
Jennie Pearce Transcript 
Jennie Pearce. My name is Jennifer d’Alton,  

Hello,  

I am a Director of the British Balloon Museum and Library, and I'm on a quest to find 
out more about the real Jennie Pearce. So good morning. Who are you? 

Good morning. My name is Jennie, as you know, I come from Australia. I came to this 
country in 1988 I was lured over here by Richard Turnbull, and have, for my sins, been 
ballooning most of the time I've been here. 

So whereabouts in Australia, 

Northern Victoria. So very rural, very rural Australia, a little place called Invergordon, 
which has nothing to do with Invergordon in Scotland, not even like Invergordon in 
Scotland. I took my mum and dad when they came over to visit to Inver Gordon, 
because they wanted to see Inver Gordon, course. And it's nothing, nothing like 
there's no sea, there's no oil rigs, there's no nothing. It's just flat where I live, yes, yes. 
It's very, very flat, very different from InverGordon here 

Yeah, I understand that. Very different. So you met Richard then in Australia? Did you  

Yes, I met Richard in Australia. Richard came over to Australia, to the company that I 
was working for at the time, Balloons Aloft. They bought him over to fly an airship. And 
we just sort of met there. There weren't any bells or whistles, but we just kept meeting 
up in different places.  

What was the name of the company?  

Balloons Aloft, Balloons Aloft.  

So when did you see going back before that? When did you see your first balloon? 

Very first balloon I saw. I was 13 years old. My grandma had just passed away. My 
mum and dad were where she was, so they'd gone to Albright, which was, I don't 
know, about an hour and a half's drive, two hours drive away. And my brother and I 
were looking after the farm. And that Sunday morning, there was this red balloon flew 
over, and it just came out of nowhere. And doing some research, I think it was Peter 
Vizard, so that was, let me see if I can work out how old I was, what year it was 70, 
about 1974 something like that, quite early.  



Yes. So Peter was, was one of the, well, was the , very earliest Australian pilot there, 
right?  

Did you leave it at that? Or did you think Christ ‘Gotta go up in a laundry basket’. 

Yeah, my brother forbade me to go down,I  was so cross, so cross with him saying, 
no, no, you can't go down there. And as he was older than me, then, no. 

I've always been fairly nomadic, sort of a character. I when I was very small, we went 
to an air show, and there was skydivers coming out of the aeroplane. And I thought, 
one day I'm going to do that.  

One day, one day I'm going to do that. And it was just, you know, one of those four 
year old, yeah, yeah, yeah. Type things, yeah. And then I that, so that was one thing. 
And then I went to a friend's house, and her Auntie, I think, had come back from 
America, and we had this slideshow, and I thought. Oh, I gotta go there one day. 
Gonna go there one day. So I worked my pants off, and I went to America for three 
months, and it was just the best, best three months of my life.  

The three months turned into six months, which, yes, it did. It didn't, didn't throw my 
parents that much. But you know, there you go. I just just thought, yeah, I'm never, 
never going to do this again. I don't think you know, who knows when you get the 
opportunity and when you're 21 you know nothing really matters, does it? You know 
nothing matters.  

So went to America, toured around, met some fabulous people, did some. Some 
fabulous things. Then did come home and thought, Okay, so now what? So then I 
thought, ah, skydiving. So I had my first sky dive and my first balloon flight on the 
same weekend. 

Really, really? 

Yes,  

Which was first? 

Skydive was first skydive was on the Saturday, and then balloon flight was on the 
Sunday. So the sky dive was on the Saturday, I did another sky dive on the Sunday, 
and then Sunday evening I had a balloon flight. 

Wow. Can you remember who the pilot was? 

Kay Lewis, so she was an Australian pilot, don't I'm not sure whether she's still flying. 
I don't, I don't think she's still flying anymore, but, yeah, she was, she was the pilot. 



It was she, was she private or commercial? Okay? 

I think eventually she, she went commercial. 

But, but, yeah, yeah. What did you think? And you went up, and… 

I thought it was amazing. It was, it was a very interesting flight, because the first part 
of the flight, it was, it was a double hop. The first part of the flight, the flight went 
nowhere, and she had, there, there were, there were people on board, like paying 
people. And the flight sort of went around in a in a little circle, and didn't really go very 
far. They jumped out. Said, thank you very much for the flight. Off. We took again, and 
we had a lovely flight over the wineries of Rutherglen in Australia.  

Brilliant.  

It was absolutely lovely.  

So then you decided to be a pilot? Did you?  

No, I'm I've never been a pilot. I had a little little go at being a pilot at one particular 
point, but I actually really enjoyed the groundwork. I think the groundwork is amazing. 
And you know, for the best will in the world, they all need a crew, and they all need a 
good crew. So I think I'm a good crew. I'm not sure whether anybody else does, but I 
think I'm a good crew. 

All Jennis are 

 Of course they are, of course they are. But no, I do stamp my foot every now and 
again and say, Please, can I go flying? And, you know, somebody else goes retrieving, 
and that's fine. And I'm perfectly happy with that, that just every now and again, just 
go for a flight. And that's lovely. 

So you must have got to know all the land owners, if you're working for Balloons Aloft, 
wherever that was around there. Yes, 

We got, we got to know quite a few. We got to know the ones that you needed to 
avoid. You got to know the ones that that would welcome you. You know, like in every 
country there's, there's ones that really don't, don't want to, don't want anybody to 
have any fun, you know, but yeah, on the whole, farmers have been amazing. You 
know, of course, you're going to find the ones that are going to be grumpy, but you 
know, you let them have their day, and that's fine. 



So when you've you were working for Balloons Aloft, doing the groundwork and 
booking people in, and booking smoothing farmers and land owners and things. How 
did Richard turn up?  

I wasn't doing the booking. I was actually mending the balloons. That's where I 
started. I was actually repairing the balloons. My first job in ballooning, was in 
sewing, was putting two balloons together. Two balloon works together. So the zigzag 
job is, and I took the top off one and the bottom off the other and joined the other two 
bits together. And that was, that was a pretty Wow. Big baptism of fire for me.  

It was because, I mean to get through, I mean, the stresses and strains of different 
fabrics. 

They were the same. They were the same fabrics, but, but one, one balloon had been 
in a fire, and the other balloon. I'm not quite sure what had happened to but I just 
remember they were both very smelly. But, you know, you get over that. So, yes, and, 
and it was the balloon. I can't even remember what it was called. I think one was La 
Dolce Vita, and one was, can't remember, can't remember what the other one was, 
but that that was my that was my first foray into ballooning. And then I was a repair 
girl for lots of lots of the time. And then from there, I went out crewing. 

You had your own land rover? 

There was a Land Rover. We had our retrieve vehicles which were mainly old 
ambulances, converted ambulances, very good. They were, you know, that was it, it 
was the way, you know, there weren't all the the safety things going on, the seat belts 
and all that sort of stuff. So, you know, it was a long time ago. 

So what can you remember the worst retrieve you ever did? 

Oh, that was in this country. 

Really do tell 

So it was a Bristol year Richard had taken off at about, I don't know, six o'clock, seven 
o'clock, something like that. There were two. There were more than two balloons, but 
these two landed together, and they had not a very long flight at all. And I eventually 
found them when they were being kicked out of the pub at 11 o'clock, 

Right 

I was Driving around and around. And it, to be fair, it was before, you know, mobile 
telephones and the radios weren't working and and all of all of the above. But yeah, 
that that was quite a memorable one. 



I'm assuming he took off at six or seven in the evening. 

Not yes, no, no, no, no in the evening. So yes, and you know at least both of the 
balloons were together and both of the crews were together. So yeah, we just, I just 
had absolutely no idea. No idea. Yes. 

And then when they were being kicked out of the pub, they had the balloons packed 
up, which was great. They couldn't really remember where the balloon was. So there 
we are. We did find them eventually. Fun times. Fun times. 

Have you ever sort of had to retrieve where it was really a very good retrieve, and the 
landowner was thrilled to see you either country, although I know you've flown in 
more than Australia. 

And yes, I think a more interesting retrieve I've had which, which I really enjoyed. 
Richard was flying for Flying Pictures, and I was retreating, and I had this a Citroen car 
at the time, and I looked on the map to where Richard had landed. He said, Yes, I've 
landed. And I said, okay, and the place on the map was Troublesome Reach. And I 
thought, Okay, well, this is, this is fine, and it was Troublesome reach. But I went and 
found where the balloon was. I went knocked on the lady's door, and she looked at 
me like I'd come from another planet and that that's fine. I said to her, you know, 
we've landed a hot air balloon. It's, it's down behind the ridge.  

And she said, Yes, of course. I said, Well, you know, I can take you there to show you. 
And she said, Yes, of course. Okay. So she put her arm around me, and off we went, 
down just to the end of her driveway, or the end of her her lawn, as it were, and she 
saw the balloon there, and she threw up her arms, and she just changed completely. 
And she said,  

There's a home for people you know, that aren't quite right, just down the way. She 
said, they escape up here quite often. And she said, I thought you were one of those. 
So she said, Yes, yes. And then she got her Land Rover out, and we went down in her 
Land Rover, and we got the balloon back, and that that was just great, because the 
Citroen had no four wheel drive. It had nothing. So, yeah, she. 

So you were able to prove you didn't have Alzheimer's or dementia, or dementia.  

Yes, that I you know, she was a lovely lady to come across. And I guess, you know, 
those people did escape. You know she’d be the right person to escape to. So, yeah, 
she was lovely, really nice. 

They were all hot air balloons. But Richard also does gas so you are, you conversant 
with inflating gas balloons and mending them and things  



Not, not really mending. Them. I mean, I've been through a mending, mending them 
was mainly gluing as opposed to sewing. I can remember getting the gas balloon out 
and just cold, inflating with air and etching it up with these patches with this sticky 
blue stuff on it. So, yes, yes, I'm, I'm not really that conversant with with gas balloons, 
but have have been involved in a few inflations and the nets and the sandbags, and, 
you know, have been for one flight in a gas balloon, which was amazing, 

yeah. Mmm, in which country, 

That was in Belgium, that was from St Niklaas in Belgium. I Remember that? And, and 
the, the most amazing thing for me is in a hot air balloon, you know, you go over 
animals and, you know, some, sometimes they run, sometimes they don't, but the 
dogs bark, you know, if they see the dogs are barking and the gas balloon, there's no 
noise, and the dogs still bark, which I found quite amazing, quite amazing, you know, 
I think it must be a rather than the noise of a hot air balloon. I think it must be the 
presence of a balloon, rather than, you know, there's something there. What is it? I 
need to bark. 

You've never been attacked by a dog, though 

Not through ballooning. No. Wow. 

Are you still Australian, or English. Have you taken nationality over here? 

I have still have my Australian passport. So now I am still Australian. I am still 
Australian. I do go back very regularly, hopefully going back again. My dad's 102 in 
October.  

My goodness, happy birthday. Dad. 

Happy birthday. Dad, yes, yes. So hopefully we will ,his brain is still amazingly sharp. 
His body's falling apart, as perhaps, you know, any 102 year old body does, but, but 
yes, he's he's he's still pretty amazing. So I need to, need to get back to see him. So 
hopefully over Christmas time I'll go 

and Richard will go with you. Yeah, 

Probably not this time. He may. He may not. He has been spending quite a lot of time 
in Australia over the last 10 years, but the the contracts that he's had out there have 
just dried up, really. So, yeah, it's time, time to move on, but he he may come back, 
but, but it's unlikely that he'll come back. 

Okay. Does he see much of his nephew? Do you? Does he work with him?  



Um, no niece, sorry, niece and nephew, they, they've got their own lives. They're sort 
of living vaguely locally, but, yeah, not, not really that involved in ballooning, 

Right? Don't worry about that. As you I was more interested in, far more interested, far 
more Well, I wouldn't say that. So apart from all this ballooning and retrieving you, you 
had another interest, I believe, 

Which particular one? 

Oh, what have you got? Tell me, maybe a lot, I don't know, come on, 

well, I was skydiving for a little while. That was that. That was fun. I not over here, but, 
but in Australia, I was skydiving for for a little while, which I really enjoyed. But it sort 
of came to a came to an end, as as things like that do again, you know, I met a lot of 
fabulous people, lot of interesting characters, like aviation throws at you. It's great, 
really great. So yeah, I also have here that it's brilliant. You get brilliant meals, 
because Jen is a good cook.  

So you're interested in cookery? Are you? 

Yes? Yes, that cooking is probably my passion, I suppose. Now I work at an outdoor 
education centre, just very local, and I'm the cook there, which, which is great fun, 
really good fun. We're owned by a London borough, and we we bring kids from 
London borough that don't get to see very much at all really. So we bring them up and 
give them a really lovely time. We take them gorge walking and canoeing and caving 
and. And rock climbing and doing all sorts of things, and then we feed them.  

So any ballooning, do they see the balloons?  

No, no, no, not, not, not very often. It's a it's a very horse populated area where where 
we work. So, you know, we'd rather not take the balloons there. 

Do you want to mention the borough in London, 

Barking and Dagenham? 

Okay, so I'll put that in. Yeah, yeah, yep. So cooking, you're a good cook. You're 
passionate about it. Have you got any Are you sort of, are you a cake person or a meat 
person or a pasta person, fish? 

Oh, I like sweet baking. I like baking. I like doing. I like changes. I like doing different 
things. You know, barbecuing, give me a barbecue, and I'll give you a give you a dinner 
party. If you give me a barbecue, come up? Okay, yes, I have a I think I have a 
reputation around here say, oh, Jen's having a Barbie. Oh, can we come Okay, yeah, 



sure, so. So that's really nice. I you know, that's, that's a nice thing, but it's just just 
something I love to do, really, really enjoy that it's a sort of an escape, I guess. 

So, have you got any brothers and sisters who come over and and stay, and go 
ballooning with you and Richard, 

No, Yes, I have got brothers and sisters. So I've got an older sister, and I've got two 
older brothers. I'm the baby of the family, and I'm really the only one that hasn't gone 
down the straight line down the middle of the road. My sister is a florist, or was a 
florist. She has now retired, and she's been my dad's carer for the last sort of couple 
of years, and now dad's just gone into a into a home. So she's she's finding her own 
life now which is, which is really, really good.  

I have a niece who I'm very close to, her daughter, and she, she's a bit bit like me, you 
know, she likes to do different things and get out there, and she's an outdoor 
education instructor as well.  

So, you know, that's great, but my brothers are, one is very car orientated. He's just 
gone back home to Australia from being about 10 years in America. So he's, he's sort 
of involved in that. But, yeah, none really have a, have an interest in ballooning, apart 
from my niece, really. 

So when you were in Australia, going back to your youth, when you were working for 
balloons aloft and mending balloons and doing retrieve, did either of your parents or 
your siblings ever get a flight? 

Dad had a tethered flight. I doubt he was over here. I think Dad had a tethered flight 
over here. They weren't really that keen. They, you know, they were offered, but, you 
know, they weren't really, and that's fine. That's fine.  

But they did enjoy, they enjoy the spectacle of ballooning. You know, I think the last 
time dad probably saw a balloon was we went to a balloon meet in Leyton, in 
Australia, and which wasn't very far from where dad was living at the time, and he 
came over, and that was really nice to see him over there, you know. And he was so 
excited. So, yeah, that's nice, you know. I think they have an interest. But I think it's 
‘let her do that, and we'll just watch’, yes, an interest in cookery.  

Jen, is there anything else you'd like to tell to people of the British Balloon Museum 
about yourself, being a woman among women of intrigue, 

A woman of intrigue. Oh, I just like being me. I just like being, you know, in the 
background. I'm quite happy to be, you know, let somebody else do the talking. I am 
quite happy just to support, I guess, and that's, that's what I really, really enjoy doing. 



Just sort of be there supporting, and if I have to, I will take the lead role, but I'd really 
much rather be in the background supporting. 

Well. Jennie Pierce. It's been a delight finding out more about you, and hopefully we'll 
see you at the BBM&L luncheon in October.  

Let's hope so. Yeah, I hope so.  

Thank you very much indeed.  

It's my great pleasure. Just take care. All right?  

You too, take care.  

 

 


