





The first thought is certainly apprehension. The balloon arrives on a
small trailer. The basket seems so small for two people, that it is surprising
when the pilot explains that this one is actually for four. It contains a lot of
technical-looking gear—fuel tanks strapped in the corners and a burner unit
which seems to be mostly coiled tubing. The balloon itself is reputed to be
inside a rather scruffy canvas bag which lies behind the basket on the trailer.
It is difficult to imagine that this is a safe flying machine.

The pilot, and others who have an opinion, discuss at length
whether the weather conditions are safe enough for a flight and finally
decide that it is rather poor, but just good enough to go ahead. This
reinforces the feeling of apprehension.

The balloon is unloaded from the trailer, with much heaving and
puffing, and the basket is laid on its side with the burner in position.
The envelope is attached and spread out on the grass. The fabric appears
thin, about the consistency of a man’s shirt instead of the expected
canvas. Then the top parachute valve must be put in. A large circular
section of the balloon envelope is not attached to it, but is held with
little Velcro tabs at intervals, but it’s all right according to the pilot, as it
is held by air pressure in flight.

Now the pilot directs two crew members to hold the crown down
and two others to hold the base of the balloon open. Some cold air is
blown into the envelope by either using a motor-driven fan or by
flapping the envelope base.

The pilot then takes his position behind the burner, like the
operator of a machine gun, and gives a blast of flame. It is about seven
feet long and is an impressive fiery monster. At this point the question
uppermost in the mind of the first-time passenger is how to escape
without losing face, but it is too late for that.

As the heat enters the envelope there is a magical transformation.
The flat lifeless mass of fabric begins to breathe, rise up and expand.
Somehow the beauty of this contradiction of the law of gravity makes all
the complexity of a tangled technical contraption on the ground
transform itself into a shape which seems as pure and natural that it
should not be called a ‘machine’. Looking up inside the balloon the
regular and colorful space is like a vast piece of architecture—the inside
of a giant cathedral dome.

The pilot works through his check list, calls for all passengers to
board (much too late to back out now) and heats up. Slowly the balloon
feels lighter and finally the basket slides a little over the ground and lifts
oft. There is no motion of any kind, rather the impression that the earth
is leaving the balloon and the crowd of helpers at the launch point is
sinking away below.

The balloon rises above the treetops and, after the first ascent, there
is no feeling of height. All fear disappears and the main impression is the
beauty and magic of the experience. It is quite unlike an airplane; there
is no motion and no one has ever been travel sick in a balloon. There is

also no wind because the balloon is travelling with the wind making the
relative air movement zero. A ribbon hung from the basket of a balloon
would hang straight down.

The balloon must be kept warm so in normal flight the pilot
operates the burner for five seconds and then leaves it oft giving silent
flight for twenty seconds. A little more frequent burning causes the
balloon to rise and a little less allows it to descend.

Great control is possible. The balloon may fly above the clouds
where the stationary carpet of mist looks so near and so permanent
that it would be possible to get out and walk on it (but it is not
advisable to try!). Also visible on above cloud flights is the balloon’s
shadow, which by a trick of light-interference shows a colored halo
around the basket. Low-level flight is easily controlled and again
quite different from an airplane. It is possible to fly at very low
altitude at only a walking pace (if the wind is slow enough). This
gives enough time to have a conversation with people on the
ground.

At the end of the flight the pilot selects a field free of crops or
animals and touches down. In quiet conditions this will be light as a
feather, just like the take-oft, but when it is windy the basket may tip
over and drag until the pilot has deflated the envelope by pulling the red
line. When everything stops the passengers can then disentangle
themselves and step out.
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