
 



 



 

The great British long jump two thousand and 17 I had to make my flight early in the month as on 10 October I was 

going to have mine operation on my back which would keep me out of action ballooning wise that is for 14 days on 

Thursday fifth of set off to Scotland as the wins on the charts and on the forecast looks favourable for a Norse down 

to the south flight  

I launch site close to peoples were selected and we arrived at our hotel in time to make a visual inspection of the 

field the next morning we got everything ready and the balloon inflated and we were helped by lots of 

schoolchildren from the camp iafter taking off the balloon climbed at around 600 feet a minute but sadly after two 

or three minutes we were still over the launch site and not heading south at the 20th so not that bad being forecast 

this did not bode well for a long long jump eventually we made it all the way to the northern tip of the Yorkshire 

Dales landing on undulating ground in amongs drystone walls   and streams about 5 miles west of catterick 

We doubt it if we reached triple figures in fact we had reached the incredible distance of 103 miles but it are taken 

for hours 30 minutes not the most outstanding long jump but at least I could claim a good distance if I couldn't fly 

again, 

I had my operation and was out of action balloon invoice for 14 days for the last week in October start looking at the 

weather forecast and on Sunday evening 22 the BBC news 24 weather for the weekend head suggested that there 

might be a chance for another north-south flight on Sunday the 29th I Mike and everybody else started watching the 

weather just in case and after a few hic Hic ups consistency prevailed and the BBC weather online and a private 

forecast all said the same thing that they were going to be good north-south wins on Sunday morning as the jet 

stream was passing overhead and will be tracking parallel with the coast down the North Sea had to be another 

attempt we had to get a decent distance  I wanted to beat last years winning distance by David Bereford , 

We set off just after 2 o'clock on Saturday afternoon and following the satnav to Galashields however somewhere en 

route the decision was made to stop at Selkirk en route I've booked some bed-and-breakfast accommodation 

through booking.com as we were going to arrive just after 8 o'clock about 7 o'clock we telephoned and couldn't get 

an answer at 7:30 we found again still no answer rather worrying anyway we arrived at Selkirk and after booking 

again made our way to another bed and breakfast a beautifull Victorian house full of things like walking into a 

historic emporium the winds  were 40 kits and doubts about the am crept in 

5am  breakfast we got off about 6 Mike had to be dragged away from the cakes making do with two for the journey 

At the launch site a local sports ground campsite we laid out on the car park and began inflating dead calm till then 

suddenly all change and re arrangement of balloon envelope poor Colin our specially sourced lightweight crow line 

failed its maiden flight and Colin was chasing the crown line quick actions by both Colin and Celia on the inflation and 

launch meant we managed to fly I did think for a moment we weren't going to make it into the air 

off we went armed with my new navigation aid this time I wouldn't have to spend the whole flight like a noddy dog 

burner map burner map but not to be it didn't work apple did replace it though and next year I won't have to plot I 

hope good practice though. 

Heading and approximately the right direction Southeast-ish we climbed and sold at 30 kn was of bailable at 2000 

feet and also 3000 feet and 5000 feet eventually the wind speed picked up and 10 1/2 thousand feet we had 55 kn 

which soon increased to 60 in fact flying over spade Adam danger area I noticed on one occasion 65 kn wow the 

fastest that I've ever flown in a balloon A mile a minute plus a little bit more disrespect taffeta but unfortunately 

with the several layers of hangs I could not see the beautiful landscape when Mike at phone from in a listen 10 years 

earlier on his last long jump before his site not he was able to see both coasts from only 6000 feet this for something 

that I missed however we made considerable progress and we passed near a previous landing site after Amir one 

and a half hours this was going to be a great long jump air-traffic contacted us on a few occasions and we used 

Mike's old transponder to put two or three squawks in as requested radio reception was a little patchy because of 

the temperature inversion's but it was great being offered the chance by Scottish radar to fly through class a 

airspace at our best tight and direction short a few minutes later however this permission was rescinded and as we 

approached leads we had to send 4000 feet to go through that class D airspace this loaders and turn the south so I 

chances of beating the previous long jump record was shattered we trundled that's around 28 to 30 kn at a given 

height for nearly an hour until we had cleared the class DS space plumbing to 10,000 feet we found 55 kn and a 

slightly better direction but we were now west of Don Caster rather than east so the direction was helpful but the 

speed not as good as we would've liked we rattler long as 55 kn to the east of East Midland and things were looking 

good but not as great as before I got the tractor on the chart and Drew are anticipated direction unfortunately it was 
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straight towards Stansted we knew that we had to drop down really really low otherwise we would go straight into 

controlled airspace and it would be game over we do send it to around 3000 feet to see if we could go to the west 

unfortunately speed diminished to be blowing 20 kn so we decided to climb back to 10,000 feet maintain a 

reasonable speed for as long as possible and space soon dictated that we had to be below flight level 75 then soon 

after that flight level 65 speed diminished much quicker than previously but we had no option as the direction was 

taking us to the west of stamps did and even the loot from airport if you were starting to get low and it looked as 

though we will turn left near the surface 

We descended and we're now looking to land the  area was full of arable fields and at only a few hundred 

feet we were tracking  so a better landing than  takeoff looked  promising  a suitable field was found beyond 

a small wood  however as we approached the edge of the wood all hell broke loose the winds through the 

trees rotated through more than 360° was losing a lot of its volume I put heat in for longer than I can 

remember and we came down for a very gentle landing and then turbulence the envelope twisted as it 

deflated but we were safe shortly afterwards a father arrived with his daughters and friend because they were 

concerned as to our safety landing because they'd seen the actions of the envelope after  packing everything 

away the landowner arrived with his son  and then then asked if we were OK he  gave directions to find the 

way through the tiny hamlet to the field and wished us a safe journey home 

Great only 110 miles to drive home and had things gone to plan Kent would have been our landing site 

there's always next year 

Long distance flights are brilliant the furthest  we'd flown in a balloon and the fastest I’d flown. 

 

                                                                    
                                 

 

 

 

 

 



 

The Great British Long Jump 2017 

Name of Pilot………………William Wood ………………….…… 

Name of Co-pilot…………………………………………………….…. 

Name of Balloon…………………Bernie...…………………………. 

Type and size of Balloon……………LBL 77B ..…………………. 

Date of flight……………17th OCTOBER 2017 

Propane at start……6 tanks 340 litres …………tanks/litres 

Propane at finish………6 tanks 8 litres…….…..tanks/litres 

Starting place… Grey Willow Yurts Smetharpe EX15 3QA (52°00.86' N 0°26.78' W)  

Landing place… Flitton, Beds (52°00.86' N 0°26.78' W)  

Start time……………………………………10:27 BST…….……….. 

Duration of flight………………..…3hrs 56 mins……………….. 

Straight line distance claimed…141.27 statute miles ……… 

Average speed………31.3 knots (44 knots max) ………………. 

Maximum height flown…………………10,220………….….feet 

Wind direction……………………………055 degrees …………… 

Witnesses to take-off……Peter Selhurst 07966 617488…... 

(inc. tel. no. & email) 

                                          …………………………………………………… 

Witnesses to landing………Mrs Odell 07737 722854………… 

(inc. tel no. & email ) 

                                          

Length of landing drag. 7 ¼inches / 2ft /14 yards.inches/feet/yards 

 

 

Signature of Pilot………… ……………… 

 

 

 

Which balloon!?  



I was planning to make the jump with Steph this year again in her 105 but both of our availability was 

limited as she was now working full time during the week and I had also just started a new job down in 

Eastbourne as a mentor for young people in residential care. This job did however give me little random 

slots of time off, I had nearly written the idea off of being able to compete but enjoy keeping a regular 

watch on slots for a long distance flight. Steph had said that it was ok to try without her and I had recently 

purchased a 77 from Tony Jay and keen to see what sort of flight time I could achieve. I did spot a track 

from Ireland earlier in the month, from Galway across the Irish Sea, ending up somewhere around the 

Cotswolds. The weather was very changeable around this time and this slot soon disappeared.  

 

The ideal weather conditions… 

I was on shift in a house on the Sunday night with not much work 

to do, knowing that I had Monday through Wednesday off, I 

checked out a few trajectories for the next couple of 

days. Windy.com is perfect for seeing the wind flow at different 

heights and you can quickly see if something is possible. There was 

this band of wind above 6000ft that was heading north west from the 

Devon coast up towards The Wash. The winds were calm on the 

ground and increasing the higher you went so ideal for a launch 

even on the coast.  

 

 

I use meteoblue, another 

great website which, for a 

small annual fee, allows you to 

do quick trajectories spanning many hours and varying heights. It 

seemed possible and I played around with a few locations and heights 

before using NOAA balloon trajectory as a more trusted, reliable 

source for flight planning. I would be able to stay north of the 

Salisbury and Boscombe Down Danger Areas, avoid Bristol, stay 

North of Luton and motor on towards The Wash or Norfolk.  

 

 

How much gas do I take!?  

This is always a debate for me; I had a really interesting conversation with Mike Scholes earlier in the year 

at Bristol chatting about gas consumption and fuel saving tips and how for him, lighter has always been 

longer. I just get this urge to take as much as I can with me because this isn’t a practice run, it’s the real 

thing and might be the only slot I get during the month.  

 

I had 5 V30s (60 litre tanks) of my own and knew I could fit six tanks inside my lovely new little basket I 

bought off Bob Gower earlier in the year. With this in mind I asked my old pal Colin Butter if I could 

borrow a couple of worthies (40l tanks) one for inflation and the other as the sixth tank inside the basket 

with me. Although he was looking at potentially taking part himself this year he had plenty of worthies 

knocking around so said it wouldn’t be an issue. In hindsight I should’ve been a bit cheeky and asked if I 



can borrow his 120, however there is something special about doing all with my own small, relatively 

cheap set-up and just seeing how far I can get. Anyway with the six tanks on board that would give me a 

take-off total of 340 litres. In 2015, with Steph, we were very heavy but flew for 10 hours and managed an 

average of 66 litres per hour. With what I had I was hoping for 5 hours, in that 40 knot wind, allowing for 

getting up into it and coming down out of it again, I could make 200miles!  

Any spare hands? 

As this was a last minute decision to fly I was left a bit short on options of crew as I hadn’t asked anyone to 

be on standby for the month not really knowing where I was going to be based or if I would take part. I 

rang a few local balloonists I knew of but it was too shorter notice. I tried some further afield but decided 

that I would probably be OK on my own and perhaps use a campsite for launching, where I would be able 

to recruit some willing helpers for the inflation at least, and worry about the van later. 

The ride out 

I left Eastbourne mid morning on Monday 

16th October and headed for Colin’s lockup near 

Newbury on the M4 before onto Devon, in fact I 

did plan at staying with Grandma in 

Cornwall before realising there is two Seaton’s 

and the one I was heading for was some two 

hours from her. Instead I booked into The 

Dolphin in Beer. I have some strong family roots in 

Beer with my father’s grandparents living there and running a B&B for many years. My father also spent a 

year living down there with them and he used to tell great tales of his adventures around the area and on 

the water.  

 

There had been a lot of talk in the news about Storm Ophelia with hurricane force gusts battering the 

Republic of Ireland where 3 people had died and it was affecting other areas too and when I arrived it was 

still very windy but I was optimistic and trusted the weather I had seen. I spent time in the evening 

preparing my gear, trying to keep it as minimal as possible, checking the weather and ringing around local 

campsites, airfields, event venues that had a field, anything really.  

 

Any field will do 

I had decided to move the launch inland to give myself the best chance possible of avoiding the Salisbury 

Plain danger areas which I found out were active, and Bristol Airport airspace. The winds were consistent 

in their prediction so I ought to be alright, I just hoped that I would be out of cloud and be able to sit at 

8,000ft and shoot along. I got hold of a man called Peter that had some Yurts in a field near Upottery, he 

seemed more than happy for me to use the field and might even be about to give a helping hand.  

 

 

 

 

 



The day of reckoning  

I woke early on Tuesday full of energy and feeling so organised and confident. I didn’t want to take off 

until near noon as the winds were faster in the afternoon so I took a walk along the beach and enjoyed 

watching the fisherman prepare for another day. I headed out in good time to the launch site where I was 

greeted by Peter who was clearing out the Yurts from the previous visitors but said how they weren’t 

opening them this week because of the high winds forecasted… 

 

The conditions were 

ideal and I was glad to 

get there in plenty of 

time as it took 

sometime to get 

everything sorted, all 

tanks strapped in, 

inflation tank on the 

outside, make some 

small weight saving 

adjustments with the 

balloon and prepare 

for inflation. Peter was 

more than happy to 

help and in fact 

recorded the whole inflation and take off on a Facebook Live video on his Yurts page which was quite 

amusing to watch the next day.  

 

The plan with the van was for Peter to throw the fan, inflation tank and quick release back inside and lock 

it before I flew off with the keys in my pocket where they would stay until I got a train down the next day 

to collect the van. The 

plan with the balloon 

was for my mum to 

drive from where she 

lives near Ipswich to 

pick me up with my 

trailer that was 

conveniently left 

almost empty there 

with her. She would 

watch me on my 

tracker and, all things 

well, not have to drive 

an awful long way to 

find me.  

 

Peter was on the fan 

and I inflated fine, it 



proved slightly more difficult with no one on the crown line due to now not having one. I got as hot as 

possible, removed the inflation tank and I was off, Peter locked the van all up and I shouted down my 

thanks as I was unlikely to see Peter again.  

I tried to keep a steady rate of accent knowing that there was no wind worth worrying about until I got to 

7000ft. I had the radio tuned into Yeovil Radar and it didn’t take long for them to spot me. I made myself 

known and it quickly became apparent that not practicing in a year since I got my radio licence means that 

I can’t do it right. I did however, remember to bring my notes of example conversations across the radio so 

that helped somewhat.  

 

At 7000ft I had 33knots heading 52 degrees, I found me some tasty 39 knots with a good heading of 43 

degrees at 8000ft but knew it would get better so I climbed into the cloud and maxed out my altitude at 

10,220ft where I had 44 knots and still a good direction to get me through the gap between Bristol and 

Salisbury. The only problem being, I couldn’t see the ground, or the sky, or anything in fact, so it wasn’t 

exactly a sensible place to be. I descended, forfeiting some of that juicy speed for a safer flight, to between 7 

and 7500ft where I had between 30 and 

35knots.  

 

I was soon passed onto Bristol radar who 

were hot on my case and keen to keep an 

eye on my position especially with no 

transponder, which seemed strange as, of all 

airports they’re likely to be most used to 

dealing with balloons…  

 

My gas consumption really wasn’t fantastic, I 

expected the first 60-litre tank not to last 

long, and in fact it was finished in 25 minutes from take off. It seemed that my ambitious 5-hour duration 

was slowly fading as I used half of my gas in 1hr 45mins. I had to descend to below 6000ft when to avoid a 

Class A airway and this really hindered my speed and direction. I crossed over Swindon after nearly 2 

hours at 6000ft doing 30knots and heading 56 degrees.  

 

My main focus now was avoiding Weston-on-the-green airfield, which was active up to some insanely high 

altitude and also to avoid Luton controlled airspace. I made some more embarrassing mistakes on the radio 

and was passed over to Brize radar who were struggling to hear me most of the time. John Rose was 

watching me on the tracker and had a visual on 

me as I crossed over Oxford. It was nice to 

receive messages of support during the flight, 

as it was a little lonely. Normally I go flying for 

fun and part of the fun is sharing that 

experience with others, but I have a bug for 

endurance and this was a test for me to see how 

I would manage all the different components of 

flying the balloon, liaising with air traffic and 

navigating my way across the country.  



 

I was aware of my position in relation to the next boundary I need to avoid yet Brize seemed adamant on 

getting me to descend to the required altitude well before I needed to, this was very frustrating as it cost 

me even more in speed and direction. I’m sure there was a perfectly good reason and I feel that they would 

have trusted me more if I had a transponder with me but there was nothing I could do but obey. I cleared 

Brize and was moved onto Luton whom I was hoping to avoid entirely but due to this latest descent it 

seemed like I would be right on the cusp of their airspace where I had to descend to below 3500ft, the wind 

was much slower only 22 knots and a heading of 72 degrees. I flew south of Milton Keynes over Woburn 

Safari park and soon found myself with less than 50% in my last tank. I was eeking it out to at least make 

four hours duration.  

My Godfather, Andy, had also been tracking me on the aprs tracker he had given me and I wasn’t far from 

his home in Milton Keynes. I flew over Flitwick and with my last 10% descended to a sensible altitude to 

select a field, some horses were nearby but calm enough, I skimmed some pheasant cover and, after a short 

drag , landed safe and sound in a lovely dry field. I didn’t have the envelope bag with me so piled the lot 

into the basket and tried to cover it as much as possible as it felt like rain was coming. We had some light 

drizzle but nothing too heavy.  

I spoke to a lady who watched me land and she was able to give me the  telephone number of the 

landowner who granted me access through an unlocked gate whenever it be necessary.  

Mum was en route from Ipswich but stuck in traffic, Andy was closer and came and picked me up. We 

sunk a few pints in a nearby pub in Flitton and had a good catch up whilst we waited for Mum’s arrival. It 

wasn’t long before we saw the infamous green trailer pass the window. The same trailer used to take the 

family balloon to the Alps many moons ago where my parents first met Andy in Filzmoos.  

We headed to the field and loaded the kit into the trailer before saying our goodbyes to Andy and heading 

home. Despite the issues I was happy with my efforts, I had never flown 4 hours solo before or done 

50mph in a balloon. All in all it was a good few days off work well spent! I safely recovered the van the 

next day after a long train journey down to Devon.  

I apologise for the lack of photos of this flight however I did make a vlog of the whole adventure which 

you can find on YouTube, just search for ‘Woody’s Whereabouts’ and it should be there.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Pilot: Thomas Lee         P2: David Medcalf 

Date: Friday 27th October        Balloon: ‘Bluebell’ Cameron 0-84 

Propane at start: 6 60’s        Propane at end: 5L 

Duration: 5 hrs 40         Distance: 103.12 

Max Height:  11,000ft        Landing drag: 2ft 

Max Speed: 50kph 

Launch time: 10:20 

Launch site: Knaresborough Cricket Club SE 3599 5549 09.22 

Landing time: 16:00 

Landing: Stamford TF 0304 0648 15.56 

 

Co-written by David and Thomas 

Much like last year, it wasn’t until around the 20 something of October that I decided to start thinking about 

maybe attempting a Long Jump. Nice to see you’re learning at your usual rate then Thomas; your main failure 

last year was lack of preparation! Still, the weather looked favorable and I had a lovely new balloon to play 

with… To quote Clarkson, how hard could it be!?  

Turns out, very. My P2 Ben Alford sadly had to withdraw at the last minute towards the end of October, so a 

few frantic phone calls later and with much wracking of my brain, I remembered David Medcalf, who made a 

suitably impressive effort last year… Perhaps between us we could do the same this year! 

I had been thinking “perhaps I will do a long jump on Friday” when I had a call from Thomas Lee. He had been 

planning to do a jump but his co-pilot had dropped out so would I like to come instead? I would. Friday started 

out looking perfect – slow on the ground but fast at altitude. Unfortunately, as the week went on the speed at 

altitude dropped significantly. Best speed was at 10,000ft so it was going to be a high flight. Friday morning saw 

us heading north with Gareth Bufton as crew with Alan Murphy meeting us up near Knaresborough. Initially the 

wind was forecast as being from around 320-330 degrees which made York ideal but the forecast changed to be 

more Westerly.  As we did not want to end up flying off the east coast we thought it better to take off further 

west inland – hence Knaresborough. 

We found an ideal launch site at Knaresborough Cricket Club.  Friendly staff agreed that we could keep the car 

on the car-park and lay out over the out-field which was ideal as there had been a lot of rain in the area and the 

ground was very soggy. We took off with quite a crowd having gathered and climbed straight to our cruising 

height where we were getting around 50kph. 

I jokingly turned to David and said, ‘This is ace, we’ll be on the South Coast for lunch!’ I should have known it 

was too good to last… 

Examining the air chart I could see that we were going to pass just to the west of Sheffield-Doncaster airport 

and could see that their airspace extended to FL 85. That’s okay I thought – we can fly over that… Hang on a 

minute, what is this “A FL85+” Oh dear (or stronger!) I don’t think we will be very popular crossing the main 

class A airway to the east of Manchester!  We had no option but to descend to fly under the airspace which was 

from 4,000 – 8500ft. 

Unfortunately, this mistake cost us dearly. The speed dropped right down when we did this – around 17kph. We 

asked permission to cross their airspace and after some delay they gave us permission – but only to 5000ft. 

When we crossed into another sector with a higher top we asked to go to 8500ft. At the time, they said no. After 



a few minutes we were asked if we still wanted to climb and were allowed to 8000ft which was better but still 

only 29kph. We think the delay was because the radar people were at lunch – the tower had just had a 45 min 

break. Not a very busy airfield! 

By the time we’d cleared Airspace, 2 of our 6 tanks were gone. The annoying thing is, the forecast shift to the 

east did not happen so we would have been okay at York after all! Grr! (or stronger!)Our fifth tank lasted 55 

minutes so we thought that the last one should be good for at least an hour. After 30 minutes I lifted up the 

map to check the fuel and was horrified to see that it was down to 30% - and we were back at 10,000ft! ‘I 

think we’d better descend Thomas…’ (or stronger!) was uttered by David… 

A rapid descent saw us rounding out just on the edge of Stamford so we had to use more fuel to cross the town. 

Fortunately a suitable small field presented itself just after a housing estate and Thomas executed a first class 

stand up landing having nicely judged the clearance of the wire on the upwind side of the field. It was a small 

field! 

It proving impossible to locate a landowner we carried out – fortunately the chained gate could be opened the 

wrong way! We dropped Alan out close to the station for him to return home.  

We could not find a witness to the Landing but took a photo near the Stamford town sign. 

We never got back to the 50kph so our final result was a modest 165Km – 103.12 miles.  However, it was a 

beautiful day and we had a “grand day out”.   

Many thanks to Gareth and Alan and to Thomas for inviting me. 

David Medcalf (P2) 

I’d just like to add a quick thank you myself to Alan and Gareth (I know it sounds cliché but we honestly 

couldn’t have done that without you guys) and a huge thank you to David for keeping me company, and 

keeping me organized and reminding me of all the things I’d forgotten! (There’s a reason I don’t feel 

confident enough to have a go at this game on my own just yet…!) and to Rick Vale for lending us some 

tanks. It was a day I’ll never forget and I got some stunning photos, many of which I had huge fun editing in 

photo shop… see if you can guess which ones! 

Next year, I will be more organized, I will have a bigger balloon, more fuel and I will get over 200 miles… I 

hope! 

Happy landings everyone!   

     Thomas (P1) 

 

  

 



 

   
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
The Great British Long Jump 2017 
 

Name of Pilot    Adrian Brown  Solo 

Name of Balloon   Bright Future G-BXDR 

Type and size of Balloon  Lindstrand 77A 

Date of flight    26th OCTOBER 2017 

Propane at start 320 litres Propane at finish 8 litres 

Starting place    Abergavenny airfield, Wales  SO 31354 16754 

Landing place    Cheddington, Buckinghamshire  SP 92387 18633 

Start time    11:45 

Duration of flight   04 hrs 40 minutes 

Straight line distance claimed 101 miles 

Average speed   22.5 mph (max 36.8 mph) 

Maximum height flown  10,450 feet 

Wind direction   250 to 340 
Witnesses to take-off   Frank Cavacuiti, 
     Abergavenny Airfield 
     NP7 9AB 
     01873 850945 
Witnesses to landing   Rob Ellerington Parr 07504 301071 

Length of landing drag  3 inches 

Signature of Pilot   Adrian Brown 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Wales to Buckinghamshire 

After last years Long Jump distance of 99 miles in 4 hours, I was keen to increase that by some margin. The 

solution I thought was to squeeze more fuel into my fairly small (42” x 47”) basket. So again, I borrowed a 

couple of V30’s with a Tema to Rego adaptor along with some tanks straps from William Wood. More fuel 

of course meant more weight at take off. By my calculations, as long as the ambient temperature stayed 

below 15°C, I would be fine to initially climb to 10,000ft. 

Before October, Helen Ashworth (crew chief, muffin supplies), 

and I started to discuss various possible dates. With holidays, the 

last week of the month seemed like our only opportunity. As the end of 

the month approached, Helens husband Jeremy was only able to make 

the last weekend of the month due to mounting work 

commitments. 

 I was keen to take an earlier slot if the weather obliged. A quick call to 

Rob Ellerington Parr (fellow pilot) ensured we had enough crew for a midweek slot. 

Last year I flew east west, and wanted to reverse the direction by taking off in the west and fly east 
towards home about 20 miles SW of Cambridge. By Monday 24th the direction looked favourable for a 
flight on Thursday 26th. On Wednesday 25th, the direction still looked promising and the phoning round for 
a launch site began. After a few calls, Frank Cavacuiti at Abergavenny Airfield said we could launch from 
there. Frank had previous experience of balloons launching and scorching his grass. With assurances given 
that we would avoid that by keeping the scoop on for the inflation, we arranged to meet in the morning. 
Helen and Rob were called and we agreed to set off at 5:30am for Wales. 
 
With a stop it took just over 4 hours to get to the airfield. The weather wasn’t great on the journey there 
with low cloud, (which was forecast to lift) drizzle and as we crossed the Second Severn Bridge the top of it 
could not be seen. I couldn’t help thinking we were going to have a wasted journey. 
 
We arrived and were greeted by Frank who repeated his concerns about the grass. To give you an idea, if it 
had been flat it would have been ideal for playing bowls on. Abergavenny lies in the shadow of the Black 
Mountains to the west. The sun was slowly breaking through and Frank pointed out various high peaks at 
2’000 feet which were becoming visible as the cloud started to lift. After a quick tour of the hangar to see 
at least one of Frank’s aeroplanes we drove to the end of the runway. Frank was going to come and see the 
launch. 
 



Somehow 4 V30’s, a Worthington and a V20 fitted into the basket leaving just enough 
room for me. That was 340 litres of propane; a 140 litre increase from the previous 
year. Surely I could go further this time. Strapping them in was quite a challenge 
especially as there wasn’t enough room to bend down for the lower straps. The last 
ones had to be fastened by hanging head first into the small space in which I would be 
standing, much to everyone’s amusement. Rob took the task of tying the inflation tank 
to the outside of the basket with a quick release knot. 
 
With the quick release attached we pulled out the envelope; 

deciding to let the fan inflate the envelope rather than spread it out first as the long 
grass was wet. 

 
During the cold inflation Frank (on a mobility scooter) and his friend 
arrive and are willing helpers on the mouth and fan. (Sorry 
there are no photos of Frank motoring down the runway on his 
scooter – we all missed it). With the envelope fully pressurised, hot inflation was straight 
forward without a single blade of grass being harmed in the inflation of this balloon. Once 
the muffins, coffee, lunch and all the usual paraphernalia were on board, the inflation 
tank was disconnected. I 

thanked our host, his friend, Helen and Rob for their help 
and took off at 11:45. 

On the drive to Wales 
we had discussed my 
intention to initially 

climb to 10,000 feet. This would give the best direction and speed 
before later having to gradually descend below controlled airspace that 
lies between Luton and Birmingham.  So up I went, finding the cloud 
base at 2,200ft and clearing it at 3,000ft. This repeated at 7,000ft before 
breaking through more stratus at 7,700ft. 
I gave Gloucester a call with my intentions and later changed to Brize. 

They both seemed fairly quiet. 
 

 
After about 
35 minutes 
over 

Monmouth, I reached 10,000ft and had one of Helens muffins to celebrate. It was at this altitude where 
the maximum speed during the flight of 32 knots was achieved. The plan was to text my position to Helen 
and Rob every half an hour. I now know that there is no or very poor signal at 10,000ft so this proved 
temperamental. The retrieve had also planned to track my position but again not possible without a signal. 
Fortunately, they knew roughly my direction. When asked where I thought I’d end up, I had cautiously 
replied ‘East Anglia’. To suggest a smaller target I felt would have been foolish and the hope was to at least 
reach that. Cambridgeshire would have been an added bonus. 



 
After 40 minutes the 1st V30 tank was empty. I was surprised 
it lasted that long – encouraging.  
55 minutes later time for the another tank change – onto 
the 3rd V30.  
Although a bit cold, the view was stunning at this altitude and I 
remained there for about 2 hours. As I said goodbye to 
Brize and called Oxford, it was time to start my descent to 
remain outside and below controlled airspace. 

 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 

Sadly as I 
descended 
so did the 
speed to 
between 18-
20 knots. 
Passing 
through 
various 
layers of 
stratus, (aka 
‘industrial 
haze’) as 
continued 

my track eastward in a gentle arc until reaching Charlbury; then got some left and was now heading for 
Milton Keynes. To continue on this track would have been ideal. However, as I approached the M40 south 
of Banbury I started to go right.  
 
 
At a lower altitude I gave Rob a call and advised that I would be looking to land soon as had started the last 
V20. They were held up on the M25 but know had a better idea of where I was heading. By this time over 4 
hours had passed and at 800-1000 feet, the speed was only 5-6 knots. The direction was not great as I was 
heading towards Luton CTA where it meets the surface. With plenty of suitable fields around I descended 
to about 300 feet and the right continued. This track took me parallel to the CTR stub but importantly kept 
out of it.  
 
This continued all the way down to 100 feet, and only there was where I found some left. Whilst low level, 
50 feet across fields next to the railway line, several high speed trains gave me a toot. The map showed lots 
of SA’s ahead of me so I decided to land before them so as not to add to any existing problem. 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
With such light winds the landing was uneventful, but in a grass field with a gate, next to a road. Apart 
from the locked gate, I hoped the retrieve would be happy with that. Helen and Rob were about 20 miles 
away which gave me plenty of time to pack away. 
The landowner could not be found and the locked gate was easily overcome with two short lengths of 
decking that we carry to load the van. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
With home only an hour away, we stopped off for some refreshment on our way back. 
 
A great flight in not the sunniest of weather.  A very enjoyable day was had by all. 
Many thanks to Helen Ashworth for driving and Rob Ellerington Parr for riding shotgun. 
 
We are already planning and looking forward to next year! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 



 

Baptism by Fire – The leap of faith.  Alex Court & Martyn Wady 
 

Well! How to start... 

With the first of October looming a phone call to Tim Wilkinson was made on the off chance I could learn to 

sew, I had a 14,000cuft micro hopper in mind as a means to dip my toe into homebuilding, within 5 minutes 

the phone was back down and I'd somehow agreed to build a 90... 

 

I called by briefly before York balloon fiesta just to see what fabric we had to play with, mocked up a quick 

design to utilise it best and in typical Sackville fashion cutting had commenced before the first brew had 

time to cool. I stayed for a few days and hand cut the whole balloon with the help of Tim and Barry 

Newman before Tim sewed up a gore to show me the ropes, it was only at this point he announced he would 

be away on a fortnights trip to the US when I returned to build the balloon so I better pay attention if I 

desired a paddle along my solo journey up the proverbial creek. With just a single day to learn the skill I had 

previously concluded to be witchcraft, enough progress was made that Tim decided I was allowed to be let 

loose on the build. 

 

I returned from York Balloon Fiesta on the 2nd October to the workshop as we left it, 1 gore of balloon and 

what seemed like a million other panels, the fruits of our very brief September labour. 

Stationed at my machine looking as befuddled as a labrador that had been asked to power up a large hadron 

collider I set to work... 

after a steady start things picked up dramatically and various people were asking when I thought it would be 

ready, mid November being my safest answer, anyone who's ever watched Grand designs knows the 

incredibly foolish pitfall of boldly announcing the ambitious finish date, you know?, when Kevin Cloud 

returns on time to point at their hole in the ground and laughs openly in their faces as they reveal they have 

blown the whole budget, have 4 unexpected children on the way and still live in a caravan. 

However, I couldn't help thinking that maybe, just maybe, it could be done before the end of the month, 

what if.... hmmm, long jump! 

 

The idea was now rooted firmly in the back of my mind for the next 2 weeks as I toiled during the  

horrendous weather such as hurricane Ophelia, storm Brian and blustery Derek (I might have made that one 

up) things were going well and it seemed like nobody had yet flown, ahead of schedule all 16 gores were 

complete and I had time to contemplate if my pipe dream was actually possible as I waited for Tim to return 

and teach me the next step. He showed me how to tape up the joins and within a hard week of graft we had 

something resembling a balloon, but then for the real work, I still had to attach all load points, pulleys, 

crownring, wires, and the dreaded final seam. Aarrg. 

 

Sunday 22nd. Each job passed slightly quicker than expected and I finally half jokingly mentioned to Tim 

about the longjump, we looked at the forecast and there was a slot (singular) Thursday, could we build, rig, 

test inflate, inspect, insure and fly this pile of fabric on the floor in 4 days? “well you best bloody get on 

with it” he said, so I did. Crownring Monday, Wires Tuesday, We rang the inspector to hear the devastating 

news it could not be slotted in until Friday, and with that the dream was shattered just as it was beginning to 

look plausible. We cracked on regardless and Wednesday morning we had a phonecall out of the blue, “slot, 

this evening, be there”. With all hands on deck the race was on, we had to leave the workshop at 15:30 to 

just about make it in time, the parachute started to go in but only moments later Tim and Barry shouted me 

over, I had forgotten to put in the parachute loop during the final seam, leaving 16 gores and 15 loops, half 

of the complete balloon in all its entirety now needed feeding back into a 6 inch gap one side of the sewing 

machine, “*deary me” I said (*factually inaccurate). 

Finally at 15:29 the van doors shut and we set off at approximately Mach 2 for the inspection of my first 

ever flying machine. As the transit van ticked cool from the speed of re-entry, we layed out the fabric to a 

warmly welcomed seal of approval, congratulations all round and a huge sigh of relief. 

 

 

Thursday 26th – THE slot 

We had decided the late night before that with unspectacular winds and tiredness we would not travel to 



Wales at 3am for the all out glory, instead we'd carry out a thorough shakedown test inflation and take off 

rather fittingly from the Sackville runway to break her in gently, get a short flight under our belts and be 

back in time for tea and medals. We would then be free to go all out if and when we saw fit. 

 

We inflated at glorious first light to find a minor adjustment was needed but continued to rig and test the 

operation of the parachute, a well deserved fried breakfast, re-rig and then refuel brought us to second 

inflation at 10:00am, wind conditions were forecast to be slow all day but with ample speed up high with 

around 40 knots at 9,000ft towards the coast. Satisfied with my creation's safety we began to load up with 

fuel. Although the day was 50% gone I had the whole afternoon to get towards the East coast and plenty of 

fuel to choose how far. At 12:40 the maiden flight was underway. Climbing to 3000ft the direction was 

rather surprising, climbing further revealed just how far the cloudbase had begun to descend during the time 

it had taken to check over the envelope and prep for flight. With that the cloudbase continued to hamper us, 

along with the variable direction, but we were having fun regardless, it was around this point I had time to 

think of what was above me as the stress and adrenaline faded, I was cruising along held only by my own 

stitching, a bizarre feeling indeed. 

It became increasingly apparent that fun was now the only objective for this flight, we had done it, I was 

flying in the Great British Long Jump in a balloon which didn't exist on the 1st October, as far as I was 

concerned mission accomplished. Kevin Mcloud wasn't going to come and laugh at me as I sit stitched to 

my own sleeve, 100 grand over budget, on fire and getting divorced. With both of us noticably still alive, we 

continued to trust and push the boudaries of our plucky new homebuild's maiden voyage. 

 

Heading towards Cambridge airspace I accepted that although short-lived it was time to call it quits, I 

radioed just on the offchance and we were allowed straight through!, however approaching the very edge of 

the boundary the wind dropped and veered, the cloudbase dropped to 1000ft leading to an unusual 

conversation with Cambridge approach, he wanted to know either arrival time or confirmation of avoidance, 

we were doing neither, and over the remainder of the flight we followed the exact outline of their airspace 

with comedic accuracy. 

 

With no good reason to land we were now approaching 4 hours airborne and were practically becalmed, at 

this point I received a phone call from Tim who had lost visual of us over Royston and had spent the next 

hour or so bombing it down the motorway headed towards Ipswich, but still couldn't relocate us, he asked 

where on earth I was, “Royston” I replied. “*oh bother” he replied. 

(*factually inaccurate). 

 

Tim eventually returned just in time to spot a beautiful stubble field ahead, where we landed marking 

exactly 5 hours as we came to a stop with a gargantuan 25 miles under our belts (well, apart from Tim who 

at this point had done about 150). 

 

Unfortunately, another serious attempt that week wasn't feasible but the real distance covered here was in 

our achievement in such a short space of time, I recall an episode of Top Gear where the race was won not 

by finishing first, but by crossing the start/finish line with a newly home assembled Caterham before the 

other factory finished car even had time to arrive. 

 

Our balloon, having being home built from scratch in the first 25 days of October had entered the Great 

British Longjump having being built from scratch before some competitors even had a chance to take off. 

 

 

STATS- 

• Courtford Balloons BM-90 

• 7 cylinders – 360 Litres 

• 2 persons 

• 5 hours airborne 

• 25 miles flight 

• 150 miles retrieve 

• 25 days to build 



• 365 days to plan next year 

 

 

A perilous final approach over Kingsway driving range, “£10 if you can get one in the basket I yelled” 

shortly after, some poo came out... 

 

 

 

 

After tireless hard work and dedication the results are finally unveiled, what a truly fantastic moustache.  

Oh, and a balloon. 

 

 

 



 

 

 
 


