTC 14:57 UTC
Carol
Bradley, Troy
Miller, D. Earl

N69RW

01.09.2001 02.09.2001
22:08 UTC 16:19 UTC

Landing position
Daeni, Romania
N44°54'10.6"
E28°05'01.2"
Ciolanestii Deal, Rom.
N44°21'58.8"
E25°09'05.9"
Sinaia, Romania
N45°18'55.6"
E25°29'48.4"
Priseaca, Romania
N44°32'23.1"
E24°29'29.0"
Parsova, Romania
N45°00'15.0"
E22°12'31.1"
near Lugoj/Romania
N45°38'37.5"
E21°56'57.6"
105 km NE Arad, Rom.
N46°47'58.7"
E22°32'23.7"
Roszke, Hungary
N46°11'46.6"
E20°01'15.2"
in Gardino, Italy
N45°48'56.8"
E09°54'37.0"

Flight
Flight
distance
time
(km)
1,626.6 77:47

1,473.2 68:22

1,432.6 66:32

1,420.1 65:54

1,247.6 48:28

1,187.3 38:39

1,151.3 59:11

1,032.0 40:58
DQ’ed
(634.7)
18:11
R.6.4/6.5
info #3

Position of launch site: N51°25'48.3" E8°21'02.5".
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Balloons and Batteries
Al Lowenstein, ATP, CFII, CommLTA
New Mexico Radio Sales
We all use chase radios, aircraft radios, weather
radios, and GPS units. Now we are tying many of these
into each other for automatic tracking. So what type of
batteries should we use in these electronic marvels? It
depends on what you are trying to do.
There are four basic types of batteries available to
us, and a brief description will help clarify which type
we may wish to use for each application. The reference
is to AA cells, the most common type.
The alkaline cell is the first in line. Available
under many different brands, they are all basically the
same. (Despite the manufacturers claims – Consumer
Reports did a review of them about a year ago, and the
major difference was price!) The AA alkaline has a
capacity of about 1500 mAh. This means it could
deliver 150 ma of current for 10 hours before becoming
discharged. (Batteries are rated on a 10-hour discharge
rate. They can deliver much higher currents, but the
total capacity is diminished.) Of course, alkaline cells
are not rechargeable. (Note: there are re-chargers out
there for these cells, and they actually do work as long
as the cell is not totally discharged. However, I would
suggest that recharged alkaline be used in non-critical
applications.) The advantage of this cell is low cost
($.25 - $.50 depending on brand and sales) and they
have a very long (~ four years) shelf life with little loss
of capacity. It is also very easy to bring (or purchase)
spares. Certain brands have the “expiration” date on
them so it is easier to keep track. (Note: the FAA has
approved certain ELT units to use alkaline cells, as long
as they are the brand with dates. After that date, put
them in your flashlight, they are still good and have
over 90% capacity left!)
The nickel cadmium, or NiCd is probably the next
most common cell. They have been around for a long
time and provide 1200 or more recharge cycles (if you
do not abuse them.) The typical NiCd AA cell has a
capacity of 600 mAh, although you can find slightly
higher capacity cells. The perceived problem with
NiCd is memory effect. I am certain that each
balloonist has heard all sorts of tales about the memory
effect. If you repeatedly discharge a NiCd to say 50%
capacity, and recharge it fully each time, it will develop
a “memory” in that it will not be capable of delivering
high currents beyond that 50% point when you need it
most. This was much more prevalent in the older cells;
modern technology and design have reduced this effect
drastically, although it is still there. Completely (to ≅
0.5 volts) discharging the cell, and then recharging it

can remove this effect. However, this CANNOT BE
DONE by turning on the radio until it quits. The battery
pack is a set of cells in series (each NiCd is 1.25v, so a
7.5 volt pack is six cells) and by definition they are not
all equal. What happens when you run a pack down is
one cell will go to zero first, and will have current pulled
“backwards” through it, in effect reverse charging the
cell. This is death to a cell! Unless you have access to
the separate cells (which we don’t in sealed battery
packs,) you must use a battery conditioner to recondition a NiCd pack. There are many different types
out there; I use an ACT iCHARGE that costs $140 for a
single station unit. Periodic ( ~ every three months)
usage of a conditioner can double the lifetime of your
battery pack. A side benefit is that all the conditioners
also are very rapid chargers that do not harm batteries,
so when you discover that you forgot to charge your
pack you can get it done while breakfast is cooking!
NiCd cells will lose 5 - 10 % of their capacity per day so
they need to be charged prior to flying.
Third in the list is the nickel metal hydride battery,
or NiMH. These cells have a higher capacity than NiCd;
the typical AA is around 1000 mAh. The benefit is
more operation time for your electronic gadget. NiMH
packs cost more than NiCd, do not have a memory effect
at all, and actually have a more even discharge voltage.
So what is the disadvantage? NiMH will not last quite
as long in years of usage, with a typical 500 recharge
cycle life. NiMH cells will lose 10-20 % of their
capacity per day so they definitely must be charged prior
to flying. A battery conditioner (specifically for NiMH)
properly used will extend the overall lifetime of these
cells.
As a side-note, since NiCd and NiMH batteries
basically go dead by themselves in a month or so, you
can leave your extra battery pack on the shelf and then
recharge it. This will have almost the same effect as
using a conditioner, as the pack will self-discharge to a
very low voltage, and it is not running anything so the
reverse current issue is avoided. The conditioners use a
controlled high current pulse to charge, so they do work
better; but this is an alternative.
The fourth common battery is the lithium ion, or
Li-Ion. These have become common with the mini-cell
phones we all enjoy. The Li-Ion battery has the highest
capacity for a given volume, but they also are 3.6v/cell.
So a LiIon pack for a typical portable would have two
cells, or 7.2 volts. That is why we see them in the small
phones. The packs cost much more than the others, have
no memory, and are very flat in discharge voltage.
However, they do not last long in years of usage, with a
typical 300 recharge cycle life, and a year is probably
realistic. My feeling is that they are great for phones,
but I see no real place in ballooning electronics.
Continued on page 8
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Balloons and Batteries ………………….. continued from page 7

So, what to use in each application? For the GPS and
chase radio, which are used a lot, the NiCd or NiMH are the
way to go. NiCd packs, with proper care, can last for 4-6
years (sometimes more) whereas NiMH is more in the 2-3
year range. However, in the overall picture of life (remember
the $30k+ system) the difference is small! You want a
rechargeable battery for the stuff you use a lot. Just
remember the shelf discharge percent, and make sure you are
ready to go. For the aircraft radio, at least in the U.S. where
we do not use them often, my recommendation is alkaline
cells. All the aircraft radio manufacturers offer AA cell
holders to replace the rechargeable pack. You then do not
have to worry about having the seldom-used radio charged, it
is ready when you need it. I believe that I have had occasion
to use my aircraft radio two times in the last year.
For you long haul gas balloonists, when you are going to
be flying for days, you might consider alkaline in everything.
You do not have access to a charger in flight, and spare
alkaline cells are cheap and light to bring along. They offer
the most capacity of all the types, you know they are fully
charged when new, and there are no worries about running
out of power when you need it the most. Save the
rechargeable packs for the short flights.
LiIon batteries are in your cell phone that you always
bring with you when you fly, right?
Good communication, and soft landings.
■

Battery Type
Energy density
(Watthours/Kg)
Cycle life
Fast-charge
time
Shelf-discharge
Cell voltage
Load current
Condition
(days)

Alkaline

NiCd

NiMH

Li-Ion

150

50

75

100

1

1500

500

400

NA

1-1/2h

2-3h

3-6h

near nil

med.

high

v. low

1.55

1.25V

1.25V

3.6V

medium

v. high

med.

high

NA

every 30 every 90

N/A

Battery Cost

very low

low

med.

high

Cost ($/unit)

0.50

5.00

8.00

10.00

Cost /cycle ($)

0.50

0.04

0.16

0.25

Date developed

??

1950

1970

1990

Note: The above article is intended as information only. It is based on over 30 years of working with
rechargeable batteries, and is the opinion of the author.

(photo by R. Saunders)
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Nineteen balloons prepare for the launch of the 6 America’s Challenge under ideal conditions - October 6, 2001
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David Levin is airborne as others wait - Oct 6, 2001

Board elections were recently held and I would like
to welcome our newest member, Rusty Elwell, from
Amarillo, Texas, the helium capital of the world.
I would also like to thank outgoing board member,
Shane Robinson, for his contributions and efforts.
Many of us were able to see each other this October
in Albuquerque. The 6th America’s Challenge launched
on a perfect evening, and all balloons were away and
clear with time still left for crews to have a proper dinner
before hitting the road. Exciting accounts of this race
have been gathered by Peter Cuneo and Barbara Fricke,
our tireless creators of this Gas Division Newsletter.
The Gas Division presented a plaque at the America’s
Challenge awards party to Peter and Barbara as a small
token of appreciation and gratitude for the countless
hours that they have spent producing what I am sure you
would all agree has been an informative and entertaining
newsletter. If you have the opportunity, please thank
them for their efforts to provide all of us such a quality
publication.
The Gordon Bennett Qualifier/Gas Balloon Rally
scheduled for November 2nd was unfortunately
cancelled. The organizer, the Albuquerque International
Balloon Fiesta (AIBF), felt that for various reasons,
primarily continuing airspace issues related to the 9/11
tragedy, that the event should be cancelled. In response
to the Balloon Fiesta’s decision to cancel the event, the
Gas Division Board quickly convened in order to review
what options might be available. The possibility of still
having a qualifier this year was discussed. Since the
event was cancelled so late in the season* it was decided
that there was insufficient time and resources to organize
and reschedule another qualifier. One of the biggest
factors was a current spike in gas prices, such that the
entry fee for such an event could be as much as
$1,000.00 more than the fee that would have been
charged by AIBF for the November event. Our rules
provide for this unfortunate situation and indicate that if
a qualifier cannot be held, the prior year’s qualifier is to
be utilized to identify the qualifying pilots and
alternates. It was noted that unfortunately this was the
first time since the Gordon Bennett Qualifier was
reintroduced in 1994 that a race would not be held.
As always if you have any questions for any other
board members or myself please call on us.
Happy Holidays and a great New Year to everyone! ■
*Note: The season officially ends on December 31, 2001.
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PLEASE SEND ALL SUBMISSIONS TO:
PETER CUNEO
1209 FLORIDA ST NE
ALBUQUERQUE, NM 87110-6801
e-mail: peter.cuneo@lmco.com

GAS ON THE WEB
http://education.guardian.co.uk/higher/engineering/story/0,9840,590532,00.html Manned balloon to space Prescot/Elson
http://www.modbee.com/local/story/1090183p-1153790c.html
Blimp Flight in Modesto
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/uk/england/newsid_1623000/1623969.stm
Yet another crazy altitude flight
http://www.spacer.com/news/mars-balloon-01c.html
Mars balloon project
http://www.nationmultimedia.com/page.arcview.php3?clid=2&id=47921&usrsess=1
Your personal blimp?
http://www.guardian.co.uk/breakingnews/International/0,3561,1111215,00.html
Zeppelin rides from $275.00
http://www.StratoQuest.com/
Cheryl Stearns hi-altitude parachute jump project
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