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Gas & Geese in Virginia 
by Peter Cuneo 

 
In August of 1977, Tony Fairbanks, the 

legendary American balloonist, took his hydrogen 
balloon, La Coquette (N9074H), to the Flying Circus 
Aerodrome in Bealeton, Virginia to participate in a 
combined World War I air show and hot air balloon 
rally.  This was to be the last free flight for La 
Coquette, already famous for its appearance in the 
1955 movie Around the World in 80 Days.  Tony’s 
son, Michael Fairbanks would use a photo of La 
Coquette at Bealeton for the cover of his 1979 book, 
Down One Diamond.  This flight might very possibly 
have had one further distinction.  It seems to have 
been the only gas balloon flight to have both 
launched and landed in Virginia since perhaps the 
US Civil War.  For many reasons including terrain, 
prevailing wind direction and proximity to the Atlantic 
Ocean, Virginia does not seem to be the ideal 
choice for gas ballooning. 

Now fast forward to the summer of 2001 and a 
phone call from a BFA board member asking me to 
deal with an inquiry about gas ballooning.  At first it 
seemed that Amy Harney had only general 
questions about the size, cost, flight duration and 
lifting ability of a typical gas balloon, and her reason 
behind her interest was not obvious.  After several 
more phone calls and some not so subtle attempts 
by me to interest Amy in phone numbers for other 
more knowledgeable gas balloonists, she ‘fessed up 
that a real honest-to-goodness gas flight was being 
planned.  More questions, “Did she have a balloon 
or pilot in mind?”, “No, would I be interested?”, “Not 
sure, tell me more.”  

The flight was to track down the eastern 
seaboard from Virginia to North or South Carolina.  
A quick look at prevailing winds convinced me that 
it would take a much more skilled pilot than myself 
to pull this off.  Still more questions from me: “Why 
was this track desired and wouldn’t you really like 
to talk to someone closer to her about this?”  Turns 
out that Amy is the project manager for a migration 

experiment which is the joint venture of 
Environmental Studies at Airlie Foundation and the 
Sky Calypso Society, two non-profit organizations, 
that hope their project will further efforts to 
reintroduce trumpeter swan migration routes down 
the east coast of the U.S.  A plan was being 
hatched to show the birds a migration route, 
suspended from cages beneath a gas balloon with 
the hope that they would return to their northern 
habitat the following spring, having learned the 
route.   

               
 
This unusual technique is a variation on 11 

years of experiments conducted by Environmental 
Studies, in collaboration with Canadian-based 
Operation Migration (OM), teaching migration 
routes to waterfowl using ultralight aircraft.  The 
1996 movie Fly Away Home was roughly based on 
the pioneering flight of Bill Lishman, Canadian 
sculptor, pilot, and founder of OM, leading 
imprinted geese on the first ultralight-led migration 
from Canada to the wildlife research center in 
Virginia called Environmental Studies at Airlie.  
The film culminated in the triumphant springtime 
return of the birds to Canada. Sky Calypso Society 
and Environmental Studies joint experiment, 
“Ballooning with Branta canadensis” (BBC), would 
also use common Canada geese (Branta 
canadensis) to validate the technique with the 
hope of switching to rare trumpeter swans in phase 
two of the experiment.  However in this case, the 
birds would be completely wild, hatch year birds, 
rather than the hand-raised imprinted birds  

The Scoop 
 

The Connecticut Lighter Than Air Society publishes this newsletter for its members and 
interested parties. Portions of this newsletter may be reprinted if credit is given to the writer 
and to CLAS. The opinions expressed are not necessarily those of the organization or 
members of this organization (but if they are, they’d be exceptionally good ones).  
For more information contact Penny Christy 12 Blue Grass Rd., Middletown, Ct 06457  
Phone (860) 857-8757 e-mail pmchristy@earthlink.net 
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Gas & Geese in Virginia (Cont’d) 
develop a strong emotional attachment to the 

first living being that tends them, viewing this 
person, as their parent), that followed the ultralight 
on a migration, viewing pilot and aircraft as a 
surrogate parent to show them the way. 

 

 
Geese flying in “V” formation after being released 
from gas balloon. 
 
The plan here was to start from Airlie and to carry 
the birds airborne over the route in cages for a so-
called “passive migration”.  The Sky Calypso Society 
eventually hopes to adapt their remote controlled 
airship for this task, but until it is funded and built, it 
was decided to test the newly conceived Passive 
Migration technique using a free gas balloon.  It was 
hoped that if the bird’s viewed the route from the air 
they could gather enough information to return home 
in the spring. 

After many phone calls, much negotiating and 
even a consultation trip back east by co-pilot 
Barbara Fricke, the launch site was moved fifteen 
miles west to a polo field near the small town of 
Sperryville.  The destination was changed to 
southeastern Virginia and our weather guy was put 
on alert for just the right weather.  Our desired track 
had now backed a bit west of pure south to south-
south-east and our total desired distance dropped 
from 350 to 150 miles for this, the initial trial flight.  
This greatly improved our still somewhat tenuous 
odds of getting into the air.  Proper timing called for 
a launch as soon as safely possible behind an 
eastward moving cold front with the proper direction 
persisting for perhaps an eight to twelve hour 
window.  After that, a high would most likely move in 
and wind speeds would drop dramatically and 
direction would change. 

Flight details were discussed.  It was decided 
that the cages should be suspended from the load 
ring and would hang well below the basket on a 
pulley system.  The birds would be released as we 
flew low over a convenient pond by pulling up the 

cages and opening a trap door. BBC project 
personnel cornered the local supply of PVC tubing 
while perfecting their cage design.  We estimated 
the payload of cages and geese to weigh about 200 
pounds.  Wild geese were caught, caged and hauled 
up a flagpole to see how they would react to their 
airborne prison.  The FSDO was consulted to 
confirm that hanging an extra 200 pounds from the 
load ring was not considered a major structural 
modification, and thus no paperwork trail was 
required.  Weight and balance calculations showed 
ample lift for the projected eight to ten hour flight.  
Our balloon system was shipped to Virginia from 
Albuquerque to await the perfect storm.  A 
somewhat reasonably priced helium source was 
found.  The targeted landing zone was surveyed for 
likely ponds.  Sky Calypso Society founder/ hot air 
balloonist, Harry  “Skip” Darlington IV and 
Environmental Studies ultralight pilot, Brooke 
Pennypacker were recruited as flight crew and 
goose keepers in case of any unexpected avian 
activity while in the air.  Amy used her natural charm 
to sweet talk a Virginia hot air balloonist into 
agreeing to fly alongside us with photographers for 
the first hour of our flight.  This was becoming a 
major production. 

At this point two things happened, first the 
Virginia Department of Game and Inland Fisheries 
and the U. S. Department of the Interior started 
playing “tag-you’re it” with the required permit 
paperwork to allow transportation of the geese.  
Second, September 11 happened.  Initially, all VFR 
flights were grounded.  Later the Class B airspace 
around Dulles airport was closed to us down to the 
surface and flight over nuclear power plants was 
prohibited.  About now, our local bookie service was 
offering long odds against us getting airborne much 
less finding a pond to be the birds’ new home. 

But as airspace slowly reopened to VFR flight, 
the weather looked good and we found ourselves 
at the Albuquerque airport going thru the metal 
detector with a suspicious assortment of aviation 
radios, trackers, barographs, GPS’s, satellite 
phones and other miscellaneous battery operated 
items.  Once past the interrogators and awaiting 
boarding, a last minute page changed our plans 
and sent us home swearing not to try that again.  
Two weeks later we did and arrived in Virginia one 
week before Christmas to a very cordial welcome 
from Amy and clan.  These folks were wonderful, 
putting Barbara and me up on the grounds of a 
bucolic wildlife preserve, feeding us royally and 
loaning us a car, complete with vanity license plate 
“TRUMPTER”.  All from folks who I had never set 
eyes on before and who might be really 
disappointed if we didn’t get their birds in the air. 
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In addition to Amy, the BBC cast included 

Amy’s boss Harry “Skip” Darlington IV, Dr. Bill 
Sladen, Director of Environmental Studies, 
respected ornithologist and eighty year young 
inspiration for the project, and Brooke 
Pennypacker, an ultralight pilot who had also led 
swan migrations.  I only became convinced of Bill 
Sladen’s age when we attended his eighty-first 
birthday party on the second day of our visit.  
Among other things he served as a doctor during 
the London blitz of World War II, was the first to 
find DDT in penguins at the South Pole, served as 
consultant on the previously mentioned movie Fly 
Away Home, and was married to a wonderful lady, 
Jocelyn. 

After arriving on Tuesday, the weather pattern 
slowed and the perfect launch hour was predicted to 
be about 3:00 o’clock Saturday morning.  The BBC 
brain trust vetoed this hour in favor of first light to 
allow better photography of the launch.  The down 
side of this was a more easterly curve late in the 
flight that would take us towards the coast, but that 
was not serious for the trial flight.  We laid out the 
system at the polo field/ launch site on a still gusty 
Friday afternoon in daylight and returned about 3:30 
am to start the inflation.  Winds were now calm but 
temperatures were in the twenties and the heavy 
evening dew had caused our sandbags to freeze.  
The arrival of the hot air crew with the makings of a 
much appreciated bonfire helped to ward off the cold 
and a log was used to beat the sand into 
submission. 

By first light about twenty vehicles of curious 
bystanders had collected to watch the launch.  
Barbara and Peter were joined in the basket by 
Brooke and Skip as a dead calm allowed us to 
weigh off and rise to about forty feet above ground 
on a tether.  We lowered the first cage to about ten 
feet below basket level then second cage was set at 
fifteen feet to stagger the two cages and provide 
maximum visibility for the birds.  At exactly sunrise, 
the hot air balloon, piloted by Reed Basely, launched 
and rose above us.  We popped the quick release 
and slowly followed Reed up to a stunning view of 
the foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains and 
Shenandoah National Park.  Initial track was 
easterly but quickly turned southerly with altitude just 
as our weatherman, Don Day, had predicted.  We 
chose an altitude of 4,000ft MSL to mimic the 
geese’s normal flight level.  Reed made several 
passes above and below us while managing to stay 
remarkably close for a good hour into the flight.  The 
geese were unexpectedly docile, perhaps even 
blasé to the point where we worried that they were 
not taking good enough notes to navigate the return 
flight. 

 

 
Geese being released from cage. 
 
We flew south at a leisurely 10-15 mph for the next 
four hours and around noon Skip broke out a 
gourmet lunch consisting of organic chicken broth, 
smoked salmon on cocktail rye with Belgium butter, 
Gruyere cheese, roast duck, tabbouleh, and English 
shortbread cookies   We were now tracking directly 
over a wide spot in the North Anna River called Lake 
Anna and were starting to slowly take a more 
easterly track.  Just coming across a bridge over the 
lake, our entourage of four chase vehicles got their 
first visual on us since launch.  Proceeding down the 
lake we were heading directly toward a nuclear 
power plant on the lake.  A few rapid phone calls 
confirmed that we did have permission to over fly.  
We observed a small plane directly over fly the plant 
at about 2,000 ft just before we followed suite.  
Another amused call from the chase crew set us 
studying the terrain for a message from a friend of 
Skip’s who lived in the area.   I can now confirm that 
two and a half rolls of toilet paper is an ample supply 
to fill a front yard with a “HI SKIP” that is clearly 
visible from 4,000 ft. 

As we crossed Interstate 95 going due east, 
ponds were getting more frequent but roads for the 
chase crew were becoming scarcer.  It was 
important to observe the candidate pond from the 
ground before releasing the geese to be sure it 
would provide a suitable habitat for the wintering 
geese.  As the descending balloon and grounded 
chase vehicles converged on Collin’s Pond, a last 
minute decision sent the airborne goose handlers 
scrambling to open both cages and free ten Branta 
canadensis.  The geese formed two perfect V’s and 
headed down to join their brethren on the pond.  
Meanwhile, the loss of 100 pounds of bird flesh sent 
the balloon into 1,000 feet per minute ascent and 
required some determined valving to level out at 
3,000 ft. 

We now scouted for our own landing spot amidst 
the sound of reports from deer rifles and warnings 
from the chase crew that there were hunters in the 
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Gas & Geese in Virginia (Cont’d) area.  About 
an hour after the release we set down in calm winds 
on a small grass airstrip near Sparta, Virginia.  
Rather than deflate immediately, we used the trail 
rope to give tethered rides to the occupants of the 
four chase vehicles.   

A champagne celebration at a local pizza parlor 
and a short drive back to Airlie brought the curtain 
down on perhaps the first gas balloon flight in 
Virginia in many years.     END   ¦  

 
 

 

 
Do not land in Central Park unless you are making a 
movie!!  We’ve all seen movies where a balloon 
launches from Central Park. The message here is 
not to land one there – in Central Park! Two 
balloonists were taken into custody after illegally 
landing a hot air balloon there.  
It was politically convenient that it just happened to 
have Kerry and Edwards in big letters on either side 
of the sign and Friday the 29th of Oct is just 4 days 
before our Presidential election. This happened at 
mid-afternoon on a fairly calm day.  There is 
supposedly a statute on the books that says you 
can’t land in Central Park or anywhere else in the 
city. Thomas Robins, 44, and Ronald DiGiovanni, 51 
launched from Sandy Hook? earlier in the day. 
 

 
 

 
 
     

 

The National Balloon Museum in Indianola, IA has been open since the early seventies and is the 
official repository of ballooning artifacts of the BFA. In 2003 they completed a major expansion to include more 
exhibits, refurbish old exhibits, plan for new ones, add a Children’s Learning Center and add new interactive 
displays. Plans are underway to improve their library and add a virtual hot air balloon flying video game and a 
large screen projection system for balloon shows and videos. 
They can use your support to keep this a growing and exciting place to record the history of ballooning as it 
evolves through our lifetime and beyond. (515) 961-3714   http://www.nationalballoonmuseum.com  

 

 
CLAS supports the United 
Way 
 
Charlie Perreault enlisted 
CLAS members Erwin 
Dressel, Garry Guertin, Dan 
King, Rob Macfarlane, and 
Penny Christy to tether his 
balloon from dawn until the 
winds were too challenging. 
This was to promote the 
United Way at the Pratt & 
Whitney Middletown plant. 

New York City – A Red Zone???  
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 WINNING ENTRIES CLAS 2004 PHOTOGRAPHY CONTEST  
     

      
 First Place by: Penelope Christy  Second Place by: Garry Guertin  Third Place by: Mike Bollea  
       
   Honorable Mention    
       

     
  

 Nancy Pinney  Mark Abraitis  Nancy Pinney  
       

    
    

 Cynthia Smith  Mark Abraitis  Mike Bollea  
       

       
 Mike Bollea  Beverly Theodore  Pam Bogart-Macfarlane  
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Minutes of the CLAS Meeting  of October 21, 2004 
 
Former CLAS President Santo Galatioto called the 
meeting to order at 7:35 PM at the Plainville, CT 
Municipal Building.  Members in attendance were: 
Mike Bollea, Ellen Dressel, Erwin Dressel, Andy 
Dressel, Al Theodore, Charlie Perreault, Penny 
Christy (later), Jack Perry, Tony Roswell, Terri 
Rollinson, Mick Murphy, Lisa Huck, Pat Johannesen. 
 
Sunshine: CLAS sent a Get Well Card To Ruth 
Salzburg. 
Competition: The next competition Nov 6.  Meeting 
at the commuter lot Exit 15 on I-84 at 5:45AM and 
carry proof of insurance. 
Calendars: Jack Perry brought the finished 2005 
CLAS calendars to the meeting. He did a great job 
as usual and the costs are 1-4 for $9 ea, 5-9 for $8 
ea, and 10 or more are $7 ea. 
Winter Dinner  will be held January 29,2005. There 
are two Crew Awards and the infamous S— T 
happens award. Charlie is still waiting for input. 
Submit your entries to Tony Roswell. 
Safety Seminar: Email Penny Christy at 
pmchristy@earthlink.net with How you want to 
spend 8 hours at P&W on Feb. 26, 2005! 

The seminar will be a core seminar.  Topics 
considered are: Tethering (Mooney), Lessons 
Learned (Mooney), Insurance?, BFA (Lund), Air 
Space?, History and New England Air Museum?, 
another Balloon Manufacturer Rep?, International or 
Mountain Flying?, Maintenance?, a Celebrity 
balloonist?, Power and Propane Safety, Weather 
CLAS and personal logos on clothing: neither 
Garry Guertin nor Amy Goodyear was present to 
present their presence or presents.  

Per Sept meeting minutes: 
a. Gary Guertin will bring a catalogue of embroidered 

products to the next meeting. 
b. Amy Goodyear has an embroidering sewing machine 

and software and will prepare a schedule of rates. 
 
2005 Officers Slate  Santo presented the proposed 
officers slate on the spot: President: Penny Christy, 
Vice President Charlie Perreault, Treasurer Andy 
Dressel, and Secretary Mark Sand. Please send 
your ballots with any write-ins back so the votes can 
be counted before the next meeting. 
 
The meeting was adjourned at 9:00 PM. 
The date of the next meeting is Nov. 18, 2005. 
Respectfully submitted, Penny Christy 
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CLAS Competition News 
 

To CLAS Members: 
 

The Fly out in Southbury November 6th. 
 

On November 6, at 5:45 AM, we will meet at the Commuter Parking lot off of I-84 at Exit 15.   
 

Make certain you bring your Aircraft Certificate of Insurance to qualify for field use in Southbury or 
Woodbury. 
```See you there!!  Erwin 

 

  CAMERON BALLOONS US 
This is the balloon that Paul Petrehn flew to win the National Championship this year!!!!    
See it on the cover of Ballooning Magazine! 

    When you're ready to Elevate 
Your Game, fly the racing-bred ZL. 

Av ailable in three v olumes ?  56, 60 and 65 ?  the 
ZL is standard-equipped with a parachute top.   

Constructed from 24 gores that prov ide a super-
smooth shape with zero horizontal stress, you can 
make your ZL ev en smoother by having it built with 
Cameron's ex clusiv e Kev ronTM load tapes. 

  ZL-56 ZL-60 ZL-65 
  Height 72.4 73.75 75.3 
  Width 45.5 46.6 47.8 
  W eight 165+ 175+ 185+ 
  Gross Lift 1,120 1,200 1,300 

  
 

                                           
                                            

 

Contact Penny Christy at 860-857-8757 for any of your Cameron Balloon needs. 
Check out the Fall Fiesta Specials!      Top 1/3 Hyperlast and Turning Vents 

 
 

    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Connecticut Lighter Than Air Society - 2004 CLAS Officers 
President:  Dary l Smith      860-428-6769   daryl@kbz.com 
Vice President:  Penny Christy      860-857-8757   pmchristy@earthlink.net 
Secretary :  Mark Sand     860-536-7393   mdsand@snet.net 
Treasurer: Charlie Perreault  860-426-0814   bythefireplace@earthlink.net 
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          FIRST CLASS MAIL 
www.lighterthanair.org 
 
 
 

The Scoop/ CLAS 
PO Box 53 

Southbury, CT 06488-0053 
 

 
_________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Please mark your ballots, (no hanging chads please), fold this page in thirds, stamp it, seal it (ends too) 
and mail it asap with your votes marked in the boxes. Thanks, Your 2004 officers. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 

Nominations for 2005 CLAS Officers  
 
 
President    Penny Christy  Write In _________________ 

 
Vice President   Charlie Perreault  Write In _________________ 

 
Secretary    Mark Sand   Write-In _________________ 

 
Treasurer    Andy Dressel  Write In _________________ 
 

 
Stamp 
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CONNECTICUT LIGHTER THAN AIR SOCIETY MEMBERSHIP APPLICATION 
 

The Connecticut Lighter than Air Society is a club for anyone interested in learning about participating in, and improving the sport of 
ballooning. Pilots, crew, and enthusiasts alike are welcome and all can contribute to the safety, enjoyment, and education of the sport. 
Meetings are scheduled monthly on the 3rd Thursday of the month at the Plainville, CT Municipal Building on Rt. 372 at 7:30 PM. 
For more information, contact any of the officers in this newsletter. 
 

CLAS DUES $20.00 include membership priv ileges and newsletter. 
Extra v oting family member add $5 Newsletter Subscription Only $15. 
Make Checks payable to CLAS and mail to: CLAS, PO Box 53, Southbury, CT 06488-0053 
Call any  of the officers listed on the prev ious page for more information. 
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Those of you who promised me 
membership checks, and you know who 
you are, please send them asap. Your votes 
won’t count if you’re not paid up. While 
you’re at it, add $20 more for 2005 and have 
that handled! 


