
 
 

                Official Publication of the BFA Gas Division 
Volume 3, Issue 3            Copyright Peter Cuneo & Barbara Fricke, 2002  December, 2002 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Richard Abruzzo and NM Governor Gary Johnson 
 

 GAS DIVISION NEWSLETTER

The 7th America’s Challenge 
by Richard Abruzzo 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The weather leading up to the 31st Albuquerque 
International Balloon Fiesta was more like that of 
spring than fall.  Lots of wind, showers, and generally 
unsettled conditions subsided just in time for the start 
of the biggest show in ballooning.  The Saturday 
morning mass ascension went off under ideal 
conditions and it looked as though the evening would 
be perfect for the inflation and launch of gas balloons. 

At the noon briefing, we were delighted when it 
was announced that inflations would occur in the 
afternoon and the launch would start just after sunset at 
7 pm.  Inflating on a sunny afternoon is always more 
enjoyable and an early launch is great for the 
spectators.  Having drawn the very last start position, 
we had a few hours before we really had to do 
anything, so my flight mate, Governor Gary Johnson, 
went off to get in a little swim while I went out to the 
field to putter around. 

Once the five to ten mph breeze that had been 
coming in from the south subsided all the balloons 
began to inflate.  We had a little scare when our balloon 
was rotated by the breeze, twisting all the rigging, but 
we were able to sort everything out and make final 
preparations for launch.   

Three balloons passed on their assigned launch 
order so we were the twelfth balloon off.  Unlike many 
years when we have stayed low right from launch 
looking to slide around the mountains, this year our 
strategy was to climb sufficiently to go right over the
Crest of the Sandias.  We had a good vantage point 
from the back of the pack and could see several 
balloons adopting a similar strategy as they cleared the 
mountain in front of us.  We crossed directly over the 
upper terminal of the Sandia Peak Tramway and began 
to settle in for the night.  Down low we tried to 
differentiate the strobes of towers from those of the 
lower balloons.  We were somewhat surprised to see 
still active lightning storms to the south and southeast. 
Little did we know that these electrical light shows
would be our constant companion for the entire flight.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

At dawn we found ourselves in the northern 
panhandle of Texas.  We could see two other balloons 
that had obviously flown a similar profile through the 
night.  Apparently there were several balloons in the 
panhandle that morning with the team of Vitanza and 
Padelt out front, leading the way.  Our speed was now 
almost 30 mph and our spirits were high as we watched 
the ground slide by below.   

The wind velocity continually increased and by 
evening we were in eastern Kansas doing 45 mph.  Clear 
skies above were the rule for the day but the weather we 
were hoping to avoid was still visible to our south.  As 
we settled in for the long night, we began the laborious 
process of putting on our cold weather clothing.  Gary 
had borrowed a nifty winter survival suit from the New 
Mexico Air National Guard, which he struggled into. 
Once suited up, I wondered if the mobility we traded off 
for warmth was worth it.  Just to change positions in the 
gondola required a significant effort.  

Once darkness was complete, the lightning activity 
associated with the weather on our southern flank 
became visible again.  We radioed flight service and 
were told the weather was moving in an easterly 
direction at over 30 mph, or parallel to our flight path. 
The fact that we could see individual bolts of lightning 
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striking the ground was a bit unnerving.  Gary and I had our
flight cut short in the prior America’s Challenge over
Wisconsin by lightning activity that formed directly in our
path.  The emergency landing we made with daylight
waning resulted in the unbelievable misfortune of dragging
through manure that had been freshly spread that day.  Not
wanting to think of that landing a year ago or the still
reeking balloon envelope overhead, I eventually turned my
back on the awesome display to our south and limited my
gaze to the northern horizon. 

As first light illuminated the eastern sky, we realized
how close we had come to being enveloped by the weather
during the night.  We were now surrounded by heavy
clouds that extended from the south completely above and
below our balloon so that the only escape was left or to the
north.  The balloon was riding just inside a giant, three-
quarter tube of clouds.  There appeared to be rain showers
dropping out of the cloud above us in some locations and
we knew that there was heavier rain in the wall of clouds
just to our south.  It was also now apparent that we were
headed directly for Washington D.C. area.  As we left West
Virginia and crossed the Blue Ridge Mountains, we
climbed to over 15,000 feet looking for a more northerly
track to pull us away from the weather and north of
Washington D.C.  At the higher altitudes, the track was
actually worse so we descended to 13,500 feet and slowly
moved left out from the tube of weather we had been flying
in.  Ultimately, we escaped the tube but found ourselves
closing rapidly on the capital itself and the Temporary
Flight Restriction (TFR) in place as a result of 9/11. 

The magnitude of the situation became painfully clear
when Washington Center began to call us every five to ten
minutes inquiring as to our intentions.  We were instructed
to stay at least 20 miles clear of the Dulles, Baltimore, and
National Airports.  The restricted area was immense
considering our closing speed and limited steerage at
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
Recollections of three exciting flight in this

issue prove that the thrill of gas ballooning is
recreated anew with each fresh person who
goes aloft.  Should any of us ever become a bit 
blasé about our sport, the sure cure is to take a 
new person up and create a new convert to the
sport.   This is sure to generate new
enthusiasms in both the old timer and the
newcomer to gas ballooning.   

Then, after landing, write an article on the
flight and send it to a ballooning publication to
further share the adrenalin rush.  A sure way to 
help our sport grow. 

If there are more typos than usual in this
issue, it is because the volunteer who proofed
our first eight issues was not available for duty
on this issue.  We wish a full recovery to
Peter’s dad who is recovering from
complications after a September heart bypass
surgery.  He was sorely missed for issue 9. ■ 

Peter & Barbara 

EDITORS’ COLUMN 
by Peter Cuneo & Barbara Fricke 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

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.
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EDITORS NOTES on the 7th America’s Challenge:  
 This race was a weather challenge.  Depending on 

the altitude selected immediately after launch, teams found 
themselves in, or very close to,  storm cells moving across 
eastern New Mexico, or they ended up just a little farther  
north, and caught  faster winds,  while still having to contend 
with storms close by.  While 14 teams competed, two balloons 
flew non competitively, one with two student gas pilots.   
Congratulations go to the top finishers: 

1st   Richard Abruzzo and Gary Johnson 
2nd  Louis Vitanza and Bert Padelt 
3rd   Mark Sullivan and Cheryl White 

Go to:  http://www.balloonfiesta.com/Gas/Races for all results.
altitude.  ATC made it very clear that if we could not 
avoid this airspace that we would have to land.  Our 
projected landing in New Jersey was not going to 
happen.  We had about one hour at our current speed of 
almost 65 mph before we entered the TFR.  It was the 
middle of the day and the dense trees below were giving 
way to highly developed areas so landing at this point 
would probably be very difficult.  We had a brief 
discussion about the ramifications if we were unable to 
land or avoid the no-fly zone.  We were sure to get a 
close up view of some F-16’s, and quoting the 
Governor, he figured it would be a “national incident”.   

The only way around was down - way down.  We 
valved off considerable gas and down we went.  Local 
reports were indicating northwest winds below so we 
hoped to find enough right to loop around the bottom of 
the no-fly zone.   On the way down, our track turned 
slowly towards the southeast and we leveled off when 
we had just enough right to clear the restricted airspace 
around Dulles.  Luckily we found sufficient right at 
altitudes just above 5,000 feet since that was the top of 
the DEMO Military Operating Area (MOA), which 
extended from the southern edge of the Dulles airspace 
and was directly in our flight path.  In retrospect, it was 
pretty amazing that we were able to go low enough to 
find the winds to skirt the Dulles airspace but stay high 
enough to still clear the MOA.  As we flew over the 
MOA, it seemed as if a full-scale war was being 
conducted below.  Massive amounts of firepower were 
being unleashed in what we later learned was the 
Quantico Marine Training Grounds.  Once clear of the 
area, the controller informed us that we were fortunate 
that on this day the top of the MOA was only 5,000 feet 
since it often extends all the way up to 15,000 feet.   

We crossed the Potomac River with one major 
obstacle out of the way but we still had the TFR around 
the capital itself to deal with.  Once past the six o’clock 
position of this final restricted area, we were able to 
ascend and resume our original course to the northeast. 
We climbed all the way back up to almost 16,000 feet 
and the 60 mph plus winds.  New Jersey was no longer 
an option but we figured that we could fly right to the 
coast in Delaware. 

As we crossed Chesapeake Bay we relaxed a little 
and took a whole roll of film as we cruised over the 
misty bay.  The map showed the entire southern end of 
the Delmarva Peninsula to be swamp.  Luckily we were 
able to speak with Jan Miller, a local balloonist from the 
Shenandoah Valley, who used the BFA roster to get in 
contact with my wife and then our chase.  He assured us 
that there were also dry fields mixed in with the 
swampy areas. 

We were able to fly north of the swamps and 
entered Delaware at its widest point.  That left only 35 
miles to the coast.  At our current speeds we would be 
over the Atlantic quickly if we were not careful.  We 
did some rough calculations to determine the time at 
which we should initiate our descent.  At 4:30 in the 
afternoon we valved and began the long trip down to 
the surface.  Despite the hazy air we could now make 
out the beaches along the shore.  After descending two 
or three thousand feet, it became apparent that we 
would land in the sea at our current descent rate.  After 
double-checking our calculations, I realized that the 
variometer was on the 200 ft/min scale, rather than 500 
ft/min, an easily correctable error.  I switched to 
500ft/min and we valved hard to quicken the descent.   

As we neared the surface, we turned slightly to the 
south and headed directly towards Rehoboth Bay.  It 
was mostly dense forest the rest of the way to the water 
so we were lucky to be heading straight for an open 
field.  There were power lines on the downwind side, so 
we planted it pretty hard in some soybeans about five 
miles from the bay. Within minutes, a fellow whose 
house was in the tree line at the edge of the field, 
showed up to help.  It turned out he had lived in 
Socorro, New Mexico for many years.  We got to 
talking about New Mexico and when I informed him 
that the fellow standing next to him, who had just 
landed in his back yard, was the Governor of New 
Mexico, his reply was, “That’s totally weird”.     ■  
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Photos from the 46th Coupe Aeronautique Gordon Bennett
The U.S. was represented by the teams of: Richard Abruzzo with Carol Rymer Davis, David Levin with Mark 
Sullivan and Shane Robinson with Lesley Pritchard.  (Photos from Gordon Bennett web site.) 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
        Left: Lesley Pritchard 
        Above:  Mark Sullivan 
        Right:   David Levin, Shane Robinson,  
                     and John Davis. 
 
 

Photos from the 7th America’s Challenge 
(Photos by Michael Sholl & Barbara Fricke) 
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Connie and I have been very fortunate to experience 

all aspects of ballooning.  We have flown hot air balloons 
all over the world and have chased and observed for 
some of the best gas pilots in Europe and the United 
States.  The following event planned by Connie, as a 
surprise for me, ranks right up there with the best 
experiences that I have ever had. 

As usual, Connie and I have our 2002 summer 
planned with a full schedule of balloon events.  Although 
the schedule is not quite as full as last summer, we 
planned to be on the go from Memorial Day to October.  
The first event attended was the “Blossom Time Festival” 
at Chagrin Fall, Ohio on the Memorial Day weekend.  We 
have enjoyed flying in the Chagrin area and have only 
missed two of their 14 events.  On Monday, after the 
awards banquet, we headed down I-77 into West Virginia 
with our ultimate destination being Helen, Georgia.  We 
first attended Helen last year after years of coaxing by 
Tarp Head, Head Balloons, whose balloon factory is in 
the area.  Helen is nestled in the northern Georgia 
Mountains and resembles a German alpine village.  
When we arrived at the Helendorf Hotel on Tuesday 
afternoon, the event was scheduled to begin on 
Wednesday, Barbara Gay greeted us at the front desk.  
She remembered that we had checked in early last year 
and told us that we weren’t the first to arrive.  Bucky 
Brown and his wife had already checked in.  I 
remembered Bucky as one of the two gas balloon pilots 
that had flown at Helen last year, the other being Earl 
Miller, a long time friend of ours, who had served on the 
BFA Board of Directors with me. 

Connie and I went to our room, overlooking the 
Chattahoochee River, unpacked our clothes and started 
to get comfortable.  About that time the phone rang.  I 
answered and a female voice asked for Connie.  When 
asked, Connie indicated that it was Bucky Brown’s wife 
and she wanted us to come to the lobby.  After a long 
day driving I was not anxious to go with Connie so she 
went and indicated that she would call me if I was 
needed.  In a short while the phone rang again.  Connie 
told me I should come down.  Tarp and Desiree Head 
were there and wanted to visit with me.  I entered the 
lobby and was greeted by Bucky and his wife, Tarp and 
Desiree and Barbara.  After hugs and handshakes, 
Connie announced that they were going to put me to 
work on Wednesday filling sandbags for Bucky’s gas 
balloon.  She informed me that I was going to fly with 
him.  I stood there for a long time dumbfounded and 
speechless.  Finally all I could mutter was “are you 
kidding?”  About then Tarp asked if I knew the fellow 
standing behind me.  I turned around and there was our 
son Jeff.  He had known about the gas flight and had 
arranged to get time off from flying passengers in 
Orlando to surprise both Connie and I. 

That evening at dinner I found out that Connie had 
worked with Earl and Tarp to make arrangements with 

Bucky.  Several weeks earlier Earl had called and talked 
to me about the BFA Nationals in Anderson, South 
Carolina and at the end of our conversation had asked to 
talk with Connie.   Connie indicated that he wanted to tell 
her about a train trip he was planning for him and his son.  
They were going to be leaving just after the Helen event 
for an Amtrak trip to California and back.  I accepted that 
as a good reason for Earl to talk with Connie, but little did 
I know there were other agendas discussed. 

On Wednesday morning I met David Harwell who 
was the co-pilot for the flight.  Later that morning we 
followed Bucky to a sandpit to fill sandbags.  The road 
into the pit was a one-lane road and had a sign advising 
to monitor channel 19 on the CB.  The drivers of the sand 
trucks leaving the pit had some interesting conversations 
regarding the lost pickup and van driving into their 
territory.  It was interesting listening to their chatter.  With 
Jeff, Connie and Bucky’s crew all helping it didn’t take 
long to have 74 bags each filled with 40 pounds of sand.  
We discussed weather and Bucky made the decision to 
order the helium.  It would take the delivery truck about 5 
to 6 hours to arrive which would put him in Helen about 
5:00pm.  The tentative schedule would be to lift off at 
about midnight. 

When the truck arrived we had a hard decision to 
make.  Should we fill the balloon or not?  If we filled and 
didn’t fly, we paid for the helium.  The weather in Helen 
was great, but weather systems existed both east and 
west of us.  A low pressure system was developing in the 
Atlantic off the coast of South Carolina that possibly could 
turn into a tropical depression.  This system was creating 
rain along the coast.  A major frontal system existed to 
the west from Texas to Ohio.  Heavy thunderstorms were 
prevalent in Alabama and Mississippi.  This system was 
moving to the east with the storms sliding to the north 
along the front.  We consulted Gene Funderburk (Gene 
has provided weather information for Freedom Weekend 
Aloft for years).  After looking at several models on his 
laptop, the decision was made to fly.  It appeared that we 
could fly to the northwest and stay between the systems 
during the night.  The projections showed the lower 
winds, below 5,000’ MSL, would be in the 10 to 12 knot 
range to the northwest and above 5,000’ the speed would 
increase to 17 knots and the direction would swing to the 
north.  These speeds would take us in a good direction 
and allow us to clear the mountains.  Brass Town Bald, 
the highest point in Georgia at 4,800’, is about 12 miles to 
the north of Helen and there are some higher peaks in 
North Carolina and Tennessee.  Gene’s advice was to fly 
sooner rather than later, 9:00 PM became our scheduled 
lift off time.  We immediately went to the launch site and 
began to rig the balloon. 

Bucky gave me a 5-galloon bucket with a lid that 
would serve to hold the things that I could take along and 
also serve as my seat on the flight.  He said that all I 
needed from a clothing standpoint was a light jacket.  It 
had been warm and very comfortable on his flight the 
previous year.  Connie and I filled my bucket with a 
change of clothes, a sweatshirt, a jacket, bottles of 
drinking water, and some food.    A small cooler with ice 

The Ultimate Balloon Flight – “It was a Gas”
by Jim Thompson 
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held the water and food.  I was going to wear a 
sweatshirt and a warm vest.  David had indicated that he 
would take care of the toilet facilities. 

After a short nap, I dressed for the flight and about 
8:00 PM Connie and I headed to the launch site.  Tarp 
had started the inflation and the balloon was partially 
filled.  Connie suggested that I should take a compass, 
but I declined and told her that with my GPS I wouldn’t 
need it.  I also took my cell phone for communications 
with Connie and Jeff who were going to chase in our 
van.  They would follow Roger, Bucky’s crew chief, and 
David’s son Michael who would be chasing in a pickup. 

The inflation was 
complete about 8:45 PM and 
by 9:15 PM we had loaded all 
the navigation and 
communication gear and our 
equipment, and had started 
off-loading some of the 
sandbags until we reached 
equilibrium.  Tarp had 
advised me that I should have 
a bag of sand ready to ballast 
upon ascent if it were 
necessary.  David dumped 
about one-half bag of sand and we initiated our flight off 
into the darkness of the mountains of northern Georgia.  
I was told to dump another half bag of sand.  Bucky 
lowered the nightlights below the basket as soon as we 
cleared the town.  Before we reached 4,000’ we had 
used approximately 4 or 5 bags of sand.  I could make 
out the lights of various towns in the mountains and saw 
the shadowed outlines of the peaks all around us.  We 
headed off to the northwest and I was concerned about 
Brass Town Bald.  The decision was make to climb to 
5,500’ to adequately clear any of the mountains in the 
area.  When we leveled off, our heading was 300o and 
our speed was 21 mph. 

David got out our maps and started to plot our 
course on a sectional.  We also had a Garmin GPS with 
a roadmap program so we were able to monitor our 
location by both longitude/latitude and by the towns and 
roads shown on the map.  This was a big help.  It had 
previously been agreed that we would contact our chase 
crew by radio every hour on the hour.  During our first 
contact we gave Roger our heading and speed, indicated 
that  we would be heading towards Blairsville, Georgia.  
This put us just to the west of Brass Town Bald.  We 
found out that Connie and Jeff stopped in Helen to get a 
bite to eat.  We could not reach them by cell phone and 
Roger had not been able to contact them since Helen. 

The night was clear and the stars were bright.  I 
soon found out that as we flew the balloon kept turning 
and it was extremely difficult to keep oriented.  This was 
particularly true when we were over uninhabited areas 
with no lights visible on the ground.  Even when you 
could see lights, unless you concentrated totally on 
them, the turning of the balloon would soon disorient 
you.  The Big Dipper was high in the sky and obscured 
by the balloon above us so I couldn’t locate the North 

Star.  David got out a compass to locate north and to 
sight our direction.  Connie was right, I needed my 
compass.  After 
a while I became 
better at 
determining our 
flight direction.    

I was finally 
able to contact 
Connie by cell 
phone about 
10:30 PM letting 
her know our 
position using 
GPS longitude/latitude and our direction and speed.  That 
was the last time we would be able to contact them.  
Using the information Jeff plotted our track and they 
immediately abandoned the local roads and headed for 
Interstates 75 and 40 to get ahead of us. 

A moon that was almost full became visible over a 
cloudbank that was to our east at about 11:00 PM.  It 
provided some illumination so that we could see the 
terrain below us.  The silence was awesome – no burner 
or pilot light noise.  You could hear dogs barking, cows 
mooing, trucks on the highways, trains, and the nighttime 
noise of the small towns.  We even heard coyotes 
howling.  The temperature leveled off at 53°.  With little 
activity, one could become chilled very easily.  At about 
midnight David decided to catch a nap.   He pulled out a 
pair of overalls from his bucket.  It wasn’t until then that 
we noticed that Bucky was dressed only in denim shirt.  
When asked about a jacket he indicated that he hadn’t 
packed one.  David offered him his jacket and I dug out 
my extra sweatshirt for him.  David got out a space 
blanket of light metallic material to wrap up in as he lay 
down on the floor to sleep. 

By then I was able to manage the ballasting of sand 
to maintain our altitude.  It was neat to monitor the 
altimeter and watch the balloon oscillate like it was riding 
a wave.  The altitude would vary about 500’.  About every 
half-hour I would have to ballast about one scoop of sand 
to keep the altitude between 5,000 and 6,000ft.  We 
maintained a speed of 21 to 24 mph and our direction 
began to turn slightly to the north.  I was next to lay down 
for about a half-hour.  I never fell asleep but was able to 
rest.  The space blanket did an excellent job of 
maintaining my body heat.  I couldn’t stand to not watch 
our flight so I offered Bucky the opportunity to rest.  It 
didn’t take him long to fall asleep and begin snoring. 

Off in the distance near Decatur, Tennessee we could 
see an area of intense light with smoke or steam rising 
from the ground.  As we approached we could tell that it 
was a large industrial plant.  We passed over at about 
5,500’.  The noise from the plant was so intense that you 
almost needed ear plugs.  The plant was on the 
Tennessee River and was served by a large rail yard.  I 
was tempted to drive back to the location after landing to 
find out what the plant was producing.  

The visibility on the ground became more and more 
limited by haze.  You could just see the moisture in the 
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air.  It was about then that I noticed raindrops falling.  I 
immediately checked the sky around us to see if it had 
suddenly clouded over.  The stars and moon were still 
visible, so I concluded that it was condensation from the 
balloon.  It became so prevalent that David put on his 
rain gear.  I grabbed another space blanket to provide 
protection for me and you could hear the drops hit 
Bucky’s space blanket as he slept.   

It was about that time that David realized that we 
were going to fly off the Atlanta Sectional Aeronautical 
Chart and started looking for the St. Louis or Cincinnati 
Charts.  The only other maps we had on board were for 
the areas south and east of Helen.  After some quick 
calculations on speed and direction, we determined that 
we would be off the maps at about 4:30 to 5:00 AM 
which was shortly before sun up.  At least this would 
allow us to have a visual on the area we were flying into. 

At several times I could locate and identify interstate 
highways.  At one location I spotted a large rest area or 
parking area where I could see the taillights of many 
trucks.  It was about that time that Connie and Jeff were 
traveling west on I-40 and Jeff spotted us in the air.  We 
had not have radio or phone contact with either crew for 
some time.  Connie and Jeff were pleased that they were 
on the right track. 

During the entire night I kept an eye on the sky to the 
west expecting to see lighting from the distance 
thunderstorms wondering what we would do if they 
began to approach our location.  Although the clouds of 
the front were visible in the distance, at no time was 
there evidence of storm activity.  When I mentioned this, 
both David and Bucky chastised me indicating that the 
flight wasn’t over.   As the morning light illuminated the 
sky, a large bank of clouds became apparent in the east.  
I became concerned because at first it looked like a large 
thunderhead.  As the sun began to rise we could tell that 
the clouds were broken and were not a threat to the 
continuation of our flight.  To the south of us fog was 
developing in the river valleys and above the lakes.  It 
was an awesome sight to see from the air. 

As we entered Kentucky, we were flying over an 
area with two large dams and lakes.  As we approached 
Lake Cumberland, Roger and Michael contacted us by 
radio.  They were at the Cumberland dam and had us in 
sight.  It was a relief to know that the chase was with us, 
although both Bucky and David had confidence all night 
that Roger would be with us when we landed.  We 
indicated that we were going to continue flying to the 
north for a while and land south of the next major east-
west road, a Parkway.  Roger told us that they would 
have to backtrack and would be behind us for a while. 

We started a decent to do some contour flying.  A 
short 4-second vent on the valve put the balloon into a 
rapid decent and we started to turn to the west.  With 
another short vent, we were descending at about 450’ 
per minute.  The terrain was rolling with many pastures 
and hay fields, a perfect area to land.  Fortunately there 
were cattle rather than thoroughbred horses in the fields.  
Dumping several scoops of sand slowed our decent and 
as we approached the ground a couple more scoops 

leveled the balloon off just about the trees.  The cattle in 
the fields just stood and looked at us.  Without burner 
noise, they didn’t spook or run at all.  I was amazed at the 
control that Bucky had with the balloon.  He would tell me 
when to ballast a half scoop of sand to rise up over the 
next tree line and then would open the valve for a second 
or two to let the balloon settle into the next valley.  Touch 
and goes with a gas balloon are no more difficult than in a 
hot air balloon.  After flying just above ground and tree 
level for about four or five miles, the decision was made 
to select a final landing site.  Bucky picked a cut hay field 
just behind a trailer house.  A power line ran through the 
field in front of us and Bucky leveled the balloon off at a 
height sufficient to safely clear the lines.  He made sure 
that David and I had sandbags ready to ballast if 
necessary.  We had previously remembered at daybreak 
to haul in the nightlights so they would not be in the way 
at landing time.  As soon as we cleared the power lines,  
Bucky vented and brought the balloon to the ground just 
as we approached the corner of a large garden.  The final 
landing site was about seven miles southwest of Russell, 
Kentucky with a flight time of almost 12 hours.  

When the balloon was stabilized, David went to the 
trailer home to see if anyone was home.  He went around 
to the front, not wanting to startle anyone.  The woman 
and her young son were totally unaware that a balloon 
had landed in their backyard.  We had silently landed like 
a stealth bomber.   Since we could not contact either of 
our chase crews by radio or cell phone, the woman gave 
David her telephone to call Roger.  When he answered 
we found that he was just a short distance from us.  The 
woman asked if it would be all right to call her mom and 
neighbors to let them know that we were there.  She also 
wanted to contact the newspaper, but it was too early, 
they weren’t open. 

We finally were able to contacted Connie and Jeff by 
radio.  At landing time they were within five miles of us 
but had misinterpreted directions they had been given 
and drove to a location about 10 miles east.  We were 
finally reunited with them after the balloon had been 
deflated.  They arrived in time to assist with the packing 
up of the balloon and equipment, which took a while.  
Both chase crews had done a remarkable job in following 
us with the limited amount of communications that 
existed.  I had been so enthralled with the flight that I did 
not take time to eat any of the food that Connie had fixed 
for me.  I had consumed some water, but that was all. 

Jeff took the first turn at the wheel on the way back to 
Helen.  I had about an hour nap and them took over 
driving.  I was still so excited from the flight that I wasn’t 
even tired and drove the rest of the way back to Helen 
arriving there about 5:00 PM.  In total, we had put over 
800 miles on the van during chase. 

My first gas flight was a complete surprise and was 
everything I had ever dreamed it would be.  In addition, it 
was my first night flight, over four states, with a total flight 
distance of approximately 200 miles.  I appreciate the 
instruction from Bucky and David and would love to have 
the opportunity to fly  again with Bucky Brown.           ■
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The following comments from Craig Kennedy 
and Mayor Martin Chavez, of Albuquerque, give 
their respective views of their first gas flight.  The 
flight was November 22, 2002 with Bruce Hale.  

Martin Chavez, Craig Kennedy, and Bruce Hale 
after landing.   (Photo by Goodie Goodwin) 
 

The Best Money Ever Spent (Ballooning) 
by Craig Kennedy 

In a word, wow!  Funny though, my bride Jane 
used a different word after the flight, an emphatic “no.”  
As we jumped in the van for the 325-mile trip back to 
ABQ from just north of Plains, TX, she knew I was in 
love all over again and she had better say something 
before I called Mark Sullivan to order a new hydrogen-
ready gasser. 

Now that I’ve read the account of Albuquerque’s 
mayor, Mr. Martin Chavez, I can only offer my sincere 
thanks for his heroic efforts to save our bacon and 
insure our safe return to earth.  I can only pledge that 
should we share the tight confines of a gas balloon 
basket again in the future, I will bring along some 
“Breathe Right” nasal strips.  He’ll have to figure out 
something else to deal with Mr. Hale’s habit of talking 
in his sleep. 

Lessons learned? 
1) Wiggy’s are wonderful, but you should really try 

them on before getting to the field- and yes, the 
male ballast port really does go in the front even if 
they don’t seem to feel right that way. 

2) Planning is everything and Mr. Hale handled it all- 
and what help I needed was made a breeze 
thanks to some great friends.  (Mr. Hahn’s 
Wiggy’s fit perfectly) 

3) Weather is a close second and we couldn’t have 
had a better night and following morning.  Four 
landings (including Bruce’s set-down 50 yards from 
take-off to get Marty’s phone) 

4) Dewey Reinhard was right - a gas balloon won’t 
slam into the face of a mountain.  We tested the 
theory northwest of ABQ over and around the San 
Pedro range.  It only took a couple shovels of sand 
to keep the lights from dragging as we moved like 
water around the rock. 

5) Pulling the valve really does give you an initial rise.  
Yes, I understood gas has weight, but until you feel 
that effect, it just doesn’t fully compute. 

6) When you think you’re flying “out ahead of it” 
you’re probably not.  The subterranean round out 
on my first approach was humbling. 

7) Post flight conversations with family and friends 
always include the question of where you “go.” 

8) You really can condition yourself to not have to 
“go” over and over all night long. 

9) Even when you “go” in the morning without fanfare, 
some on the flight (the mayor) may insist it wasn’t 
possible that such a detail got by him. 

10) Bring extra rations as some people (the mayor) 
won’t bring any. 

11) Bring an extra tracker as sometimes the “A” 
equipment craps out and a spare is pretty light. 

12) Three men in a tub for 15 hours makes you a little 
punchy.  After nodding off once, I felt a tinge of 
claustrophobia and the urge to just jump out and 
stretch was overwhelming. 

13) You don’t get home without a great chase crew.  
Goodie and Hopper kick ass. 

14) Sending crew home to sleep while you take off at 
warp speed down the “chute” toward Roswell 
makes the chase rather exciting. 

15) Our van cuts out at 97 mph trying to catch up.  
(need a better chip on the engine computer) 

16) Bring extra cigars for post flight lest ye be left 
without. 

17) Just because you got your ticket punched to ballast 
off the “with airborne heater” restriction, you’ve 
only picked up another license to learn.  (I know 
shit about gas ballooning.) 

 
My Recollections 
by Martin Chavez 

Take off (and re-take off)  
were uneventful, it being a 
beautiful, clear and moon 
lit evening.  The view was 
simply spectacular.  
Somewhere east of the 
San Pedro mountains, 
Mssrs. Kennedy and Hale 
fell asleep.  Shortly 
thereafter, tremendous 

First Gas Balloon Flight Thoughts 



 
erratically.  I attempted to awake my companions but, 
Mr. Hale being a great talker in his sleep and Mr. 
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winds came up and the balloon began traveling 
most erratically.  I attempted to awake my 
companions but, Mr. Hale being a great talker in 
his sleep and Mr. Kennedy a profound snorer, 
would simply not wake up.  I took control of the 
balloon which was spinning wildly out of control 
and dropping hundreds of feet by the minute.  I 
climbed up to the envelope, resecured some of 
the lines, quickly inspected and repaired a 
portion of the envelope, then scurried back down 
to perform emergency repairs to our electronics 
(far too technical and detailed for any of our 
readers to comprehend) and fortunately (the 
gods were looking upon us most kindly) saved 
not only Bruce Hale and Craig Kennedy, but the 
balloon as well.   I  had finally righted and 
stabilized the balloon at about 6,300 feet when 
both of my companions awoke.  I dared not tell 
them of the great tragedy which my heroic 
actions averted for fear of causing both (but 
particularly Mr. Hale) substantial 
embarrassment.  Only after this passage of time 
do I feel free to tell the full story. 
 Having said that, I look forward to the next 
flight but given my inexperience, suggest that I 
not again be required to pilot the entire journey 
while my companions sleep peacefully.  
Incidentally, Craig ate most of the beef products 
leaving very little for the rest of us.       ■ 
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 Congratulations to Nancy and Richard 

Abruzzo on the birth of a 9 pound 1 ounce 
baby boy on December 12, their second child !

2002-3 Gas Division 
 Officers & Directors 

 
 
 

 
Temperatures are falling but gas balloons are still rising, a 

sure sign that gas ballooning is alive and well in the United 
States.  Bruce Hale conducted a full moon training flight in 
November under ideal conditions.  Accompanying him from 
the Balloon Fiesta Park to Plains, Texas was perennial Dawn 
Patrol pilot, Craig Kennedy and the City of Albuquerque 
Mayor, Martin Chavez.  Near calm surface conditions allowed 
for multiple takeoffs and landings and lots of maneuvering. 

The 46th Gordon Bennett in Chatellerault, France and the 
7th America’s Challenge in Albuquerque were both very 
exciting and successful events which you can read about 
further in this issue of the Gas Division Newsletter.   

Elections were recently held and Troy Bradley and Tim 
Cole have returned to the board after taking a break for a few 
years.  Troy and Tim will of course be great assets to the Gas 
Division.  The board would like to thank Mark Sullivan for 
many years of hard work and service for the Gas Division.  
Mark will of course continue to promote and further the sport 
of gas ballooning with the tremendous effort he puts into the 
America’s Challenge and in his international role as the 3rd 
Vice-President of the FAI Ballooning Commission.      ■ 

Chairman’s Column
by Richard Abruzzo 
A Thank You to MARK SULLIVAN 
r his years of Service to the Gas Division 
k Sullivan was one of the 
 board members when the 
ision of BFA was formed 
  He has served on the 
r 16 years leading gas 
ng to new heights.  Mark 
the Board in 1996 and 97. 
ghts, knowledge, practical 
ces, and historical perspectives will be missed as the new 

trives to organize more events for gas balloonists while 
 to hold costs down. 
k earned his gas rating in 1985.  He has over 780 hours in 
oons.  Mark has done much to grow the sport of gas 
ng and to bring hydrogen gas ballooning back to America.  
ded the America’s Challenge Gas Balloon Race for AIBF in 
and served at Event Director in 1995 & 1996.  Mark 
d US hydrogen gas ballooning.  He played a major role in  

e 43rd Coupe Gordon Bennett to Fiesta.  He organized and 
 the 37th Coupe Gordon Bennett.  
k still serves as Chairman of the AA/AM Gas Balloon 
 group in the CIA.  He has been a US delegate to the FAI 
ing commission since 1996.  He currently is the 3rd Vice 
t of FAI Ballooning Commission. 

behalf of all gas balloonists, thank you, Mark Sullivan.   ■
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2002 Gordon-Bennett photos: 
http://www.gasballon.be/foto/gb2002/index.html 
 
Albuquerque Gas Ballooning Association web 
page managed by Harris “Goodie” Goodwin: 
http://www.gasballooning.org/ 
 
Results of  the 7th America’s Challenge Gas 
Balloon Race: 
http://www.balloonfiesta.com/Gas/Races/americas

GAS ON THE WEB 

July 3
Ohio

     For
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INSIDE THIS ISSUE            
The 7th America’s Challenge 
Editors’ Column  
Photo page 
The Ultimate Balloon Flight 

 Other First Gas Flight Stories 
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Gas on the Web 
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challengefinal.htm 
 
Tom Osborne’s article on his chase of Mike 
Wallace  in the 7th America’s Challenge: 
http://freepages.hobbies.rootsweb.com/~tlosborne/
Articles/Americaschallenge2002/americaschalleng
e2002.htm 
 
John Ninomiya’s cluster balloon flight in 
California, Nov. 2002 
http://www.troyhartman.com/cluster_balloon.htm 
 

-6. 2003 RE/MAX Balloon Celebration in Dayton, 
 with a gas race from Dayton to Kitty Hawk, NC. 

UPCOMING EVENT 

 a look at Richard Abruzzo and Gary 
n’s victorious 2002 America’s Challenge 
rom the viewpoint of a ballooning outsider, 
out the January, 2003 issue of the magazine 
obb Report available on newsstands. 
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