
 
 

 

  
 

 
 

 

  

  
 

 
 

  

 
 

 
 

 
 

  
 

 

   
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

   

 

  

John Baker’s Transcript 

Hello. John Baker, my name is Jennifer d’Alton, director of the British Balloon Museum and 
Library. And I'm really pleased that you're awake to talk to me this morning, and you can tell 
me how you came to be the go-to person for anything to do with balloon history, books, 
aeroplanes, absolutely everything. Good morning. 
John Baker 

Good morning. Jenny, well, I hope you've got a big piece of tape, because I think it will take a 
while. Big paper, big, big bit of paper, right? Well, it's started because of my interest in 
aeroplanes. 

Alright 

I was a school boy, and I started to, you know, sort of collect registrations, as you do, and I 
was around and realized that I wasn't seeing, I hadn't seen any of these balloons which were 
on the register. 
So I had aeroplanes that I'd seen, but big gaps where there were balloons and then I saw in 
September 69 

Thank you. 

I was driving my scooter. Well, I want to have my scooter licence. 

Jennifer d'Alton 

Oh did you have a Lambretta? 

Of course, it wasn't a very powerful one, only a cento. 

Jennifer d'Alton 

And how many mirrors did you have on it? 

John Baker 

Oh, well, I just had a few. Of course, I had a Union Jack spare wheel cover and all of that 

stuff. Yes, great stuff. 

So there was going to be a balloon in Winchester. Living in Chandler Ford, midway between 

Southampton and Winchester, six miles each way. I thought I would, so I saw this was on 

with now, here's a name you'll remember, Alan Freeman. Oh, Fluff, yes, and I went down to 

this recreation ground in Winchester one evening with lots of other people, because he was 

going to be there. And he was there. 

And then this, this hot air balloon was puffed up, which was London Pride One, very old, we 

consider it very old now, and in fact, a bit of a museum piece. 

But anyway, so I saw that and thought, Oh, this is, this is quite interesting. 
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Then in 1970 I joined air traffic control, and as an assistant, and was sort of looking at, well, 

just generally, with a group of other people that were interested in aeroplanes and other 

things. 

And we heard that there was going to be a balloon meet on at Newbury, which was the Icicle 

balloon meet, which was the first Icicle balloon meet in January 1973 ,so went down to see 

these balloons that were there, and got interested, and then started chasing balloons around 

the country. 

By then, I was driving a car, and we'd get two or three of us together to go to various balloon 

events, and I joined, very shortly after that, I joined the British Balloon and Airship Club so 

that I could get the details of balloon meets that were going on, and a friend of mine was 

supposed to join a plane spotting group so that we got to know about, you know, air shows 

and things that were on. 

Well, I don't think he don't think he ever joined, but I did, and I've been a member ever since. 

So I have quite an early BBAC membership number. 

Jennifer d'Alton 

What is your number? 

John Baker 

730 The British Balloon and Airship Club. 

So I was, I was chasing balloons around and looking at them and things like that. 

And I, I've always had an interest in second hand books. 

So I, I started seeing that there were second hand, the old second-hand aero books around. 

And at that time, I was in digs in Slough, Slough trading estate on the A4. 

And one day we went into Slough, and there was a new book shop with a number of 

remainder books. 

And there were, oh, six, eight books on airships, all at, you know, sort of two, three pounds 

each. And I thought, wow, I could, if I put a pound on each of those, I'd end up with a bit of 

money in my pocket and a few extra and, well, have, I'd have a free book and some money in 

my pocket. So I bought those. I think I probably still have one or two of them on my shelf to 

sell. 

Jennifer d'Alton 

Did you read them? Did you read any? 
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John Baker 

Oh, yes, yes, yeah. Oh, we had to read them. 

So that was, that was very early 70s. 72-73 then I went on an air traffic controllers course to 

become a radar controller from 74 to 77 and whilst I was doing that, I was posted around the 

country. 

So that meant I could drive around, go to airfields, look at aeroplanes, but also go into towns 

and things and look into second hand bookshops. 

So again, I would find books. 

So I got quite a good collection of books like that. And went on doing that and still doing it 

really. You know, if we go anywhere. I always have to search out a second-hand book shop to 

see if I can find any books that I don't have in my collection or that I can find somebody to 

buy. Because I have a sort of a mental list of who wants, which, which copies not, but not 

particularly having to be balloon or airship books, but just general books, 

Jennifer d'Alton 

Really? Do you, do you not have any? 

Do you have genres in your piles of books everywhere you've got airships, balloons, 

aeroplanes? 

John Baker 

Yes, I have. I have two rooms in the house here, one I call my library, with over 13 book 

cases of books on balloons and airships, I have one bookcase with every book in there has 

been signed by the author. May not be to me, it may just be an author's signature, yeah. So 

it's been handled by the author. 

I have, then I split them into balloon or airship books. So I have, I have another 8, book cases 

like that. Then I have another three book cases where I have all of the books sorted out into 

which language they are. So I, you know, I have your standard sort of French and German 

and whatever. 

And then I went to a book fair one time, and this chap said, 

You're the bloke who wants books, books on balloons and airships. He said, I've got one you 

won't have. 

Well, that's, oh, you know, oh well, you know, what a challenge. 

So I said, Okay, what is it said it's this one here, and it was a book written in Esperanto. 
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Oh, wow. 

So you'll have to look that one. So if nobody knows what Esperanto is, you'll just have to look 

it up. And so I've got a book on Esperanto. I was collecting books. So in the early 70s, I was 

collecting books and hot air balloon joining, joining a balloon group, and things like that, 

which I can talk about a bit later. But just continuing on the books. I also went down to a 

balloon meet with my wife and family by then, 

A balloon meeting near Leeds Castle, or at Leeds Castle, all right. So I went there, and 

whilst, whilst there, I had my in laws with me as well. So we said, oh, let's go to the coast. So 

we went to Faversham in Kent. Very nice book shop there. 

And I went in and said, Do you have anything on balloons or airships? Girl said, I think we've 

got something in the cabinet here. And she came out and said, Oh yes, we have this one. 

And I said, Oh, right, okay, I think it was, it must have been 1980s by then, and this 

bookcase, this book was written by an American and a Norwegian. The Norwegian was But 

actually, the book was signed by Roald Amundsen, my God, so I thought, Yeah, that's 

interesting., the artist Explorer, and he flew in an airship across the North Pole. 

So, you know, that was interesting in itself. But actually, the book was signed by Roald 

Amundsen, my God, so I thought, Yeah, that's interesting. I think at that time, I think it was, 

think I paid 55 pounds for it, to which, when I got when I showed it to my wife, she wasn't too 

impressed. 

Jennifer d'Alton 

55 pounds. Then! 

John Baker 

In the early 83 Yeah. So she went, ‘you've just spent all the housekeeping’. And I went, nah. 

She said, ‘You've got to have your own book of bank account for books’, makes sense. 

So I did that. And then every six months after that, she kept saying, How come you've got so 

many books, or how come you've bought a new bookcase? I said, it's because I've sold a few 

books, so therefore it's not come out the housekeeping. 

So she was happy in the end. So that was the sort of little book enter, or my little book 

enterprise. But then, going back to the early 70s, I was going to balloon meets, kept bumping 

into the same people and I, and I met a number of balloonists who were also involved with air 

traffic control, and they were the founder members of the Dante balloon group. 
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So eventually, when they had a when they had a vacancy come up, they asked me if I would 

like to join. So ‘says he just looking fiendishly through his notes to see when the date was’ so 

I joined the Dante balloon group in December 1976 

Jennifer d'Alton 

right. And 

John Baker 

Again, my wife was not too impressed with spending money in a nebulous balloon group, but 

once she realized that the balloon group was being sponsored by BOAC, which became 

British Airways, and the balloon group was being used to promote the airline. 

And the balloon crew would go overseas on some occasions, partners, wives could go along 

as well. She was quite - she became quite pleased with that. So she did do a few visits. We 

went to Finland together. We went to South Africa. So she, she was quite pleased with that. 

So how I’ve been in the Dante groups since nineteen- since 1976 that's quite a few years. 

Jennifer d'Alton 

Did you fly in that time, when was your first flight then? 

John Baker 

Oh, well, my, first fight was just before joining the balloon group, because I would go along to 

a balloon meet with my to be then wife. But at that time, my girlfriend, Ann and we would go 

along with I would, some people called it a two-man tent. I tend to call it a one-man tent, uh, a 

one man and a very close friend tent, yes, and we would, sometimes we managed to get a 

bed and breakfast or something like that when we went to a balloon meet. Other times we 

would go to we would just sort of pitch the tent. 

And there was the first British nationals before they were called the British nationals, but the 

first British competition meeting, it was held at Castle Howard in May 1975, so we were 

camping there, being kept awake by the wildlife…. 

Jennifer d'Alton 

By people in other tents? 

John Baker 

No - peacocks. I could strangle peacocks. They make horrendous noises, but I want to 

become royalty and eat peacock. 
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Best way to do it, but anyway, so I was, I was there , Ann came for the weekend, and then I 

took her to the station, and she went back down to London, and I was staying for the rest of 

the week, just helping generally crew there and I went to …. 

I just think. I'm just thinking that it must have been before 75 in fact, it must have been 

something like 73 I will have to check with Pete Bish and ask him, but he's away this 

weekend, so I can't do that. But I think it was, now, I think of it, but probably 72-73. 

It was 73 because I had not started my controllers course, and I was knocking around, you 

know, sort of kicking around a bit of things. 

And Tom Sage came up and said, “Well, you've been helping out with ballooning. Why don't 

you come and join Cameron balloons work for us, and you can get your balloon pilots 

licence. “ 

And I hummed and aaghed about it but decided to stick it out. 

And in fact, did get a controllers course, and I'm pleased that I didn't work for Cameron's in 

the end. 

But anyway, I flew with Pete Bish, being a member of the Dante group, and I flew in their 

balloon Dante at Castle Howard, and had a marvellous flight down towards Skeel in 

Yorkshire. 

And in those days, you didn't have, didn't have Flexi rigid or poles or anything like that to 

keep the burner from your head. So you had to wear a crash helmet, yeah, so that you didn't 

get brained. 

And so we, Peter and I, wore crash helmets, and I was, we were flying along, and I it was, it 

was just so different. 

Could he heard this strange noise, and thought, what's that? And looked around and realized 

that it wasn't an airplane about to fly into us, but in fact, it was a lorry about five miles away, 

climbing up a hill, and the gear changes and the noises from that were traveling upward as 

well as sideways. So as we were up in the air, the sound we could hear was coming from 

that, but if we had been on the ground, it would have been a much shorter distance away that 

we would have heard it, because all the sound would have been absorbed by the trees and 

the bushes and everything like that. But because we were floating above, we could hear this 

noise, and it took me ages to see it on the horizon almost. 

And we flew along, blew along, and we were what was called the Hare of the Hare and 

Hounds race. We were the balloon that was being chased by the other balloonists for the 

competition, and they had to land as close as possible to where we landed. 
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So we chose a nice big field landed. It was a little bit fast. We hit the ground. The basket 

tipped up and was upside down. And what was called in those days, or what is called a dog 

house, and we were both trapped underneath or inside the basket with three sides of basket, 

and the fourth side was the was the earth. 

So we eventually kicked it away from us and got out, no damage at all because we had our 

crash helmets on, and then stood there and watched the other balloons come in and 

plummet as well. 

Now that was quite fun. The number - there were a number of other balloons. They were all 

quite a distance away from us, rather than the modern balloonists, which count their sort of 

closest closeness by millimetres. This was by hundreds of meters in those days. 

And then somebody hit a power cable, and all the electricity went off to a local turkey farm. 

So the farmer came out and blamed us, the leaders, for landing there. 

But he settled down eventually, and way in the distance, we saw one balloon flying just way 

in the distance. So we realized who it was, a well-known fun balloonist who really wasn't 

interested in competition flying, Tim Godfrey, and I do remember Tim, he came and gave a 

talk to the balloon museum about his ballooning exploits, and at the end of the talk, he did 

donate to us his body to be used as a draft excluder. But thankfully, that was never 

completed, and we don't have it in the museum collection. 

Jennifer d'Alton 

Don't tell Angela, yeah. 

John Baker 

She will want to know where it is, yeah. 

So, so there was that. That's the That's it on. You know, I've been to many balloon meets in 

the 1970s went to the first, as I said, the first Icicle meet, 1973 at Marsh Benham, which is 

near Newbury. And then also in 1973 went to the big, the biggest balloon meet in the UK, 

which was at Cirencester park, which your mother was involved with, Jenny. 

Jennifer d'Alton 

I was there too 

John Baker 

Alright, little did we know we'd be chatting like this now, anyway. And then, in 1975 I went to 

the BBC Weston Park balloon meet, 
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Jennifer d'Alton 

yeah. 

John Baker 

1976 I went to a relatively small balloon meet at Norwich, Norwich University, on the first of 

May. 

Again, just there with my girlfriend, helping crew and helped inflate what was then the world's 

largest hot air balloon, the Gerrard A Heineken. 

So I helped inflate it, and was standing there looking at this, which at that time was very 

interesting, a large, huge balloon, 500,000 cubic feet. And also - hold on, and also the world's 

largest balloon at the time, and Tom Sage was one of the pilots, along with Christopher 

Davey. And they say to me, do you want to jump in? 

Well, I said, Well, I got my girlfriend with me. Oh, she can come in as well, because it had a 

double decker basket with a sort of a flight deck on the top, with six or eight burners at the 

top, a lower deck with windows and a wicker work door and a wooden ladder on the inside of 

the basket, 

Jennifer d'Alton 

And curtains. 

Don't forget the curtain. 

John Baker 

Don't forget the curtains. 

Yeah, so that was sponsored by the brewers Heineken. 

So of course, within the basket there were some cases of cans of Heineken. Christopher 

Davey had his own case, and he had his boxer dog with him as well. We took off, flew over 

Norwich, and we were going towards the coast, very gently, but it was very nice. But there 

was a problem, they always aimed to try and land on the long side of the basket. 

But this was before turning vents – to turn the balloon aound - were invented. So, you know 

that they did try to get it turned around, but no, it landed on the short side, which within sight 

of the coast and a lighthouse. I think it was Cromer so was quite interesting. 

So brace yourselves. 

8 



 
 

 

  

 

 

  

 

 

 

     

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

  

You know, there were a number of other pilots on board. So they started naming themselves, 

rather than, you know, the first pilot, second pilot, p1 p2 I think they got up to about P 14 or 

something, with all the people saying, well, if you're having that, I'm going to log this flight as 

whatever. 

So we eventually hit the ground on the short side, holding on, and it tipped up on end like 

that, and I was at the bottom, so I ended up with 10 people, a dog, a number of cases of 

Heineken all landed on me, so I ended up with a couple of crack ribs. 

But that's quite understandable, really. I'm not surprised. 

It was a memorable flight. I did see it later on, when I was working at Bournemouth in 1975 

so yes, I know I had seen it Before in 1975 and helped with the inflation for a record attempt 

when it took off from Studland, which is near Swanage, to fly across the channel and across 

France. 

And after I helped it inflate it, drove away, and that was that. 

And then I saw next day that, in fact, they'd landed just before the coast and aborted the 

flight. Oh, really, something was wrong, and they did the flight a month or two later. 

Jennifer d'Alton 

Big balloon. 

John Baker 

Very big 

Jennifer d'Alton 

when they built the basket down at Somerset Willow, it's now called the guy down there. His 

father was doing it, and they started building the basket, and they realized that they couldn't 

get it out of the building. It was too big, so they had to take bits down, knock bits of the door 

and make it bigger and do a temporary shelter outside so that it could build this balloon. 

John Baker 

Well, there's my interest in the historical side was with reading the books and finding out. And 

then I thought, well, the British Balloon & Airship club have an archivist, but I haven't seen 

anything written by him or whatever. 

So I eventually contacted him, and he said, Well, yes, my name's Brian Turpin, and I'm I've 

been a member for many years, but my true interest is airships. 

And I said, Well, I'm interested in balloons. Would you mind if I took over? 
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And he said, No, that's okay. 

So we didn't meet, but I somehow, I got hold of the cup, the cardboard box, which contained 

the BBC archives, a few membership lists, a few old magazines and that was that. So I 

became the British Balloon & Airship club archivist. 

And then I was then approached when the Newbury balloonist Mike Allen considered forming 

a national balloon museum as being a worthwhile person to have on the committee. So I 

was, I became a founder member of the British Balloon Museum & Library, along with your 

mother and David Liddiard, and Gwen Bellew and quite a number of others, Noel Lewis from 

Ireland, a lot of others who are no longer with us, and Alec Jenkinson. 

And I think there's Peter Sadler, who's very interested in aero Philately. 

There's Pete Bish in the Dante group, and myself, and I think we are the only three founder 

members still alive in 2024 

Jennifer d'Alton 

Good heavens. 

John Baker 

So that's, there's a little bit of a background there, is that what you would like that 

JD 

Jennifer d'Alton 

is perfect. Could you also tell me, when it comes to the history, Have you always had this 

phenomenal memory that I could ring you up and say who flew a balloon out of Paris or 

airship round the Eiffel Tower, and you'll be able to give me his life history and the name 

things like this. Is it just when you read a book, it goes in and sits there? 

John Baker 

In the majority of cases, yes, when I read a book, it goes in there. I have not read every book 

that I have, but I have read a large number. I  enjoy reading, and it yes, it just seems 

particularly interesting - I like to collect the obscure books from the point of view of being a 

local history book written by a local enthusiast, and you get lots of little background bits and 

pieces, and they just seem to lodge away in my head, or I will, and I will try and search some 

out, I will find that there has been an exhibition on somewhere, and there were, you know, 

there was a catalogue about what, what was on display. 
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So within my collection, as well as just having books, I have magazines, I have articles. 

There's a up until very recently, there was a magazine published called Flight, you know, a 

physical copy, rather than online. 

And that started in 1909, I think. 

And I am trying to get articles relating to balloons and airships, and I file those away in date 

order so that I have a useful reference, if somebody can give me a date or a year or 

something, which is also useful, because I have number of magazines which don't, which 

aren't produced anymore, as well as our own Dirigible from the Airship museum, or Aerostat, 

from the British Balloon and Airship Club, which, again, which your mother edited. 

So it's yeah, and then I sort of extended into things like stamps. And books or booklets about 

zeppelins, and it's now recently I've started collecting LP covers, vinyl covers, with pictures of 

balloons on the front. I'm not having any Led Zeppelin, because they have put a zeppelin on 

the front, but mainly balloons. And so I, uh, I've collected those. 

I found a my first one that I found was in a charity shop on the south coast. And a the woman 

was so overjoyed that I knew what it what the picture was, that she said, Oh, just take it. Take 

it. So that was, that was good. 

And that was a picture of a very early, British built hot air balloon, modern hot air balloon, 

shall we say, Yeah, which was a Malcolm Brighton balloon, which was owned by Franco 

Segri the Italian, Yes, and I recognize the picture. 

When that now because I recognize the picture is because in 1981 Pete Bish Dante group, 

plane spotter and everything else, Pete Bish and I produced a book called British Balloons, 

and the research for that involved travelling to - travelling to the manufacturers, the current 

manufacturers there making notes. 

And we were very pleased to be granted access by all of the manufacturers at the time, and 

they just said, you know, yes, you can use this for research purposes and make a note of it. 

But if you see something going on in the factory, please don't tell our rivals, or anything like 

that, and they knew that we would honour that that request. 

So we went up to London to Thunder balloons. We went to Bristol, to Cameron balloons, and 

also up to Oswestry to Lindstrand balloons, which was, in fact, was at that time, was called 

Colt balloons, and we made records in construction number order, found out a few interesting 

little stories. Yeah, the details have not been published as stories. But if you search through 

the book well enough, you'll see all this. 

Why is that that? And why is that that? 
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And I have had one or two people come and ask me questions about, you know, Why is that 

balloon registered to the Cyprus hang gliding club? and things like that, and all I could say to 

them, well, actually, we did see because it's a number of years ago, I can say we did see that 

it was actually, it was freighted to Damascus. 

We're not sure that it went there and other ones as well. 

Pete and I, because of our interest, have been contacted by all sorts of people. And there 

was a hot air balloon registered to Iceland. So it was TF, meaning Iceland, H, O, T, hot air 

balloon. 

And it was noted by customs that it air freighted around the world, but I don't think anybody's 

seen a photograph of the balloon inflated. 

So one time it was thoroughly inspected, and they found that the gas cylinders, which would 

normally be used for carrying propane, were in fact carrying drugs, and there have been a 

number of other cases where there was a balloon stolen in this country, which was then 

driven around Europe on its trailer, eventually was stopped by customs and again, found that 

the base of the cylinder had been cut off and the cylinder being stuffed with drugs, and the 

People were driving it around. No chance of putting propane in there at all, and this was 

recovered by the British customs, who returned the envelope to its original owner and kept 

one of the cylinders for their own black museum. And the owner of the returned items then 

donated one of the other cylinders to the blue museum. So that's in our collection with its little 

story as well. 

JD 

Jennifer d'Alton 

that'll be on the website as well as your stories. Well, 

JB 

John Baker 

yeah, so yeah, 

JD 

Jennifer d'Alton 

I can't thank you enough, John, because there were lots of things I knew about you. But I 

didn't know as much as you've told me today. 
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And then a lot of the Balloon meets, sort of, I obviously know quite a lot, having talked to Bob 

and Carol how a couple of days ago, who and their Castle Howard thing, it's all really 

fascinating. The whole thing is fascinating, it just… 

John Baker 

sort of interlocks, doesn't it? 

By Yeah, talking to a number of people at a reasonably close time you can, you can get, you 

know, the background, but you know, sort of in the 1980s I then got married and, and, oh, 

we've got 1970s I got married, and then children came along and things so that sort of put the 

stop on it. 

There was, well, 1983 of course, was 200 years of ballooning. 

So there were lots of events. 

Yeah, the British Balloon Airship club had an event at Longleat down in Somerset, and the 

weather was atrocious, and it rained. I was there with my wife, my first son, and, you know, a 

caravan, and my in laws went along as well in their little trailer tent, and we went straight from 

there down to Weymouth in Dorset and across on the ferry to Cherbourg in France to go to 

the World Championships, the world hot air balloon championships, which were being held at 

Nantes and we drove along, and we just happened to go past a chateau in Calvados called 

the Chateau Balleroi, which I think you know something about Jenny very well. We were 

there looking at the museum, and happened to meet the midwife that helped deliver our first 

son! No, both, all of us on holiday. 

Jennifer d'Alton 

Serendipity 

JB 

John Baker 

It was. And then we then continued on and parked on, you know, close to the launch field, 

next door to Crispin and Sarah Williams and their children, who were delighted to have a 

year-old child to look after the children were and Christopher, my son, looked out the window 

one day and went ‘balloon’ and said his first word. So, so that's it. 

Jennifer d'Alton 
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Well, that's brilliant. Stop our conversation, because I know the recording will say, ‘You've had 

enough, darling’. So John, thank you so much for spending time. It’s been absolutely 

fascinating. Thank you very much. 
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