In the 1939 classic film, The Wizard of Oz, the wizard was nothing more than a
simple scientist whose hot air balloon had crashed in a mystical land.

Having no control over his destiny, he went where the wind took him. And so
it is to this day with hot air ballooning, where technology has made very little
advancement and the weather holds all the cards.

THE BALLOON

Since the very first experimental flight by two French brothers in the late 1700s,
hot air ballooning transformed transportation and set the groundwork for giving
human beings wings.

There are three basic parts of any hot air balloon: the balloon or “envelope”
which contains the hot air; the basket or “gondola” which carries the passengers;
and the source of heat, usually an open flame propane burner suspended above
the gondola.

The way it works is quite simple: hot air rises. Hot air is produced from the
flame device that fills the balloon and in turn provides lift taking the basket into
the air. The more heat added, the higher the balloon rises. As the air cools, the
balloon descends.

Unlike an airplane or helicopter, there really is no way to steer a hot air bal-
loon. A balloon pilot may work with the
prevailing winds at different altitudes to
maneuver the balloon but the rest is up to
nature.

Flights take place in the early morning or
early evening when the temperature has
dropped appropriately so as not to affect
the temperature inside the balloon. But
pilots must also contend with wind gusts,
visibility and impending bad weather.
Weather must be perfect for a successful
balloon ride.

In Ontario, there are a several choices of
hot air balloonists such as Skyward Bal-
loons, Upward Bound Adventures, Try
That{!}, Adventure Seeker Tours and
Sundance Balloons. Each are wizards of
awes, offering the same incredible expe-
rience of ballooning from different loca-
tions across Ontario.

Our host, Sundance Balloons in Kitch-
ener, is celebrating 25 years of taking to
the skies. They have grown to be one of the world’s largest operators of commer-
cial hot air balloons with locations in 12 cities across Canada, taking more than
12,000 passengers up, up and away each year.

TAKING TO THE SKIES

Our flight took place in the evening and launched from Victoria Park in Kitch-
ener. Although scheduled for 6:30 p.m., the flight was put on hold due to wind
gusts. It wasn’t until just before 8 p.m. the pilot decided to go ahead with the
flight.

The preparation began as expected. The balloon was laid out across the grass
and tethered to the basket, which lay on its side. The double-barreled propane
burner was affixed in between. Then the pilot and his ground crew, with the as-
sistance of two passengers, began to fill the balloon with cool air from a large
wheeled fan placed to one side of the opening to the balloon.

As the balloon expanded, the pilot walked inside to inspect the interior and in-
tegrity of the balloon. He untangled and threaded several cords attached to vents,
which would later be used to turn the balloon in flight.

Revelers gathered from all over the park to watch. Children ran the length of the
great balloon as it swayed and dipped, still lying on its side, billowing as the fan
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continued to blow the cool air into its depths.

It was like a massive circus tent of colour. Our pilot was the ringmaster and we
were the main attraction.

At this point, the fan was turned off and wheeled away. The pilot pulled a cord
and red-hot flames burst from the propane burner with a loud rushing sound.
Little by little he added hot air to the cool air until the balloon began to rise from
the ground. The pilot continued to add hot air, a little at a time.

This launch was not what you saw in the Wizard of Oz. The basket was not tied
securely to the ground and there were no sandbags for added weight. The passen-
gers did not casually climb in and wave good-bye to their friends below. At the
pilot’s signal, the four passengers would have to quickly climb into the basket,
assume launch position and stay low.

The basket lifted up from its side and teetered, still touching the ground, but
lurching with every tug of the balloon. Only the pilot stood in the basket. His
ground crew clutched the higher side of the basket, struggling to keep it steady.

Then the pilot yelled, “Now, get in now!”

We jumped, startled but excited. Each passenger quickly climbed into the basket
and crouched low, bending our knees and gripping a rope handle inside the wall

of the basket. The heat of the burner was sur-
prisingly hot and the balloon rocked like
a tumultuous sea and then it all... just...
stopped.

There was absolutely no sensation of
take-off, no acceleration, no feeling of ve-
locity. We were truly floating on air. The
people, the cars, the park, the buildings,
the trees — all drifted away as though a
dream. The only sounds were the propane
burner and our awe-struck gasps.

The anticipation and the anxiety of the
launch drifted away as well as we moved
silently and gracefully across the early eve-
ning sky. Everything below became min-
iscule, like a model railroad village, only
this one had a lot of swimming pools.

As we passed over the city and entered
the green lands of the countryside, our
pilot pointed out our location by land-
marks; a portion of the Niagara Escarp-
ment to our left; the sun on its setting
course behind us.

Our pilot was Mike Holdenmeyer, a young man who had studied aviation in col-
lege and flew as a fighter pilot for 10 years. He has been ballooning for seven.

“I’ve been doing this for a long time,” he said. “This is my preferred day job.”

The landscape became fields and our pilot Mike pointed out crops of beans and
corn. We passed over horses whose neighs carried up to our ears. A small herd of
domestic buffalo scattered, their hooves raising dust clouds that rose up toward
us. We passed silently over a forest of tall trees topped with large heron nests; the
startled inhabitants flapped their wings wildly.

Over grand estates and little hobby farms we drifted. Residents rushed from
their homes, waving and taking pictures.

Dusk began to fall and we needed to find a landing area. This was no easy task,
as an area must be relatively flat, free of obstacles and accessible by the ground
crew who had been following us the entire trip.

Mike tried to attempt a landing in a schoolyard, a prime landing location, but we
had to clear some tall trees first and our approach was too fast. The next attempt
was a hayfield behind a house.

“Can we land in your field?” yelled Mike to the resident watching below who
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