A CONDITION OF

COMPLETE SIMPLICITY

LEARNING TO FLY WITH HELIUM BALLOONS USED TO MEAN HEAVY ENVELOPES, HUGE BULKY
BASKETS, AND QUITE POSSIBLY REGISTERING FOR A GORDON BENNETT QUALIFYING RACE. NoT

THIS TIME...

BY JOHN NINOMIYA
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his year I learned to fly
with helium balloons. I
have flown hot-air bal-

loons for over ten years. Until
now, my most unusual trait as a
balloon pilot has been my pref-
erence for Cloudhopper-style
harness balloons. But before
and during all my years in bal-
looning, I have wanted to fly
with helium balloons.

“Fly with helium balloons”
did not, to me, mean “fly a gas
balloon.” I made two gas train-
ing flights years ago in a netted
Skypower balloon, and, while I
greatly enjoyed them, it was not
exactly what I was seeking.

As a boy I had a book with a
photograph of a man flying in a
harness attached to orange
weather balloons. I was later
enchanted by the children’s film
‘The Red Balloon,’ at the end
of which the young hero flies
high over Paris with a huge
bunch of toy balloons.
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Years later I read about Larry
Walters, who flew over Los
Angeles in a lawn chair attached
to 40 weather balloons. I
thought, “What an idiot!” and
wondered why I envied him.

Many people’s first dream of
flight involves believing they
could really fly if they could just
get the balloon man to give
them all the balloons. Most
people get over it. As for me, it
still seemed like a good idea.
Hot-air ballooning was great,
but it wasn’t the same.

The cluster or multi-cell bal-
loon has a significant place in
the history of ballooning. It was
invented by Jean Piccard, who
in 1937 was the first to go aloft
with a cluster of 98 latex
weather balloons.

Later flights included a sci-
entific flight to 40,000 feet
using 105 balloons by Audouin
Dolfus in 1959 and flights in
1957 and 1962 by Don Piccard.
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Left: Crew inflates one of the Mylar Piccard Pleiades envelopes for the first
flight. Above, Don Piccard, Phil Brandt, Ernie Hartt, Richard Douglass
and John Ninomiya after the flight of the Silver Pleiades. Facing page:
John Ninomiva lifts off for the Walters commemorative flight.

photo on facing page by Dean A. Ekdahl

His 1962 flight was an ascent to
17,747 feet in a chair seat
attached to cight plastic bal-
loons. Piccard suggested the
term, “Pleiades™ as a generic
term for this type of aircraft,
from the name given by his
father to the first such balloon
in 1937.

I wanted this to be some-
thing more than just a stunt. I
wanted to learn to launch, fly,
maneuver and land a Pleiades
cluster safely and legally. I envi-
sioned doing a series of training
flights to obtain substantial
knowledge and experience fly-
ing with helium balloons.

This year I found myself in
transition, leaving a job I'd held
for ten years to go to graduate
school. I had planned this move
for several years, so was able to
enjoy the time between work
and school. This would be the
vear I could make time to learn
to fly with helium balloons.

Silver Pliades

So what kind of balloons
would I use? I began to inquire
of various scientific and adver-
tising balloon manufacturers,
and got as far as actually order-
ing some balloons.

Then, through an Internet
ballooning list, I learned that
Don Piccard had designed some
Mylar balloons intended to be
flown with gas in multi-balloon
clusters. The balloons had not
been free-flown yet—Don had
inflated them for a race in
Germany, but not flown be-
cause of weather.

I emailed Don, offering to
purchase balloons from him. He
agreed, and expressed interest
in coming to California for the
flight. Having access to Don,
who had flown a multi-cell bal-
loon, would be invaluable. I
decided to fly using seven of
Don’s balloons attached to my
paragliding harness.
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The Piccard Mylar balloons
are “natural shape,” and made
of the same type of thin, light,
metallized material used for
novelty balloons. The balloons
I purchased were about 14 feet
in diameter, and would hold a
little under 1,000 cu.ft. each
for 50 to 60 Ibs. of lift.

A long webbing line tied to
one end of the balloon attached
it to the basket or harness.
Small open vents are located
near the bottom of the balloon.
To vent gas, the pilot pulls on
another line running to the top
of the balloon. Tipping the bal-
loon allows gas to flow out
through the vents.

To deflate, the line going to
the top of the balloon is tied
down, and the regular attach-
ment line cut. Then the balloon
turns upside down, and gas
flows out through the vents.

The open vents are similar
to the appendix at the bottom
of a spherical gas balloon. As
the balloon ascends, the lifting
gas expands and some flows out
the vents. Lift is lost, the rate of
ascent slows, and the balloon
levels out at equilibrium alti-
tude. This helpful control fea-
ture is not found in a sealed
balloon like a weather balloon.

I wanted my regular crew
chief, Ernie Hartt, to help out
with the project. Ernie has his
private certificate, and has been
crewing for ride operators in
the Del Mar, California area for
vears. I broached the topic cau-
tiously. Ernie seemed generally
okay about gas ballooning. He
was used to my flying around in
a harness. But seven separate
cells? “Cells?” he asked.

“Uh, like seven separate bal-
loons,” I said, a little uneasily,
“in, like, a kind of bunch.”

“And how are
attached?” he asked slowly.

they

“Well, each balloon is tied
to a webbing line, and the lines
will be tied to my harness.” He
didn’t say much. I think the
fact that Don Piccard built the
balloons finally persuaded him
this was not some craziness, or
that it was at least professional
craziness. He agreed to help.
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At the start of the second flight, Mylar Piccard envelopes shine
through the brightly colored chloroprene balloons.

My mentor arrived from
Minnesota, and along with
Ernie and two other curious
balloon pilots, we went up to El
Mirage Dry Lake in the high
desert north of Los Angles.

There, on April 15 of this
vear, I flew my aircraft, dubbed
Silver Pleiades, to 4,000 AGL
(Ballooning, July, 1997). It was
my first lesson in how to fly
with helium balloons.

Mixed Bouquet

Don went home, and I was
left with seven garbage bags
containing Mylar balloons and
the question of what to do next.
I was committed to continuing
my helium balloon education.

Prior to contacting Don, I
had purchased some eight-foot
round balloons made of chloro-
prene, an elastic rubber deriva-
tive. They were sturdy, designed
for outdoor display use.

The balloons came in blue,

orange, red and yellow. Inflated
to a little over six feet, they

would hold 125 cu.ft. of helium
and provide seven or eight
pounds of lift each. This was
still only half their rated capac-
ity of roughly 250 cu.ft. at an
eight-foot size, leaving plenty of
room for safety and expansion
of gas at altitude.

I decided to carry 16 of
these balloons in addition to my
seven Mylar cells, for a total of
9,000 cu.ft. of helium in 23
balloons. The additional 2,000
cu.ft. in the chloroprene cells
would provide extra lift for a
higher, longer flight.

In flight, I would be able to
pull the individual chloroprene
balloons down in order to burst
them when I wanted to “vent.”

I would maneuver in this
fashion at altitude, but probably
burst the chloroprene balloons
before landing with the vent
system on the Mylar cells. I
called my hybrid Mixed
Bougquet.

I explained to Ernie that I
would fly the Pleiades again,
this time with an additional
2,000 cu.ft. of helium in 16
chloroprene balloons.

“Chloroprene?” he asked.

“Well, kind of like rubber,
but with other chemicals.” 1
watched his expression. He was
pretty hard to read.

“The same sort of design as
the Mylar balloons?” he asked.

“More like, uh, really big
party balloons, 6-foot size.”

He didn’t say much, but he
was there to help me again.

Crew for this flight consisted
of Ernie and Jenny Hartt and
local balloonists Phil Brandt
and Doug Spencer.

I scheduled the flight for
Tuesday, June 10. Forecasts
were marginal, but having made
all my arrangements for this
date, I decided we should go up
to the high desert anyway. We
arrived with our truck full of
helium tanks and other chase
vehicles late that afternoon.

I guessed that the prevailing
winds would start early out of
the south or west, so we spent
time driving the area north of
the lake to figure out chase
access. Once we were off the
flat clay surface of the lake bed,
we were on dirt roads that
crossed a desert terrain full of
brush, joshua trees and occa-
sional piles of rock. There were
widely scattered houses: ram-
shackle, sand-scoured com-
pounds with chain-link fences
and “No Trespassing” signs.

For a while we were com-
pletely lost. I wondered what
survivalists or polygamists or
other privacy-needing groups
would do if a man flying with a
bunch of 23 helium balloons
landed on their premises.

Finally at dusk we found our
way to the main east-west road
and went back to our motel in
Victorville. We met at the vehi-
cles at 3:00 a.m., and when we
rolled out on the El Mirage lake
bed, it was calm.

By the light of headlights we
began the inflation. Ernie and
Phil, our gasmeister from the
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previous flight, began inflating
the Mylar balloons. Each took
about ten minutes. Meanwhile,
Jenny, Doug and I filled the 16
chloroprene balloons.

While Jenny, Ernie and Phil
finished the inflations, I had
Doug get into a harness and
began clipping on Mylar bal-
loons. Each had about 50 Ibs. of
lift, and required some position-
ing to assure a symmetrical clus-
ter and get the vent lines
outboard. With three balloons
and no ballast, Doug was light
enough to jump 10 or 15 feet
into the air.

While the inflation of the
remainder of the balloons con-
tinued, Doug bounced around
on the lake bed—one of the
perks for crewing on a Pleiades
balloon. Finally all the balloons
were inflated. I got into the
harness, and with the assistance
of crew positioned the last two
Mylar balloons. Then I had
crew bring the two clusters of
cight chloroprene balloons.

At 6:45 a.m., with the addi-
tion of the chloroprene bal-
loons, I had pulled up on my
quick-release, about 15 Ibs.
buoyant. My toes just brushed
the ground. I pulled the pin
and up I went.

The lake bed dropped away.
Crew were laughing, shouting,
telling me there were birds
pecking my balloons—ha ha. I
rose higher, and dropped ballast
to hold about a 300 FrM rate of
climb. It was a gorgeous day.

The simple colors of the
chloroprene balloons were
bright in the morning sun, the
Mylar cell sparkling silver above
them. I soon passed my 4,000
AGL maximum from the last
flight, and continued to climb.

After half an hour, I was at
9.000 AGL (12,000 msL). I was
down to 96 Ibs. of ballast out of
my original 144, and crew told
me the surface winds were pick-
ing up to about 6 krs. I had
hope to reached 10,000 AGL,
but decided to play it safe and
start down.

I pulled in a chloroprene
balloon on its string and
opened the knife on the lanyard
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John Ninomiva prepares to launch Mixed Bouquet from the
desert lake bed.

around my neck. Looking away,
I stabbed. Chloroprene is a rub-
bery elastic material, but the
balloon was inflated to only half
its maximum volume, so it burst
with a loud “filmmphh™ rather
than a bang. I looked at the
vario strapped to my hip. The
needle bobbled, then showed
me descending slowly.

I still had many balloons and
was bursting them and drop-
ping water ballast for control. I
landed with over 60 Ibs. of bal-
last, and a dozen chloroprene
balloons still inflated. I had
flown slightly over 14 miles in
an hour and a half, double the
distance of my first flight, and
at 9,000 AGL, well over double
the maximum altitude.

I had hoped to burst all the
chloroprene balloons and fly
just the Mylar system before
putting down, but the windy
terminal forecasts convinced me
not to fly on. In fact, the wind
picked up to seven or eight
before we finished putting away,

and by the time we got back to
the motel, the desert wind was
once again howling.

Celebration

On the way home from the
second flight, I already knew
what I wanted to do for the
third and final one.

“You know,” I told Ernie, as
we drove down back to San
Diego, “July 2 is the 15th
anniversary of the flight of that
guy Larry Walters - you know,
the lawn chair balloon?”

He nodded.

“I thought I"d do a flight
that day, sort of a commemora-
tive flight, in my harness again,
using all chloroprene balloons. 1
think I’ll need about 60.”

Ernie looked at me, then
back at the road again. “Okay,”
he said.

It was a bittersweet moment.
I had somehow lost the ability
to surprise Ernie.

The third flight would take
place in Temecula. The area
where hot-air pilots typically fly
there is open, with vineyards,
orchards and scattered houses.
To the west is the city, which I
could not fly over due to con-
gested area restrictions. To the
east lay mountains where access
was poor. It was a more chal-
lenging place to fly than El
Mirage, but also more scenic.

Flying with a cluster of
sounding balloons presents one
particular challenge, keeping
them from tangling. Don had
told me about a flight he
attempted using a large number
of such balloons attached to a
basket. During inflation and
assembly, the balloons got so
tangled that cutting away a
string would not reliably release
a balloon, nor could a balloon
be pulled down to the basket
for bursting. Lacking any way
to “vent” helium to descend,
Don had to abort the flight.

Larry Walters, the lawn chair
man, had gotten around this by
attaching four clusters of ten
balloons at at widely spaced
heights along a central cable.
News accounts of the time said,
“40 foot cable,” but probably
meant “400 foot,” as the pho-
tos from his flight clearly show.

While it solved the tangling
problem, this configuration
raised the question of how one
would be able to reach those
upper clusters if there were a
need to jettison them, plus the
question of how an aircraft that
tall would respond to wind
direction changes at landing.

I felt that I could keep the
balloons untangled but still rea-
sonably near the pilot by using
separate balloon clusters on
webbing straps. I would run
four straps roughly 25 feet long
up to carabiners, to which four
clusters of seven balloons each
would be attached; this would
be the top tier.

Seven balloons forms a nat-
ural cluster, with one inside and
six outside. I would keep the
lines to the individual balloons a
short seven feet, to minimize
the chance of tangling.
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Launch site for the Celebration flight commemorating Larry Walter’s lawn chair vovage. Dean Ekdabl’s front yard was
buoyed by balloons.

The second tier would be
another four clusters of seven,
riding just below the top tier,
mounted on shorter 15-foot
straps. Finally, two more clus-
ters of balloons would be on
very short straps attached to my
flight harness.

With this configuration, I
would be able to pull any of the
lowest tier balloons down to
burst, as I had during the prior
flight. In an emergency, I could
also cut away the straps securing
one or more upper clusters,
with a reasonable probability of
jettisoning them cleanly. The
middle tier would be only 20
feet over my head, and in a
pinch I could pull down one of
those clusters for bursting.

Ernie and I built a model of
this configuration using 72
fourteen-inch balloons. There
were a lot of balloons, but the
clustered bunches of seven kept
the configuration reasonably
clean. It would require careful
work under calm conditions to
assemble the balloons in this
way, but it looked feasible.
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The model looked big, there
in my living room. We needed a
GI Joe or some kind of Ex-
treme Sports Barbie to test-fly
it, but neither of us had kids to
borrow one from. I dubbed my
new craft Celebration in honor
of my first hot-air balloon.

Mike Prentice and Brenda
Thiem of our local repair sta-
tion helped me put together the
webbing from a mountain
climbing shop, rated to several
thousand pounds.

I used teal for the upper tier
straps and purple for the lower
ones—if I were skittering
toward powerlines at landing, I
wanted to be clear on which
straps would release 50 pounds
of lift when cut, and which
straps would just tangle a lower
cluster of balloons with the
upper clusters.

I was optimistic about the
maneuverability of Celebration.
With misgivings, |
decided to carry a BB gun on
the flight—shooting at your air-
craft seems a very unprofes-

some¢

sional way to control it. But if

something went wildly wrong,
flying around with no way to
get down doesn’t seem all that
professional either.

Most of my control input
would be the same as in the last
flight: pulling down and burst-
ing balloons from the lower tier
of 16. This had turned out to a
be pretty acceptable up at El
Mirage: seven or eight Ibs. of
lift is a reasonable unit of con-
trol, and it avoided a problem
with the increasing difficulty of
venting from the Mylar bal-
loons as they became less full.

As the day approached, my
feelings about the upcoming
flight were mixed. I was certainly
looking forward to flying
Celebration. The Piccard Mylar
cells were visually striking, but as
Phil had said, they looked from
the distance like some sort of
special effect from the X-Files.

The chloroprene balloons
just looked like a bunch of large
balloons. There was something
wonderful and naive about fly-
ing with a bunch of huge party
balloons. There was a kind of

simplicity to it, maybe because
the pilot would have to be com-
pletely simple, someone sug-
gested. I knew it was the closest
to the essence of my dream of
flying with helium balloons that
I had ever been.

At the same time, knew I
was straying from the known
technology of the Mylar bal-
loons, where I at least had the
benefit of Don Piccard’s design
and construction expertise. It
didn’t seem unreasonably dan-
gerous, but was there something
I hadn’t thought through,
something the newspaper arti-
cles would later refer to as “his
terrible miscalculation?” It was
a strange feeling.

Dean Ekdahl, local balloon-
ist and photographer, had
offered us the use of the front
vard at his ranch in Temecula to
do the inflation. We pulled up
in front of Dean’s house at
about 3:30 a.m. We had lined
up a dozen crew for this flight,
since inflating the chloroprene
balloons was much more time-
consuming than filling the
Mylar cells.
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Ernie, Jenny, Doug Spencer
and Phil Brandt, my crew from
the second flight, were all pre-
sent. Also joining us were local
balloonists Gary Eaton, Kim
and Dave Lynch and Brenda
from the repair station.

We paired crew in four
teams of two, grouped around
the back of the rental truck in
which we’d brought the helium
tanks. The whole process took
five or six minutes per balloon.
Additional crew circulated to
help with tying off, and to trade
the empty helium tanks for full
ones. The inflated balloons
were attached to carabiners
held down by sandbags as the
clusters of seven were assem-
bled. Soon Dean’s front yard
began to fill with multicolored
clusters of huge balloons.

By 6:00 a.m. most of the
teams had inflated their clus-
ters. I put on my harness and
had Ernie assemble those crew
people who were not needed
for the inflation.

We attached a fairly even
canopy of balloons 25 feet
above me, then repeated the
process with another four clus-
ters on 15-foot straps, forming
the middle tier of balloons. By
this time, the two lowest clus-
ters were ready.
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Fully ballasted, I was teth-
ered on my quick-release above
some sandbags, my feet about a
foot off the ground.

Launch altitude was 1,500
MsL in Temecula. Although I
carried the same ballast and used
roughly the same helium as the
last flight, instead of being 10 to
15 Ibs. buoyant I was about 30
Ibs. light. It was already 6:20
a.m., too late to disassemble the
clusters. It would have to do.

Jenny was hot-inflating her
Cameron 105 nearby. She
would lift off shortly after me
and follow. I suffered through
being handed a lawn chair,
which I held up for a photo.

I looked up. Seventy-two
balloons is really a lot of bal-
loons. I cleared my throat and,
because this was a commemora-
tive flight, made a brief state-
ment regarding Larry Walters’
historic flight. My statement
ended as follows:

“...While we may question
[Larry Walters’] good sense, I
think we should admire the
spirit and exuberance of his
flight, and try to keep those
qualities in our own lives....So,
thank you for coming today,
and my balloons and I will see
you later.”
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After launching Celebration (left), John Ninomiva soared to 15,000
feet above the California summer landscape.

photo at left by Erniec Hartt

I pulled the pin of the quick-
release. There was a slight jerk
as it fell away, and then I was
rising soundlessly, at a little over
400 rrMm. I could see the
upturned faces of crew, Dean’s
front yard, the surrounding
fields and orchards dropping
swiftly away. I waved until I
could no longer hear the shouts
and laughter of the crew.

The day was clear and the
Temecula vineyard country
beautiful. I could see Jenny’s
Cameron already small below
me. By the time her passengers
were aboard, I was at 2,000
AGL. I considered slowing
down, but this silent, effortless
soaring was too good to stop
for a photo opportunity. She
never caught up.

I maintained an over 400
FPM rate of climb, with no bal-
lasting. With Don’s Mylar bal-
loons or a conventional
open-appendix gas balloon,
vour helium expands as the
pressure drops, you lose gas
through the open vent, and the
balloon eventually levels off to
an equilibrium altitude.

With the sealed chloroprene
balloons, this does not happen.
The pressure differential be-
tween the inside of the balloon
and outside pressure was proba-

bly rising a little as the balloon
material stretched, but the loss
of lift was relatively small.
Basically, I just kept rising at
400 rpMm. It was magical.

At 12,000 msL I could see
the ocean to the west, Palm
Springs over the mountains to
the east, and a patch of glare to
the southeast that I later fig-
ured was the Salton Sea.

I intended to stop at 14,000
MsL since I had no oxygen. I
burst a balloon, but my vario
reading didn’t change. I burst a
few more. I was still showing
400 FPM up, at 15,000 msL.
The 16 balloons in the lower
cluster were accessible, but it
still took time to pull them down.
I burst three more, and slowed to
200 rpM. I was at 16,000 feet.

I was starting to feel the alti-
tude, or possibly the combina-
tion of euphoria and worry. I
was counting on the accessible
lower tier of 16 balloons for
mancuvering at landing, and
had already expended seven.

Hoping to conserve my
lower tier balloons, I pulled out
my pellet gun, and shot at bal-
loons in the middle tier. I got
one to burst, but a couple of
other just acquired small BB
holes, and began hissing slowly.
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