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My name is Jennifer d’Alton, British Balloon Museum and Library and I'm really
excited that this afternoon. I'm talking to Kevin Meehan who | first met when he
was flying balloons way back, hundreds of years ago.

And he's become became a very respectable and well thought of senior balloon
and airship examiner amongst other things. So thank you, Kevin, for spending this
time with me.

Can you remember what you were doing when you saw your first balloon?

Kevin Meehan
| can remember quite vividly. It was crewing for Terry Adams. We were both in the
Navy at Royal Naval Air Station Brawdy, And he said there's a party in Bristol this
weekend.

Do you want to come and | said yes, why not? He said can we take your car? In
hindsight | should have asked why, my car but my car had got a tow bar on it. And
we went to this party and then five o'clock the next morning he woke me up and
said ‘Come on. We're going ballooning.’ I said ‘what?’ ‘We're going ballooning.’
So we went out to a field somewhere. I've got no idea where it was. Somewhere
in Bristol. There was Mark Mark Westwood. | think Don was there. Terry? | can't
remember who the other person was. It might have been Giles was there as well.
And we laid the balloon out which was Jester or was it just Bristol Belle or Jester
probably Bristol Belle | think and
Jennifer d'Alton
maybe Don was flying Bristol Belle
Kevin Meehan
He could have been done as well. Yes. Yes. And then inflated the balloon. And
then Terry said follow us. And | got no idea where | was. | was somewhere in
Bristol and | followed the balloon and | got hooked on it from then.

Jennifer d'Alton
Wow. So you met and you found the balloon and balloonists. And then somebody
must have taught you to fly was that Terry?

Kevin Meehan
It was Terry again. Yes, yes.

My first flight was 1969 and that was with Terry and Giles Bulmer. That's when we
were at Brawdy, it was a running take-off. No-no fans. And | was the last one to be
thrown into the basket. And | vividly remember the landing where Terry said, we're
going to go through that hedge to slow down a little bit before landing and of
course it's a- it was a not a Velcro rip it was a Dutch lacing. So once you've pulled
that that's it.



We did go through this hedge at quite a fast rate of knots. Foolishly | was
watching it Ruff ruff, rather than bracing for the impact. And we went straight
through this hedge and eventually stopped in the next field. So that was my first
flight with Giles and Terry.

Jennifer d'Alton

You were hooked.

Kevin Meehan

| was hooked on it since then. Yes.

Jennifer d'Alton

Thank goodness how long did it take you to get your license if you're in the Royal
Navy?

Kevin Meehan

During 1970 | was PUT with Terry.

We did agricultural shows all over the country in Newcastle, Scotland, Nottingham
at a time when | think there was probably only less than 10 balloons in the
country.

And it wasn't until April 1971 that | managed to do my flight test and solo with
Mark Westwood and that was in Jester.

And again somewhere south of Bridgewater | think it was called Pinkney in the log
book I've written down here. And we did quite a long flight for the GFT then he
was happy to send me on my solo after that.

And it was an eighty-four one up and with one and a half cylinders of propane,
which meant it flew very lightly and | spent the first five minutes walking around
the basket thinking what do | do next? I've turned the burner on. I'm flying level.
What do | need to do next?

They eventually found a nice field to land in, and both Terry and Mark were there
for the landing. That was April 1971.

Jennifer d'Alton

Wow. Then you and Terry flew. | think it was Jester it had Fly Navy across the
side.

Kevin Meehan

That's right. Yes.

Jennifer d'Alton

Yes. | remember flying in that .

How did you take that on board ships.

Kevin Meehan

| mean, Terry took it on Ark Royal. | was on HMS Eagle and he was on Ark Royal.
And that's when he did his flight from Ark Royal to Malta. Yeah, but | was on
another ship at that time.

Jennifer d'Alton

Because you were at Lossiemouth on Hermes weren’t you?

Kevin Meehan



Lossiemouth and Hermes. Yes. Right. Those were the days yes. Having fun
having fun flying aircraft on and off aircraft carriers.

Jennifer d'Alton

So when you came back to England on leave, yes, did you rush off and buy
yourself a balloon?

Kevin Meehan

No, no, we | didn't get a balloon until 1974 which was Tiger Jack. That that came
from my bounty from the Navy after eight years’ service was just enough to buy a
Thunder 56 And that's how I could afford to buy a balloon. Helen chipped in and
bought the trailer.

But after getting my licence, | did a variety of flights in quite different balloons of
Piccard 57 that belonged to a group in Derbyshire. And then | was based at
Cottesmore for a time on loan to the Air Force. And there was a guy there with a
Western 65 | did some flights in that also flew Jeff Payne's balloon. For the night.
Yes. That was that was quite interesting.

Jennifer d'Alton

The Navy, the police force, and the Air Force. Yes.

Kevin Meehan

Yes, exactly. All together. Yes.

Jennifer d'Alton

How long did you have Tiger Jack?

Kevin Meehan

1974 We had its first flight was at the Icicle. And again | remember Simon Faithful,
volunteering to be cremation Charlie and Simon - Simon Faithful he was taking |
think it might a size twelve boot, and it was a little bit muddy. And we've got a
brand-new balloon that | got white fabric at the bottom.

When you looked at when | look at the photographs of it, there's size twelve
footprints on the inside. On the white, all Simon's!

Jennifer d'Alton

You must have put in a few hours then because if you had family to help you?
Kevin Meehan

Yes, we didn't do a huge amount of flying. Lots of fun flying with Tiger Jack.
Especially when | was based in Rutland, | had some good flights in Rutland.
Kevin Meehan

| crewed — crewed for Terry at the First World Championships in Albuquerque in
73 and got some flights with Tom Donnelly’s Thunder 77, the Union Jack G BAIR
Jennifer d'Alton

Oh yes. So when you left the Navy, what did you do then with balloons because
you see your life seems to been taken over by balloons and airships.

Kevin Meehan

| left the Navy in 74-75. 75 | left the Navy and I'm trying to think what | did after
leaving the Navy. | did a postgraduate degree at Liverpool University in Leisure



management. And | got a job at the Oval Sports Centre in Birkenhead, that's
where they did the film Chariots of Fire.

The sportsground there and | was the manager, | was manager of that sports
centre for two years, and did various things there with Tiger Jack.

We did a - don'’t if you can remember there was a TV program called ‘It's a
Knockout.’

We had to inflate the balloon for one of those events. Yes.

Oh, those who got roped in had to start a bonfire as well.

They had a big bonfire at the end of it and it had been raining. And they said was
there any way we could help with the burner to get the bonfire going?

So we got the basket and laid it out next to this big, massive bonfire and used the
burner to start the bonfire.

Jennifer d'Alton

I'd love to see pictures of that too. After you'd finished doing your leisure
management there, what did you do then?

Kevin Meehan

But | got | did two years as the manager at the sports centre.

And during that two years a friend who I'd met on the course at Liverpool Uni was
working in Saudi, and he kept asking me if | wanted to go and work out in Saudi
Arabia.

| really wasn't that keen on going to work out in Saudi Arabia, but he took this as |
was trying to get more money to go and work out in Saudi Arabia and eventually,
the tax free offer overcame my hesitancy to work out in Saudi Arabia and | went
out to Saudi for two years looking after petrochemical engineers and high voltage
engineers, of which | knew absolutely nothing, but it was well paid and they
thought | did quite a good job.

One of the problems working out there was with the workforce. There was a big
labour turnover. Guys would go out for six months. Once they had enough of that
they came back and the company had to replace the workers at their own cost.
So my job was to try and reduce the labour turnover. And one of the obvious
things was to try and talk to the guys out there and find out why they weren't
coming back.

And it boiled down to they didn't know if when their return flight was going to be to
get back to the UK. And they couldn't have regular deliveries of mail from home.
So once | started those two things out, labour turnover dropped and they offered
me a permanent job.

When | accepted the permanent job, things changed a little bit and they said | had
a choice - that the alternative job was to set up a recruiting company in the UK to
get new engineers out there, which | thought oh, that's okay.

The salary was quite good. And then we moved house from Birkenhead to near
Manchester Airport and got a really nice house bought thanks to the money from
Saudi .



| think about three weeks after we moved in the company changed their mind
saying that they weren't doing recruiting in Europe, could have gone work in the
offices in the States, or would you like to go back to Saudi Arabia and | said,
what's the alternative? And they said, Well, you are out of work. So having taken
out quite a big mortgage and a new baby. | thought this is interesting.

And there was an advert in one of the local papers for a training manager for one
of the training boards, and the big hook was it was based, home based and with a
with a car and | specified when | got the car could have a tow bar on it and they
said yes, so that that clinched the deal.

So then what | then did eight years with the Training Board, training supervisors
and managers and quite a lot of ballooning had a really, really accommodating
boss that said, these are your targets for the year. And | said, ‘just for the year,” he
said, ‘Yeah,’ | said, ‘Do you mind what part of the year it comes in’ and he said,
‘No, that's up to you.’

‘So if I have a few days off during the summer, that are not holiday, would that
matter?’ We shoeuld-ne crack on.’

So I've been most of the training in the winter, and most of the summer our
ballooning life it was during that time, there was quite a bit of work on with the
manufacturers on flying special shapes.

Especially with the first flight , | got a lot of work flying the special shapes for the
first time, to make sure that that they were okay to fly.

Some of them were more interesting than others. Right

Some you know that feeling sometimes, when you're just falling asleep when you
feel like you're falling off the edge of the curb where it's just that little ‘Oh,” and
some of them reacted like that. You’re flying along quite nicely in a gentle descent
and the next minute the gentle descent has gone into a much faster descent than
you wanted.

Jennifer d'Alton

I've got pictures of you and all sorts of balloons in your folder. Did you work for
Virgin at all?

Kevin Meehan

Yes that came that came afterwards. That was kind of a roundabout sort of
appointment that the CIA were looking for a balloon inspector and I'd applied and
Phil Dunnington had applied, think Ray Bailey had applied.

Somebody else | can't remember who else had applied for it. And | got a very nice
letter after the interview with the CIA saying thank you very much, but no thanks.
And | was casting around for another job. And I'd been approached by Virgin
Airship and Balloon Company if | would consider working for them as their
operations director. | thought Yeah, that sounds fun.

Again, that's based in Shropshire, not far away from home. That'll do fine. And |
went down to Gatwick to Virgin Atlantic's offices for an interview.

| accepted the job as Operations Director at Virgin Airship & Balloon company.
And on the way back, I got a phone call from the CIA.



That time it was one of those big brick telephones so | had to stop at the services
and phoned them back and they were offering me the job again as Phil had turned
down the position.

And | thought hang on, you know. You didn't want me in the first place. Yeah, I've
got a new job. So yes. So | started to think when | started with Virgin it must have
been 1989.

Jennifer d'Alton

You were with them for some time. might you know?

Kevin Meehan

1989 to 2000. I'm having a look.

Jennifer d'Alton

I've got an article here about you 2012. You were there. So you must be here.
Kevin Meehan

Yes. 2012 Yeah. So that was quite a quite a long stint there and had some great
fun. Because that was in the days when ballooning was, commercial ballooning.
Jennifer d'Alton

So you have Richard Branson and Per Lindstrand both involved in weren’t they
and Mike?

Kevin Meehan

Yes. Yes.

Jennifer d'Alton

So you took that great big, fancy balloons and put them in the right place with the
right nutcase pilot.

Kevin Meehan

That's kind of it. So some of the some of the some of the escapades with special
shapes were good fun.

One | remember quite distinctly was the Swatch balloons and | got a phone call.
From Cameron Balloons saying was | available to test fly one of the Swatch
balloons.

And this was when | was working for the Training Board. And Cameron said, you
know, can you do it? And | said, yes. So | spoke to my boss and said, Well, I'm
having a couple of days off and they said, Okay, fine.

And then Cameron's phoned back and apologized, saying the only flights they
could get me on for the Swatch watch balloon were via Moscow. And | said Why
am | going to Switzerland via Moscow, oh you're not going to Switzerland? You're
going to Japan? Yes.

So | hurriedly phoned my boss found my boss and said it might be more than a
couple of days.

Jennifer d'Alton

What is the crew like in Japan?

Kevin Meehan

Oh, brilliant. Absolutely. Brilliant. Really good. Yes. Yes.

Jennifer d'Alton



So have you had any really dramatic flights in a special shape? You can tell us
about.

Kevin Meehan

Some were hairier than others put it that way.

Some special shapes, one in particular, a sausage shaped balloon for an
American client. That was that was the one like falling off the edge.

Because on the test flight, you do a certain profile of low-level flight level flight.
slow climb not more than 500 foot per minute up to say 1000 feet level flight. slow
descent not more than 500 foot per minute down. And then back up again. But
climbing up 1000 foot a minute. And then level out and back down. 1000 foot a
minute.

The sausage shape one. Once you started going above 500 foot. It just started to
accelerate it wasn't slowing down no matter how much heat you're putting into it.
So that was that one was a bit hairy.

There was another one which was made out of translucent fabric in the in the
shape of a star and that was not particularly good. It started to - some of the
seams started to come apart in flight. So landed that one rather quickly. Itis |
remember Per always used to say on the Maiden flight, he said don't get it dirty.
Obviously, it's for a new client.

You know, that's that was the least of my worries. As a test pilot, my job was to
make sure it was reasonably air worthy.

| remember one day we did the — do you remember the Heller special shapes?
Yes, we took off from the field at the back of the factory landed in a very friendly
farmer's field and Per had come out with the crew. And he said it's only a chance
we can go back and do another one because the weather's still good.

So we left that | think it was the jellyfish one.

We left that being deflated because one of the things sometimes was the Velcro
apertures that they planned and built in were not particularly good for deflating the
balloon.

And sometimes | asked sometimes if | could fly the seamstress who built most of
the balloon because they knew that we were going to have to get the scissors out
or a knife to completely deflate it when we got on the ground.

And the jellyfish just sat there wasn't any air coming out of it at all. So we went
back to the factory got the next special shape and landing almost next to the one
that was still deflating in the field.

And when chatting to the farmer, he said | don't believe this, he said and then Per
said there is a third one that we built.

He said | don't believe you're going to land it in the same field. Luckily, the
weather had changed a bit by the time we got back to the factory.

Jennifer d'Alton
Did you ever take the seamstress up?



Kevin Meehan

yes. on quite a few of the flights took the seamstresses with me. Yes, yes. And
they really enjoyed it, you know, after all the hard work that they've done putting it
together. Yes. And then to fly in it.

And again, some memorable special shapes from Oswestry , Oswestry of the one
of them. sticks in my mind is the head, G HEAD an all-white balloon and that was
interesting. It was double skinned.

And we've flew just to the north of Oswestry a little bit. You are recording this. It
was a little bit Misty at the time. And as we got towards the north of Oswestry it
was a very nice playing field coming up and | thought okay, I'll land in there.

And that must have looked quite eerie of this white head.

Massive white head floating out of the mist and landing next to the school. What
was really nice was that it was a private school.

All the kids came rushing out, but they were all in they're all in their class lines in
straight lines. They were all well shepherded.

Another flight over Oswestry which was in much better weather conditions but it
was a Father Christmas and there was a pulley inside that you could make the
arm wave of Father Christmas.

And again, local school playing field.

Hundreds of kids came out and love to see this Father Christmas waving at them
as we came into and that was that was good fun the

The special shapes were good fun.

Jennifer d'Alton

Did you ever have any really horrible landings?

Kevin Meehan

Not really no. Some more exciting than others.

One of them was with Dave Partridge on the last one of the Heller shapes the
moon shape. And if you look at the moon shape, the basket is that all the end of
the balloon is probably fifteen metres below the basket. And we were looking at or
| was looking at approach into the field and | think on this flight the TV crew were
there.

And David said if we could get it close to the TV crew, that will be good. So we
came up - up to the field there's a big line of trees at the front of the field. | got a
good approach and then suddenly realized that there was fifteen foot of blue
balloon below me, rapidly had to climb and then try and dump it into the field.

So it was a positive landing | think would be the best way of describing it. And
Partridge said Good, that's great.

And he said I've got to go because | think he was locum and he was on call and
he had to get off.

Left me to pack it away.

Jennifer d'Alton

Because he was a doctor he has to go. Did your boys followed in your footsteps?
Balloon wise?



Kevin Meehan

No, not at all. Tom - Tom is and Tom is able to fly. But they're not - neither of them
were really that interested in taking it up?

I'll never forget we were doing Tom was crewing when Virgin balloon flights took
their balloons out to Italy for their flight training week in the winter and competition
winners they were competition.

Yes, yes, there was some competition winners on one of the flights. And Tom had
asked me if he could ever go on the burner.

So | stood obviously next to him in the beginning it was a 350 and with a bit of
encouragement, he was flying it quite well.
And one of the prize winners said to Tom, how long have you been flying then?
He looked at his watch and said 20 minutes to make them feel happy and so yes.
But he got a natural ability when we had the 77 he had a - anytime | taught them
for a flight he wanted to go on the burner but he didn't show any inclination of
wanting to take it up. Bikes, motorbikes. Were his speciality.

Jennifer d'Alton

Wow. Yes. And Dan?

Kevin Meehan

Dan never really he crewed a few times but it's never that. Yes.

Tom also did Virgin Airship and balloon company did lots of crewing ,and on the
airships.

Very pleased with some of the places they went to.

| think they did not do Euro 24 But Euro 2020, no longer than that. Somewhere in
Holland, where the Euros were, and they were well pleased because they
managed to get tickets to go to some of the games.

Jennifer d'Alton

You were a senior balloon, an airship examiner, where what kind of airships did
you learn on

Kevin Meehan

The first thing we had was the GA 42 which is the Thunder & Colt ship and then
the American Blimp Corporation Lightship. That was the one that we that we
operated.

Jennifer d'Alton

Did you fly one?

Kevin Meehan

| but | never got my licence, too busy managing it.

Jennifer d'Alton

Did you When was your last flight.

Kevin Meehan

balloon flight Yeah. 2022

Jennifer d'Alton

All right. Quite recently,

Kevin Meehan



Quite recently, and it was a solo flight and it was a lovely box.

Yes, most unusual in North Cheshire or anywhere.

Yes, exactly. Yes.

Yes. And yes, it was a remember it so well, because there was a box to start with
and then it's started to fade a little bit and | managed to do three approaches into
the same field.

Jennifer d'Alton

Wow. Yes. That's brilliant. Have you got this? Your current health problems are
not going to stop you flying again will they?

Kevin Meehan

yes, | can't declare myself medically anymore. | don't think | think | might be. I'd be
hard pressed to get a class 2 Medical..

Jennifer d'Alton

It's annoying for you.

Kevin Meehan

It is yes, but | just remember the good time to remember that last flight and so
well.

Jennifer d'Alton

But it is amazing the number of years you've been flying balloons and been
involved with them. And the people you must have met, do any standout in your
mind. People wise?

Kevin Meehan

| think probably Tom Donnelly is one, one of the ones that are remembered for a
long time. Yes, you're asking me about flights | don't know if you can you see
that?

Jennifer d'Alton

Up a bit. A bit further. (For people listening, Kevin is showing Jennifer a
photograph.) Oh, my goodness. What is that on the left?

Kevin Meehan

That's the Colossi of Memnon

Jennifer d'Alton

Ah, good heavens. That's a real one. It's not amazing. Wow. So did you fly out
there? Yes.

Kevin Meehan

Yes, that was we had two balloons that were the first two balloons in Luxor we set
the balloon ride operation up there and | employed a number of pilots on contract
Tom being one of them.

That flight was really quite interesting.

Tom always had a twinkle in his eye when he was going to do something. And
we'd been flying for about 45 minutes and we were flying parallel to the River Nile
and we came up | mean flying over the ruins there is absolutely amazing in terms
of just seeing the layout, especially of the Valley of the Kings, actually to see them
from above is really quite spectacular.
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| say we were doing this flight and part of the Egyptian authorities requirement
was there any contract pilot had to undertake a supervised flight with an examiner.
And Tom was an examiner and | was an examiner.
So we were on a bit of a jolly and as we started to approach the colossal Colossi
of Memnon. Tom looked at me with that twinkle that Tom had.
And | said Tom, no. Don't risk it will be in jail if we even touch them. And he said
now it'll be all right.
You know what Tom was like He placed the balloon between the two statues. And
I'm thinking as we go and pass thinking, don't go left. Don't go right. And the crew
| could hear the crew hollering down below they were obviously worried.
Yes, they were.
The passengers just thought it was great and so did Tom. And eventually so did I.
| mean, it was brilliant flying, and that sort of chance you don't give up that sort of
chance to do something like that.
You're never going to get that chance again.
Jennifer d'Alton
Did you fly out in Egypt a lot.
Kevin Meehan
| didn't fly out there permanently. | would go out there and when a contract was or
pilot contract was finishing, and they wanted to get back early and go and do a
couple of weeks, but | wasn't out there permanently.
But it was marvellous flying country. It really was. Was it? Yes. Especially in the
early days and the crews were really great. They were they were super.
Jennifer d'Alton
You were lucky.
Kevin Meehan
Oh yes. And there were only two balloons and | mean, it's like twenty-two now in
Luxor so they're just the two balloons.
Talking about crews. Another place where we had quite an interesting escapade.
was Jamaica. | got a phone call late one evening. And | thought it was a
somebody pulling my leg with an accent. Somebody like Colin Wolstenholme
maybe.

It's this person saying that they wanted 20 Balloons 10 from the USA and ten
from UK, all expenses paid to go out to Jamaica and fly for a festival.
And | thought, Oh, | don't believe this. But eventually the money came through to
organize the flights and to organize the shipping and everything. And one of the
things was that we met the first night with the organizer and said that we could
meet the crew the next morning so we met the crew the next morning and decided
which vehicle we thought was most suitable for fly flying in Jamaica.

And it was up in the hills so it wasn't exactly flat.

And | chose a guy with an old Chevrolet V8 truck beautiful sounding engine and |
thought that we'll have that and then we went to the customs to collect the
balloons.
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And the customs guy had explained that they'd had to look into some of the
envelopes. So they weren't sure if all the envelopes had gone back in the right
bags.
We don't know what they were looking for.
| do know that Helen was nearly arrested for bringing a banana into Jamaica!
Anyway, they the next morning it took us quite a time to sort out which balloons
were in which envelope bags and we showed the crew you know how to lay the
balloon out and everything.
The next morning we went out ,all the balloons were laid out connected to
the baskets with thank you thank you very much.
The second morning or the third morning check in morning. We got that
and they cold inflated them. No.
So we thought the third morning we better get out early because they might
have inflated! We had a great time there.
It was lovely flying light winds over the jungles.
And on the last couple of days they were setting up a Reggae Festival on the site
where we were flying from and the speakers were the size of houses.
And they did some testing and I'll tell you what. I've been in noisy
environments before on an aircraft carrier, this was even louder!

But Steve Doyle that was the guy's name, so | was trying to think of there was a
guy from the West Midlands Balloon Club, Steve Doyle who was working in
Jamaica on a tethered balloon ride somewhere further north and where we were.
And when he knew that we were coming out, he told us that you probably need to
bring wellies because it's very wet.

So all the crews brought brand new wellies out. When we left we donated the
wellies to the crew. They were very grateful for it.

But when we got when | got back to England | got a phone call from the
shippers to say the baskets were ready at Heathrow so went down to collect the
baskets and the customs guy said ‘Did you personally pack this basket? ‘I said.
‘No, no the crew have done it.’

‘So we have we have a bit of a problem.”’

‘Oh,’ | said, ‘oh why?’

‘Yeah. We've looked in the basket and it was full of pineapples, avocado, any
tropical fruit that you could think of was, was in the basket.” And he said, ‘I'm afraid
| can't let you take all of all of this with you.’

| said ‘well, how much? How much all of it. Can | take?’ Can Do you want to take
some? And can | take the rest?

And we came to an agreement that he would have his share that the Packers
would take their share and we still had lots of tropical fruit for the next couple of
weeks.

Jennifer d'Alton

It was this all the balloons it all the balloons have fruit in them or it's just yours?
Kevin Meehan
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Just ours and that's why it was that was why it's difficult to explain why yours?
Jennifer d'Alton

Maybe it's because Helen took a banana into Jamaica?

Kevin Meehan

It could have been exchanged for ...... Yes, yes.

Jennifer d'Alton

All Helens fault! Oh my goodness. That's a different sort of souvenirs being
brought back.

Kevin Meehan

Yes. Yes. Another one was again when | was working at ABC was the balloon
meeting in Wadi Rum for the Kings 50th birthday, the King of Jordan his 50th
birthday, and they wanted 50 Balloons organizing for it. Wow.

That wasn't difficult to get the fifty balloonists.

Again all expenses paid. Yes, a trip to Wadi Rum.

Jennifer d'Alton

But who coordinated it?

Kevin Meehan

That was Mark Lockwood and myself. All right.

And we had some really interesting flights because that's the first time balloons
have been flown in Wadi Rum around, again now, if you look at Wadi Rum there's
probably 10 or 12 Balloon Rides operating out of there.

| think Cary’s got a ride operation out there at the moment. Cary Crawley all right.
Jennifer d'Alton

He's been going for many years Cary.

Kevin Meehan

And the king wanted the balloons to fly past. He got a big Bedouin tent enclosure,
and his guards of honour were based on camels, and they were rushing around in
the desert, firing off their shots and everything.

A little bit like Lawrence of Arabia.

And the dust cloud was massive and they wanted the balloons to fly when the king
was ready.

And of course the king was ready at 2.30 in the afternoon. We thought okay, right
and whether he has got divine connections at 2.15 The wind dropped and it was
flat calm.

| said to my job was to coordinate the launch and they said was going to be
thermic, it's going to be windy.

| said let's just see what happens and say about 215pm the wind dropped and |
said to everybody come on, we've got a slot here.

Let's take it and that was the only afternoon in the 10 days we were out there that
it would be calm in the afternoon.

So obviously the king has got divine powers.

Yes.
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Jennifer d'Alton

Oh wow. When you go to these places, do you have your own met people or do
you have to rely on the local airports?

Kevin Meehan

Local airports, never much good for ballooning. So it's mainly yourself you look at
what's there. Look at the weather charts.

And sometimes the weather charts are non-existent. So it's very often it's a case
of what's it like this morning looked flyable, set of little helium balloon off, if that
doesn't dance around too much, then it's flyable.

Jennifer d'Alton

Are there any countries in the world where you wish you had flown?

Kevin Meehan

| don't really know. I think the countries where | have flown have been good fun.

| think Egypt's probably the best, Oman’s been - was - Oman was good fun. It's
my favourite place by a longshot.

Excellent, interesting flight in Singapore. That was for a client again, this was
when | was at Virgin Airship and Balloon company. | think it was Kent horizon was
the client and they wanted they wanted a balloon meet organizing. And | drawn
the short straw. | was trying, | was flying the 180 and again, north, north, north, of
north of Kuala Lumpur is jungle and not many tracks and not many places to land.
On one flight - and | would normally fly before the rest of the balloons, | found a
little clearing and it was obviously the only little clearing for the next few miles. |
landed and deflated the balloon and then within 10 minutes twenty other balloons
had landed in the same field on top of me. | had to wait for all of them to pack
away before — and it was sweltering it really was - the humidity was amazing.
Jennifer d’Alton
Incredible, incredible.

Kevin Meehan

And then then later on we had some good fun with the with the airships. Trying to
get permission to fly an American registered airship in Europe was sometimes
challenging.

So challenging at one stage in Italy, we had to reregister the airship to the to the
Italian register to get permission to fly. Yes.

Jennifer d’Alton

Was it a commercial one or just for passengers?

Kevin Meehan

Yes, commercial. Yes.

Jennifer d’Alton

You've certainly put some amazing adventures under your belt. Have you ever
thought about writing a book?

Kevin Meehan

Not sure.

Jennifer d'Alton
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You're not sure?

Kevin Meehan

Not sure. No. | don't . | am quite happy talking about it but committing to write it

down as a book might be a bit challenging for me.

Jennifer d'Alton

Well, this recording also comes with a transcript if you like | can when I've edited it

and pretend the odd thing like it always says blooming instead of ballooning. If |

put the odd comma in if you'd like a copy, yes, please. Yes. You can just sign it.

Yes.

Kevin Meehan

That would be so good.

One of the one of the stories | haven't told you about, two stories involved with

Sky Quest for the record attempts with Per and Richard, they were quite

interesting ones.

Jennifer d'Alton

So who asked you to be part of Sky Quest because that was quite a phenomenal

one.

Kevin Meehan

That was Mike Kendrick mainly asked me on that. Yes.

Because | was working for him obviously at that time. And Per has asked me on

the initial inflation at the airfield in East Anglia, which I'm trying to think of its

name, was it Wharton, where we did one of the inflation's where we knew it was a

little bit breezy. But the press were there, etcetera, etcetera and Per said ‘come

on, let's give ita go.’

That's when he fell off. Still holding on to the line became known as Per-drop.

After that,

Jennifer d'Alton

| like that. Per-drop Yeah.

Kevin Meehan

And then we did the | did a flight with Per in a capsule. Again, out of, | was going

to say, Oswestry, but it was right in eleven towns if | remember. And this was a

regular shaped balloon, but with a smaller scale capsule just to prove that it was

feasible, and trying to look out of the windows, they didn't put the doors on they

left the doors off, trying to look out the doors to see where you were landing.

That happened on some special shapes as well where I'm trying to think, which

was the one was the Calgary Stampede hat, cowboy hat.

And that the bottom of the hat came below the basket, so the only way you could

see where you were going was to put it into a descent to get the brim to go up.
And UFO, the UFO one was similar to that as well. Yes, everything hanging

down below the basket. And you had more pulleys than | can remember to try and

pull the appendage up so you could see where you were going.

Jennifer d'Alton

See where you were landing too!
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Kevin Meehan

That's it yes, yes.

Jennifer d'Alton

Crikey so what happened on Sky Quest, then?

Kevin Meehan

Well that’'s when Tom Donnelly and | were in charge of the launch. And what we
what we hadn't really calculated sufficiently was the amount of solar heat that the
envelope was going to generate.

So we've got it three quarters full. And we needed to get the capsule underneath
the envelope and then the hydraulic rams were designed to bring the flying wires
into the capsule.

Jennifer d'Alton

Did that work?

Kevin Meehan

No, that because the solar heating on the envelope had put too much air into the
envelope, hot, hot, hot air into the envelope without even using the burners when
we came to try and fasten them together, there was too much strain and one side
just would not come in.

We tried with a big tractor and a big rope to try and pull it in, but, but that didn't
work. And Tom and | were busily looking at each other wondering what to do next.
When there was you know, the big you know, on a big plastic zip when you first
hear that, that noise and then followed by - I'm trying to remember how many
flying wires there were, there must have been thirty-six or maybe more all start to
just go around like a zipper coming undone.

Next thing the envelope off it went on its own. And Tom jumped into the nearest
four by four, because we're in the middle of an Indian reservation, then Tom
jumped into a helicopter and | think they got to eleven or eleven and a half
thousand feet and it was still going up.

So that they just thought well, let's see what happens next. And that they followed,
followed it down. It was on an Indian reservation. And there was something about
landing helicopters on the Indian Reservation, never mind landing balloons on it.
And he came back jumped in a four by four went out to the site where it was. I'd
started to negotiate to get it back, to get the envelope back. Yes.

And | followed on a little bit later.

Once we've made sure the capsule was safe. There was nothing leaking.

And Tom took me to one side, he said ‘We've got a bit of a problem.” ‘Why is
that?’ He said ‘Well, the chief of the reservation is quite happy for us to get the
envelope back, but he's asking for compensation.’

So okay, any ideas what sort of, so we went, we went back to the chief when his
son was there, and his son came to one side and he said, I'm sure | can help you.
And Tom and | looked at each other.

Carry on, he said if you follow me and we'll go back into town and we'll go to the
liquor store. Of course there's no liquor available on the reservation.
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We ended up spending a couple of $100 on whisky, took it back to the
reservation, and we were able then to bring the envelope back.
Jennifer d'Alton
Incredible, you can't remember what part was Arizona. You're in?
Kevin Meehan
Yes. Yes.
Jennifer d'Alton
Amazing. That was sea Quest what was the other one you were going to tell me
about?
Kevin Meehan
| was going to tell you about the Lightship water ski-ing with Richard Branson
behind the airship for the Olympics. It was the Olympics in Barcelona. Yes, and as
a publicity stunt.

We've done a practice run in the UK earlier in the year of towing Richard on
water skis behind the airship.
| think they've done it for Baywatch in the States, so they wanted to do it for the
Winter Olympics, sorry, the Summer Olympics in Barcelona.
And we've got all the press | think there were about seven or eight press boats
following us and we got Richard in one boat next to mine. And it was Jim Dexter
who was flying the airship and he had flown from the local airfield.
He circled slowly round. And | looked and | said on the radio, | said to him, ‘Jim,
Jim, where's the tow rope?’
Because the plan had been for him to take off with the tow rope attached only it
wasn't for some reason.
So we thought well, hang on. We've got that we've got the world's press here.
We've got Richard in the water and they want to photograph of him water ski.
So Jim thought that he could bring the airship in a hover and then switch the
engines off ballast the airship, so that he could just float just above the launch that
we were in and we would fasten another tow rope onto the onto the end of the not
the end of the airship, the onto the onto the undercarriage.
So there's this airship just slowly sinking towards us.
The crew member Jose was standing up trying to tie the tow rope and Richard
Branson’s in the water kind of saying what was going on.
Jennifer d'Alton
Delete that Andy. Yes,
Kevin Meehan
| can do that. Yes. Eventually Jose got it fastened off. Got the tow rope. Jim
started the engines up drifted away and then turned the ship around so that it was
lined up with Richard and he picked the tow rope up and managed to do his water
ski and the press were well impressed that we'd done another mad idea returns.
Jennifer d'Alton
Wow. Amazing. totally mad.
Kevin Meehan
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Yes. | mean other stories of the Lightship one of the jobs one of my jobs when we
first had the light ships in Europe, was to look at suitable sites for taking the
airship to suitable airfields, which needed hotel accommodation within 30 minutes
for fifteen people which in Europe is not that easy.

Compared to the states. In the states, you've got a travel Lodge, motel in every
place.

We were - I'd been to Leipzig this was for | think, craft or no it was probably Lieber
big crane manufacturers and we found the small airfield near Leipzig and whilst |
was at the airfield, | met the owner of the airfield.

| got talking to him telling him that I'd been in the Fleet Air Arm and he said | have
something interesting to show you, and in one of the old hangers on the airfield
were some very old Soviet aircraft from the cold war that was still there. And he
got talking about during the second world war he was a Messerschmitt pilot and
he was telling me some of his stories through the interpreter this was, because |
don't speak fluent German, but and he said, as soon as he saw a Spitfire or a
Hurricane, he said he had to and to quote his words and you you're going to have
to cut this one out. He said, | would shit myself.

Jennifer d'Alton

| didn't realize that they were held in such esteem.

Kevin Meehan

Oh crikey said yes, he said. As soon as they saw them, they knew that they were
going to be in for a fight.

Jennifer d'Alton

Yes horrible days. Horrible days,

Kevin Meehan

eighty years ago.

Jennifer d'Alton

Yes. Amazing | think that Kevin, you have blown my mind with some of your
stories this afternoon. Absolutely incredible. And | think anybody pressing the
button on the website will think so too.

Kevin Meehan

then thank you very much. Bye bye for now.
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