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BY NICK DIULIO I  Photos  by  Stu  Go ldenberg  oneguesswhatcomesupwhentGoog le
"balloon crash in Canada." Yup, that's right. A

Monday, August 27, 9:25 a.m.- looking forward to some meditative emailing balloon crash in Canada. And this isn't some
One Month Before Takeoff: I had been putting off for the last week, a slightly comic incident akin to seeing a gigan-

strong cup of freshly brewed coffee, and a lit- tic Macy's Day Garfield being swept away in a
It's a slow morning, full of the muggy tle Wilco to set the mood. My impending date November windstorm, harmlessly brushing

remains of a deadline just completed. I'm with a dirigible is the last thing on my mind. its iconic, droopy eyes against a building or

Pictured above:  Secur ing the moor ing masts on the Hor izon bl imp.
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Until I check a voicemail from a close friend.
Hey mon, how's it going? Just checking

in, seeing how life's treoting you. Hope the
ueekend wos enjoyoble. Oh, and I toas
u1tching the neus this morning and
thought of you and that blimp thing you're
doing. When you get in, Google "bolloon

crash in Canada." Some scary stuff brother.
Anyuoy, gimme a call when you get a sec.
Later.



two. Oh, no. This is a hot-air balloon fireball
descending from impossible heights just
yesterday afternoon. A screaming basket of
death hurtling towards Earth. A portentous
message from the gods of flight and foolish-
ness that what I am preparing to do a
month from now is an exceedingly bad
idea.

Granted, I'm going up in a blimp, not a
hot-air balloon. Granted. even if I were
going up in a hot-air balloon, the rarity of
the type ofaccident that occurred in Canada
apparently rivals that of albino alligator
sightings in New Hampshire. Granted, all
the literature I subsequently read indicates
blimp flight is perhaps the safest method of
aviation known to man. Doesn't matter. For
the following four week, I see fireballs. I
hear myself screaming in the clouds. I imag-
ine the last moments of my life played out
amid the tragic tumult of leaking helium, a
nightmarish loss of altitude, and terra firma
rapidly approaching.

I make sure to call my friend and thank
him for his Monday morning message.

Thursday, September 612243 a.m.-
Elghteen Daye Before Takeoff:

I shoot up in bed...sweating. Oh, God.
The Hindenburg! I forgot about the
Hindenburg! And that uas in New Jersey!
I'ue seen the footage. Those people were
so happy, uauing to the awestruch uowd
bellow, sipping their highbails, probably
whistling their blimp-happy songs of
romance and the beauty of flight ond
human innouation. They probably had din-
ner plans. Then...haboom! Hello death.
Welcome to nry blimp.

tu I try to shake these thoughts from my
mind and get back to sleep, all I can hear is
that newsman's voice narrating the black
and white scene from 1937. "Oh the
humanity!" fu sleep finally overtakes me,
the last thought I have is that the only thing
more depressing than dying in a blimp acci-
dent is the reality of the fact that my particu-
lar flightwill not be anywhere near as fasci-
nating or important as the Hindenburg's,
which means there will be no news cam-
eras, no sobbing narration, no international
mourning. Just the loneliness of my prema-
ture death in a South Jersey field some-
where, barely loud enough to disturb the
cicadas.

Monday, September 24rGt3O a.m.-
Three Hours Before Takeoff

I should point out that this was sup-
posed to happen about a month and a half
before it did. Alas, on the morninfl of what
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reflections

was arranged to be the first (and, most like-
ly, onV) blimp excursion of my life, I
received a call from one of the women who
set up the adventure. Unfortunately, Mr.
DiUlio, we haue to postpone your flight
this morning on the Horizon Blue Cross
Blue Shield of New Jersey blimp. It's a no
go. Apparently the skies were too cloudy,
iust a little too windy. A slight mist of rain. I
flipped my phone closed and sighed in
relief, closing my eyes for an extra thirty
minutes of snooze time.

This morning brings no such good for-
tune. I rise and look out my bedroom win-
dow. Crisp, clear Monday morning. Not a
cloud in the slry, not a wisp of wind in the
air. Despite the rain dance I do in my show-
er, the weather does not change. I dress,
look over the directions one last time, and
make my way out the front door. As I start
my car and pull from my driveway, I take
one last lingering look at my home.You'ue
been good to me, I think. I will miss you.

Onward I drive, down to the Atlantic
City Airport for my date with destiny.

Same Day,9:00 a.m.-
Thlrty Mlnutes Before Takeoff

So, I ask one of the members of the
blimp's thirteen-person crew, why are
blimps so rare anyway? This is when Stu
Goldenberg, the photographer going up
with me this morning, decides to be the
funny man.

"Because they're dangerous...and par-
ticularly flammable over New Jersey."

Nice. Very nice.
We're in a large utility van winding its

way through the back roads of the airport,
on our way to the mooring masts that hold
this behemoth of an airship to the ground
when it's not in flight. It's during this three-
minute drive that I learn quite a lot about
this vessel. For starters, there are only 20
blimps in operation in the entire world, ten
of which hail from the United States. This
yields a subsequently startling statistic:
there are more astronauts in the world than
airship pilots. I can't decide if this calms me
or makes me even more nervous.

This is the Horizon blimp's tenth year
in operation, coming in at 132 feet long,44
feet high, 36 feet wide and 2,770 pounds,
empty. This may sound significantly mas-
sive, but when one considers that the
Hindenburg was over I,100 feet long, it
kind of puts the airship in perspective. Oh,
and the Hindenburg was a dirigible, not a
blimp. A dirigible's envelope (thafs the
"balloon" portion of an airship) is support-
ed by an internal skeletal frame, whereas a



blimp's envelope is hallow, supported only
by helium-68,000 cubic-feet of helium to be
exact.

The dedication to this craft is really quite
remarkable. In order for a blimp to operate, it
requires a crew of fifteen (two pilots, two
mechanics, and eleven additional crew
members) on call 24/7 . They go everlr,vhere
with this blimp, traveling across the country
like a small circus devoted to rotund aviation.
This doesn't really lend itself to much of a
family life, but hey, they got the blimp, and
this is one jovial bunch.

So, let's see.. .what else...well, this partic-
ular blimp flies at about 25 miles per hour
and burns about four gallons of fuel per
hour. The gondola (that's the part in which
you sit) is powered by twin 80-horsepower
Limbach engines and is really rather small-
only nine feet long and five feet wide. Like a
large cubicle. Oh, and there are no brakes on
this thing. The ground crew actually acts as
the breaks by grabbing a bunch of dangling
wires that hang from the front of the ship and
bring it back to Earth. Thankfully we arrive at
the blimp before I have time to really digest
this last nugget.. .

Same Day, 10:12 a.m.-Takeoff

After strapping us in and demonstrating
how the intercom headphone system works,
several members of the crew grab hold of the
gondola and run with it. The last time I saw
anyone do this with an object supposed to
take flight was in a film reel of man,s first
tests at airplane aviation. And it didn't end well.

Our pilot is Katsu Akiyama, a focused
chap whom I immediately decide I trust (his
incredibly cool aviators may have something
to do with it). As the crew lets go, Akiyama
does one last check of some systems and
begins his forward progress, the engines
churning behind my seat. The dry weeds of
the field begin whooshing underneath until
we've got enough momentum for the pilot,
who steers with two wheels to his right and
left (picture a wheelchair), to pull up.
Suddenly, the ground is no more and my
world fades gradually from view. The win-
dow to my right is enormous and there is
nowhere to look but down.

l0:20 a.m.-Leveling Off

The first thing you notice is that the gon-
dola swings when you take off. It's an incred-
ibly slight sway, but when you find yourself
hanging 1,500 feet in the air from nothing
more than a glorified version of what your
mother tied to the back of your chair on your
birthday, you'd probably notice the breeze

from a belching house fly. This is when my
anxiety peaks. I don't go into hysterics or any-
thing. No, "Get me off this &x$%o thing right
now!" scenarios. In fact, to the casual
observer I probably look as calm as can be-
little do they know the raging tumult of emo-
tions and fears coursing through my veins. I
mean, just think about it. Look down.
There's nothing you can do!

Oddly enough, it's this very thought that
eventually eases my mind. The more I think
about how powerless I am aboard this
blimp, the more I am able to relax. I shoot a
knowing glance at my man Katsu, who looks
Iike he could do this in his sleep, and then
back out the large window to my right.
Atlantic City and the shoreline are both
approaching and the marshlands below exist
in a calm, poetic distance of drifting birds
and vibrant grasses. I adjust the tightness of
my seatbelt and sit back. I can do this.

10:42 a.m.-Over The Ocean

It's breathtaking, and this is what I reaf
ize: Everyone should fly in this fashion if
given the chance. Sure, the vistas are spec-
tacular and the concept pretty cool, but the
true joy of such intimate flight is the perspec-
tive one gains from the experience. We
humans are such narcissistic bundles of exis-
tential impossibility, always surrounded by
the blurred, furious chaos of the world,s
minutia, that we so rarely see the whole for
the sum of its parts. We are cursed by the
muck and the mire of our limited vision. But
up high one can escape that curse. Up high
there is a poetry to our daily flow that gets
lost here on the ground. Suddenly the traffic
is a Zen garden, the houses are sculptures,
the ocean's waves a symphony. I can see
how one could become addicted to this.

I l:07 a.m.-Landing

When it happens, I'm bummed. I could
have stayed in the air hours longer. Alas,
there is a golf event later today and Katsu
must get back up in the wild blue yonder to
provide aerial coverage of the tournament.
As I walk away from the airship-limbs and
all still intact-l'm greeted by the brightlyver-
bose and cheerful Terry Dillard, chief pilot of
the blimp. His voice booms like a woods-
man's and he is noticeably excited to know
what I thought of the flight.

"Ya know, there are only 20 of these in
the world? And you can't iust go up to a
counter somewhere and purchase a blimp
ride," says Dillard. "So when you're up there,
flying in an airship, that's quite a special
thing." '
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