
This is an oral history interview with Donald Cameron, recorded by Jonathan Kempster on 
behalf of the British balloon Museum and Library, recorded at the balloon factory in 
Bedminster, Bristol, on the third of November 2023. Thank you for speaking to me, Don. 

I'd like to talk about your early life. Can you tell me when and where you were born? 

 I was born in Glasgow in 1939, which is a terrible long time ago. But that was it essentially. 

 Can you tell me a little bit about your parents? What what did they do?  

Well, my parents were probably pretty normal people. My father was working in the civil service. 
And my mother, as normal at that time, didn't work. She had worked as a telephonist just in the 
days when they had when they needed such things. But since I was born in 1939, the war had 
started. And my father went off to war in North Africa. And sadly, my mother had developed 
breast cancer and died when I was at the age of about two. So I was left in the care of my 
grandparents. My grandfather was very much a great practical engineer. He had a lathe in a 
cupboard, and he did all sorts of things, never threw anything out, always repaired it. I learned a 
lot from him.  

What was your father's war service? Which Which branch? Did he said  

he was in the army in North Africa?  

And was he an engineer by trade as well? No, not really. He was a civil servant. I think you can 
call him.  

So do you think it was your grandfather's influence that pushed you in this direction? 

 Probably. Yes. Yes, very much. And what memories do you have of the war? I know you were 
very young. But were you evacuated for example, from Glasgow? No, no evacuation the area we 
were in wasn't one of the most dangerous ones. Although I can remember being woken up in the 
middle of the night and taken down to the air raid shelter, and the sound of the sirens. But, in 
fact, nothing happened. Mirrors.  

What about your school life? You went to Alan Glen school in Glasgow, what do you remember 
that?  

I mean, Glenn school was an unusual school in that it's it was its founder decree that it should 
be very much a science based school. It was not a highly expensive school, but it was a fee 
paying school. But I was lucky enough to get his bursary to go there free of charge. So so that 
was good.  

What were your favourite subjects?  

Oh, um, I think I did tend to go along with ethos and have science as a favourite subject. I also 
was a member of the Air Training Corps, which was an after school activity.  

Do you remember what you got up to in the ATC? 

 Oh, yes. Lots of that. We learned all sorts of things about aircraft systems and reproduced 
manuals. I can remember using ancient copying techniques and learn various useful things like 
Morse code.  

Did you ever get to fly?  



Oh, yes. In fact, I remember my first flight which was in Lincoln bomber, which is very similar to 
Lancaster is a later development of it. And that happened at an ATC camp at HIMS. ??? in 
Lincolnshire, I think it is. And later I managed to get a get an ATC flying Scholarship, which gave 
flying training up to ppl standard. And that was done on Tiger Moths.  

Can you describe what it was like flying a Tiger Moth?  

Tiger Moth is some. The time I did this training, I was already a model aircraft enthusiast and I 
knew a reasonable amount about how aeroplanes worked. And I understood the ailerons and 
elevators and the rudder. But I remember feeling that I could control one of these at a time, not 
all three at the same time. But after a while you learn it becomes just like tying an aeroplane to 
backside and going flying becomes instinctive.  

So this is what we'd call your mechanical advantage. 

The phrase the appropriate phrase, possibly.  

How many hours did you have to fly to achieve your licence? Sergios in those days, I think it's a 
bit more today. And when was that? Can you remember which year you achieved your ppl? Yes, 
that would be 67 or 68 around there. So that was well after your university years. No, that was 
some before. In fact, I had my notes No, no, I'm rolling 57 or 50. I have it wrong. Yes, 57 or 58. 
And so yeah, 

I'm sorry, wrong.  

So when you went to University of Glasgow 1959, you chose aeronautical engineering as your, 
your main subject. What influenced your choice, 

 Mainly because I'm been into aeroplanes and model aeroplanes and everything about flying for 
quite some time. So that was my interest. And also, the first thing I did when I got there was to 
go up to the university Air Squadron and apply to join.  

But how did you achieve the correct results at Alan Glen's to enter that course at Glasgow?  

Well, they had a system in those days where the Scottish universities have a joint system that if 
you're uncertain, slightly differently, the column highs and lows, I think he levels in all levels if 
you like. And if you had the right number of these, you got to go. So, in fact, in my earliest year at 
school and going back to my primary years, I think I must have been something of a dunce 
because after the first year, they decided that I hadn't made enough progress. And I should 
repeat my first year. So this meant that I was kind of one year behind, all the way through, which 
may have been an advantage because being more mature in the class, then it was in my fifth 
year at Alan Glen’s, I managed to get the qualification to go to university. So I didn't bother doing 
a six year and went straight to university.  

Were there any particular teachers, Alan Glen's? Who who influenced your decision to apply for 
university? 

I don't know about influencing the decision. But there certainly was some there were, which I 
can remember to this day, the science teachers and also, we did workshop classes in 
woodwork and metalwork. And I can remember the teacher there quite well. He was also the 
commanding officer of the Air Training Corps. So we saw him in uniform sometimes.  

Were you the first member of your family to go to university. Did you have brothers and sisters?  



Yes, I was. 

But did you have any siblings?  

No, I didn't, partly because my mother had died.  

So when you got to university, what was your ambition? How did you imagine the course would 
play out?  

Well, my ambition was to finish the course. 

It was a course where they very much encouraged us to do some work, which was relevant. We 
weren't allowed to go and sell hamburgers or something. So I worked at various aircraft 
manufacturing plants during the summers.  

Was that paid work? Or were you were you got paid but not very handsomely. Can you 
remember what sort of tasks you had to take on?  

Yes, I remember I went down to Prestwick, where the Scottish Aviation was working in and I can 
still remember some of the people there that I worked with some of the airframe fitters that 
were employed, building the aircraft. They were people whose previous jobs had been in 
shipyards, and very much heavier engineering, but still using rivets and things. And they were 
quite good. I can remember some of the classic remarks. I remember once, saying, This is really 
difficult, isn't it? And I remember the the chap saying, Look, Son, you should be glad it's difficult 
if it wasn't difficult if we lost his house, the street damage. So that was one. And I remember 
one chap who had a very strong Glasgow accent. And I thought you were an ignoramus at the 
time, but I remember his, his motto was, if in doubt, use a hammer. And I've realised the 
wisdom of that many times. Since. 

 How was the the University of Glasgow course organised per step? Presumably, there was a lot 
of theoretical knowledge to gain but also the practical part. 

Yes, it's more mathematical than the other branches of engineering, and regular mini lecture 
courses, and exams, of course, but there were also practical. We had a wind tunnel. And we did 
wind tunnel experiments. And wind tunnel was in the basement of the of the medical building 
was due to sections. And I remember in the afternoons one would feel the smell of the 
formaldehyde or whatever it was. 

So random memory.  

And you mentioned earlier that you'd got your gained your private pilot's licence in 1957. So, we 
managed to do much flying while you're at university.  

Well, having joined the University Air Squadron, I got to did flying in chipmunks and did a total of 
about 300 hours and in those over the time I was there much more civilised aeroplane than a 
Tiger Moth, although possibly less romantic.  

And what sorts of distances were you flying? What sort of courses,  

No great distances, most of the time it was just out and around. Although on one occasion I 
flew from, from Perth, where they were based, right down to Thorney  island, on the south 
coast. That was because we were moving the aircraft down to summer camp. And I was one of 
the students given the job to, to ferry it.  



And do you think having the ability to fly being a qualified pilot pushed you through your 
university years more easily? 

I don't know. It was certainly very enthusiastic about it. And everything feeds on everything else. 
So it probably didn't help me to think about the aero engineering. But I had no intention of 
becoming a pilot I intended to be to work in aero engineering.  

But did it feel natural to be in the air? 

Well, it's a big adventure to start with, is one of the most unnatural things for grown living 
mammals who learn to do but it after a while, you get used to it. And as I say, your go flying 
almost instinctively.  

I'm wondering as you were, you were a member of the ATC and then you're in the university Air 
Squadron, were you not tempted at any time to apply to the RAF.  

Many of the people in the university Air Squadron did go into the RAF. But I had decided not to 
do that, but to join the aircraft industry.  

And you graduated in 1961. Is that correct?  

Yes, that would be right. And what did you achieve?  

Second Class Honours, which annoyed me a bit. But who else? But you did go on to take a 
master's degree at Cornell University?   

Yes.  

Did that follow straight on from Glasgow or was there a gap year,  

Yes, there were some opportunities to do that. 

Remember, these opportunities were made known to us. And I looked at an interview. And I had 
to go through to Edinburgh where I had to sit in front of a panel of the greater good and be 
interviewed. And this was for a for a bursary to go to Harvard. And I got back in a couple of days 
later, I got a letter saying thanks buy NoThanks. But I realised from that, how I had mishandled 
the interview. And I went to the next one, which was for Cornell. And I think I've did a better job. 
So had it been the other way around, I would have gone to Harvard. 

But I'm wondering why you wanted to pursue academic study rather than actually start a hands 
on job.  

I don't know why. These opportunities were pointed out to us and seemed like a good idea.  

How were you to fund your masters? At Cornell?  

Well, the benefit of these things that were offered was that it was basically funded. So there was 
no problem about that. Not to any rich standard, of course, but on the other hand, it made it 
possible. So do you remember travelling to the United States to? Yes, I do. I had actually, in my 
last summer before graduating, I travelled to Canada. And my summer job was with the 
Canadian National Research Council, flown to Canada, I remember it was in a in a Bristol 
Britannia aeroplane. So I'd already been in North America once but I remember getting into New 
York and getting on the Greyhound bus, which took me upstate to where Cornell is. And I think 
when that age when you when you go across the Atlantic, you realise that there is you're here 
3000 miles from anyone you know, and well, you just have to get on with it.  



And that's something of course, that came back to you much later in life when you made your 
first attempt, and then second successful attempt to cross the Atlantic by balloon, but we'll go 
into detail on that later on. 

 How were you accommodated it at Cornell  

At  Cornell I found another British student. And the two of us rented a house, which was a little 
bit out of town. So we needed cars. So I remember I bought a car for $100. And although $100 
was worth more 

In those days, it was still about pretty near rock bottom for a car.  

And was your private pilot's licence recognised in the United States? 

It probably would have been, but I didn't have an opportunity to use it, though.  

And what was the organisation of the course? How long was it to be? And what what did it 
involve? 

 It was fairly open ended in practice, it was a year and a half, it really depended on getting 
enough credits as it were. So you sort of assembled the requirement? 

 And what was the teaching? Like? Was there much support? Or were you left to get on with it 
yourself? 

Yes, I think it wasn't too different. I think one of the things that I noticed that I didn't like too 
much was that it was more or less learning by rote learning that this is what it is. So learn it, and 
then practice using it. Whereas in Glasgow, that was a little more of this is this is how we know 
that this is true. So there's that little difference, but basically, not too different.  

And what about differences in language and terminology?  

Well, not too much. There are English speaking more or less. So? Yes. Only one was aware one 
was in America, but no real difficulties with communication.  

Could you see any differences at the time in how advanced aeronautical engineering was in the 
United States compared to United Kingdom? Was there any difference?  

Well, United States, I was studying more what they described as operational research and 
industrial engineering. So I wasn't really doing aeronautical engineering in the States.  

Did you have to come up with a thesis for your masters? 

I don't remember doing a single main thesis, but we had to, we certainly had to write reports 
and essays many times.  

And how did graduation take place? Do you remember,  

Graduation in in America was a non event because I couldn't it was due to take place quite a 
long time after I finished. And I couldn't just sit and twiddle my thumbs in America all this time. 
So I got my,  certificate in the post. So there obviously was a ceremony but I wasn't ay it. 

And was it your intention to then return to the United Kingdom and seek employment?  

Yeah, so I had them in the period from graduating at Glasgow, to leaving for America. I had 
begun work with the Bristol Aeroplane company. And I left them on the understanding that I 
would return after the, which I did. I then joined the company again.  



That's a long way from home in Glasgow, what what was the reason for moving as far as Bristol?  

Well, the trouble is the main centre of aircraft production is in the south, the of the aircraft 
production that impressed me, but it's quite a small unit. So he was a desire to be near the 
heart of things, I think, um,  

What was the nature of your your first role in Bristol?  

Well, first of all put into a graduate training scheme. And then I was working for a while on, I 
remember, we were working on the VC 10 cells, the we had immense trouble actually with the 
within the nacelle doors because they had to open to allow access to the jet engine. And getting 
them to close and fit flush. And getting the locks to line up was an immense problem. So we 
spent quite a bit of time on that. 

And what were the paying conditions at the time? 

Well, compared to being a student, the pay was a lot better. So I didn't query it much. And was 
that a we able to cover your domestic arrangements? Your accommodation?  

Oh, yes. 

Actually formed found any friendships at this time, perhaps romantic friendships by this time?  

Well, I know it's difficult to know my timing and things.  

Well, you'd have been I think, 24 years old by this time. 1963 Yes. 2324. Yeah. So So I mean, I 
wanted to, I did go out with girls a bit and not quite sure which year I met my my first wife. But 
yes, it was a bit of a social life. I also spent a lot of time from the beginning in Bristol, I spent a 
lot of time at the gliding Club, which was where in fact, we started to talk about ballooning.  

And your private pilot's licence did that allow you to fly gliders?  

You don't need a licence or in those days, that may have changed. No, you didn't need a licence 
to fly gliders. But you needed the authority of the instructors at the club. In fact, flying glider is 
has similarities to aeroplanes, but there's a difference because you're on the way down what 
have you do you unless you find some some rising air, and you have to plan for that.  

So this was your first experience of unpowered. Flight?  

Yes.  

How did it feel to be in that position in the air? 

 Oh, not too different. You, you take off with a winch launch and you fly in two seaters to begin 
with. And you give the signal to the winch operator to take up slack and then and then all out, 
and then it tightens up and the aircraft goes forward. And you are quite different from a powered 
aeroplane, you have to pull back very hard and, and you go up. And then when you're at the top 
of the climb, you release the cable, then you have a certain amount of time, if you don't find any 
lift, it's a different machine to learn as well. In a powered aeroplane, you slow down to come in 
for landing. But in a glider you actually speed up. This is to get you through any ground level 
turbulence. 

 I'm just wondering about the difference in terms of lack of power. So lack of control, is it? Is it a 
riskier business? Do you think flying? 



 Well, it shouldn't be if you if you doing it correctly, if you get below a certain height, then you 
pick a field any field and you land any suitable field. And this happens with aeroplanes too. One 
of the standard bits of training is you'll be flying along and 2000 feet, the instructor will chop the 
throttle and say your engines failed what you do, and you have to gain height with excess speed. 
And then you you look for a landing field and you fall might do a flight around it, and eventually 
come in over the fence. And the instructor then puts the power back on and takes it away. So 
you never actually do land out of course, because that would be quite a bit of bother if you had 
to do it. And I remember my first land out in a glider. I followed the drill formed the circuit 
worked it out, came into approach for lending. And then it came as a total surprise as I came 
over the hedge that there's no one going to put the power back on. This is it! 

So how would you grade your first landing?  

Well, it was successful enough. The first landing out most of the landings were only on the club 
field of course. 

 So it sounds like your your life at this time was really dominated by aeronautics you were. Your 
day job was at the Bristol Aeroplane company. And your leisure time seems to have been spent 
at the gliding club,  

I think that was probably true.  

Who was there at the time and in the gliding club. Do you remember any friendships? You 
formed them?  

Oh, yes, there are many, many people there. I can remember  the chief flying instructor. There 
he is. Apart from his aeronautical abilities. He was famed for drinking a yard of ale, which very 
few people can do. And he could do it in a very controlled manner. Person who probably started 
me on ballooning was Giles Bulmer, who was one of the family that makes cider. He brought a 
copy of the American National Geographic Magazine, which had illustrations of people using 
these new type of balloons that they had devised in America. And a group of us at the gliding 
club thought this might be worth getting into. And that was the first beginning of thinking of 
doing it.  

What sort of technology with the Americans using at this time with these were these gas 
balloons rather than hot air? 

No they were hot air  balloons, the of course, the Americans didn't invent the gas balloon, but 
the they had the two elements. Even the hot air balloon was first done in 1783 in Paris. So they 
didn't invent that they invented the two elements of the modern hot air balloon, which is using 
modern fabrics in order to make the envelope and using a controllable propane burner to heat 
the air. And these two things made it practical, because putting a bonfire underneath a silk and  
cotton envelope was less than practical.  

Can you tell me about your contact with the American test pilot Ed Yost?  

Well, I didn't really get to know Ed Yost until very much later. But he was one of the originators 
with this new type of equipment. In fact, he probably was the originator. He was certainly the 
leading one. But no, I didn't meet him until many decades later. 

 But you did contact him at the time to find out about his work.  

Well they I think the Raven company had just started to manufacture balloons. I think we 
contacted them to maybe buy one. I don't know how We arrived at the decision, but I think we 



decided it was too dear so we build our own. Although we probably as I often say, after we built 
our own, we realised the price was reasonable. By building our own, we learned a lot more. That 
was the Bristol  

Well, why did you want a balloon? You said you said you'd seen what was going on in America, 
you and your fellows at the Bristol gliding club and you thought that was a good idea? Was it for 
leisure pursuit? Or did you see beyond that?  

Oh, definitely for leisure at the time, just as we were gliding for leisure. We didn't have any ideas 
of starting a business was it by any means.  

So who was involved in the design of the Bristol Belle? This is your first ever balloon.  

The technical people who move in the group were were Mark Westwood and myself. But 
Malcolm Brighton, he was the chap who designed the basic balloon. Mark and I contributed 
afterwards really,  

Can you just take me through the process from from this coming up with this idea in the bar at 
the guiding hub to actually launching the Bristol Belle?  

Well, it was over a year later, wasn't it? Malcolm Brogdon, he had done some stuff before. So he 
was given the job of constructing the envelope the basket, I remember we,  met in a little group, 
and somebody was delegated to go off and try to arrange a basket for the balloon, and someone 
else arranged the load ring that would hold it and Malcolm had made an attempt he’s seen 
before in which he developed a burner. So we copied that burner, got the whole thing together. 
And in fact, the burners is here in the British balloon museum and library display  in this 
building.  

So just take me through the process of sourcing materials and and also funding the project.  

Well, we're funding was done by us all putting some money in. And I remember the I remember 
who arranged the bank account, said the bank manager said he was immensely heartened in 
these troubled Financial Times that somebody was prepared to invest in something like this.  

So was this really the first balloon of its type in Britain at this time?  

Yes, certainly. Probably almost the first year in Europe, there was a chap in Finland who did 
make a modern hot air balloon, but not really. It was not really the same as so similar to the type 
that's emerged, but still fine bit of pioneering.  

And what was your ambition? As you were getting about this project? What did you think would 
happen at the end of the process? 

 I don't think we had much ambition. the ambition was to make this thing and then learn how to 
fly it, which we did. We had immense help from Wing Commander Turnbull. Basically, a 
parachute instruction officer also met he also commanded the very small RAF balloon unit 
which still existed, which was given up I think, shortly afterwards.  

How did the RS balloons differ to the one that you were constructing?  

Well, they were against balloons, and of course, the RAF had the barrage type balloons, which 
were used for parachute instruction.  

So what was pioneering about your design? Can you explain to me the difference between gas 
balloons and hot air balloons?  



Well, gas balloons are made of fabric, which will contain the lighter than air gases, and they 
have to be much more gas tight. And the hot air balloon, you couldn't have stitch holes, for 
example, everything has to be sealed perfectly. Because the lighter than air gases hydrogen or 
helium will go through holes very much more easily than than air will. So they tend to be a 
heavier fabric. 

The type behind was a fabric balloon, which was contained within a net and the net is 
connected to the basket. And then to fly it, you'd pull a line which could vent some of the gas 
out. Or you could throw out sand to increase your your lift. How to reduce your weight. In any 
case, the hot air balloon is completely different. We don't have any sandbags. It's inflated with 
hot air, just ambient air which is heated so we don't need a gas tanker to attend our launch. And 
so it's very much cheaper and more easier to do. And then you increase lift by burning a bit 
more, and you decrease lift by burning a bit less. So a very different type of flying.  

So would you say the hot air balloon is more controllable than the gas balloon? Well, it is 
possible to control the gospel and people become very good at it. But it's certainly a lot more 
convenient and a lot less expensive. 

 Talking about expense, how much did this project cost? 

I don't know what it wasn't, I think a couple of 100 pounds. It was quite a big investment. 

 And how many of you were involved in total ? 

 seven, the group was known as seven up at one point. How did you decide on the type of fabric 
you've just spoken technically about the importance. We went for Spinnaker fabric, which 
seemed to fill the bill alright being reasonably airtight and light enough, strong enough  

And who was in overall charge of the design was not your job. 

I don't think anybody was Malcolm  Brian was more than anybody. But I think it was a bit of a 
committee job.  

How did you feel you were applying what you've learned at university and Bristol Aeroplane 
company to this particular project? Was it relevant? 

None of them seem relevant at the start, but only very fresh, or one of the earliest inflations of 
the rest of the world. It actually split. Then, the ability to do stress calculations seemed to be 
appropriate. 

I studied it extensively and Malcolm was a great engineer, great practical engineer. But he 
wasn't really a theoretical engineer. And I think he missed the one of the dangerous so I did 
calculations of the stresses in the in the envelope and designed reinforcements and repairs, 
which we did and after that, it was, I think, much safer. And I think we could have the beginning 
had we things would have different differently. I think some of us could have killed ourselves, 
but we haven't got away with that. 

And the first successful flight was in July 67, in Oxford. How did you decide upon this the launch 
site, and did you need permission to do it? 

Well, we had the Wing Commander Turnbull helping us. So the decision of the launch site was 
his suggestion, which was a satellite airfield which was on the east one. So that was the 
mission. And we did so many of our initial trials.  



And how long was the first fight and who was on board?  

Well, we did a number of hops, just going across the airfield and walking it back and making 
another little flight. I remember the first real cross country flight was Mark Westwood, myself 
and the Wing Commander. And the only time in my learning career that I've taken off the airfield 
and landed at another airfield. And so we took off from Western on the green and learned at 
Bicester Gliding Club was one at a lot of reciprocal activity with the sound gliding club. So we 
kind of knew that people. 

Great place to land.  

How long was the flight? 

 I just don't think it was very long. It's probably in my log book, I could look it up but probably 
about 20 minutes or so. And what time of day did you launch? 

afternoon I'm sure. We didn't concentrate quite so hard in those days, flying only in the morning 
and evening. I know we had a bit of a bumpy landing. 

Wing commander was quite annoying because his cap and his glasses fell off. And the basket 
ran over them and didn't do them any good. And this is all caused by the fact that Mark and I 
were instead of one of us being in charge in a military manner. We were sort of discussing it like 
a committee and we didn't burn enough for to smooth the landing.  

What fuel were you using for the burner?  

Propane since then still do.  

Are there  any inherent risks. 

Programming certain precautions when you're handling it, but it's not terribly risky. No, I 
wouldn't say as long as you're doing the proper drills. Alright.  

And do you remember what the weather was like? On that first flight of Bristol  Belle?  

I think it was acceptable. Certainly wasn't raining, which seemed okay.  

Can you describe the balloon? The balloon can you describe the Bristol Belle 

 Yes, it was Red and white. I remember we had an article of our early tests in the The Daily 
Telegraph colour supplement on the front of it with its red and white colours. Different from the 
modern balloon it it had loose wires connecting the burner to the basket. So the burner was as 
it were floating held up by the tension of the wires which, of course paralled the gas balloon 
practice. So apart from that it wasn't too different from the modern balloon . 

And who named the balloon who came up with a name? 

I don't know I think it was called the Bristol Belle, some of the jokes. We might call it the 
Brighton Belle after Malcolm Brighton,  but Bristol Bell is what stuck. 

 And does that balloon still exist today?  

Yes, it does. And I think we have it here. We had it out a couple of years. ago for its 50th 
anniversary. 

 Is it still air worthy?  



No, no. Although I have flown it recently. And I wouldn't take it more than about six feet off the 
ground. It would be it's very fragile. 

 And you mentioned that the Telegraph newspaper had a photograph on the front cover of the 
Bristol Belle. Did that in itself generate further press interest? I mean, you were pioneers. 

 Yes. I think we became a bit known because we were the only balloon in the country. So it was 
an extraordinary thing. We  managed  to pay all our expenses by doing shows. So remember, the 
standard thing was we charge 100 pounds to go and do a show at some fete or carnival and we 
take off some ridiculous time like mid afternoon. 

 Did you take paying passengers?  

No, I don't think we did that through that time. Probably not legal. But we didn't get around to 
doing that. It was mainly the demonstrations from what were the legal requirements at the time. 

 You said you had the advantage of having an RAF man on the inside Wing Commander for your 
first flight. Going beyond that. Now you were perhaps straying into unknown territory.  

It  was a balloon pilot's licence, which had existed for gas balloons for many years. And we were 
doing a training course. 

Mark Westwood and I  were the first ones to go through and the idea was that we get us 
qualified, and we could then fly with the others. So we did this training course and built up the 
hours, and I was the first one to actually qualify. And, to my great regret. I was the first person in 
this country to receive a hot air balloon pilot's licence. And I would much rather have been the 
last one to receive a licence which qualified me for all balloons. But there we are. That's history.  

And  was it at this point that you were moving from ballooning as a hobby to perhaps moving 
into it as a career or more commercial part? 

 Some time away from that, really,  

But in 1968, you founded omega.  

Omega Balloons was founded a bit later. That was Mark and Jerry Turnbull. And another guy 
called Leslie Goldsmith, and myself, we found that we built half a dozen balloons, but then we 
kind of split up. Mark went off to do Western balloons. I did it on my own for a while. I was joined 
by Tom sage who was one of the original Hot Air Group. So we went in different ways. Leslie 
Goldsmith, was very interested in Jerry Turnbull in it other things.  

Were these all people you've met at the Bristol gliding club. 

No other people have met through through ballooning. And ballooning was growing. The London 
gliding club, they had acquired a balloon from Picard, Don Picard in California. I actually did 
some time in that helping them to fly it and to learn it .  

And during those couple of years of of omega balloons, existence, you said you constructed, 
maybe ia dozen balloons. Who are your clients? Who are you building balloons for? 

It was very, varied bunch of people. Ballooning was so rare at that time that everyone interested 
in it in  different countries were writing to each other and keeping in touch and the first Omega 
balloon I remember went to Denmark and then I think the next one to France. 



Were you still learning construction techniques as you went along. Did each balloon get slightly 
better than the previous one?  

Well, some of the Omega balloons they were built by subcontract by the CQ parachute 
company. So when we did that, we were able to finish off some things and that sort of thing. 

So you were not necessarily building your own designs. 

 It was our own design, but it was being being built on the subcontract.  

And we you doing all of the design work yourself or to do was it collaborative? 

 I was doing much of it. In those days. We had a I would do it with paper on a drawing board, 
using a slide rule for the calculations quite different from what our chaps upstairs are doing 
now, with computer aided design, where they can design things in three dimensions, get them 
rotating on the screen and so on and nothing like that in those days.  

So what is the process with with pencil and paper and slide would look designing a balloon 
what presumably you need to know what the load requirements are.  

You have to calculate the load and calculate the stresses in the different parts which is not too 
hard compared to calculating the stresses in an aeroplane.  

And what were your your customers’ needs at the time what sort of load capacity did they 
require? 

Very tremendously. I think essentially they were doing it because it was such fun. Such an 
amazing attention - getting diverse being the only one in the country is probably quite a lot of 
fun. I remember after starting on my own my first customer that was looked after independently 
was a chap called Teddy Hall. He was an amazing character. He was , when we did training 
flights with him. We'd land on on the field and he would always be a personal friend of some 
aristocrat who owned the land, and he seemed to be very well connected. He was a professor 
at Oxford, but he also have most interesting house in which in the back garden, which was love. 
He had an engineering company making scientific instruments. And he was quite an 
extraordinary character. 

I remember one time we learned the blue we went to the house of the people who he knew, of 
course, the person who was there was a chap who was named as slips me for the moment but 
he was the the judge who presided over the Nuremberg trials and it was a privilege to meet him. 
Teddy Hall was he was one of his laboratory was one of the four that were chosen to the bits of 
the Turin Shroud and they all concluded that it came in the 1300s much to the disappointment 
many. 

So while Omega balloons was active what what sort of production facilities did you have to 
produce?  

when I started, I was using the basement of the house in Cotham Park in Bristol, I had at the 
time. I was doing all the engineering part. I had one lady employed who ran the sewing machine 
and between us we made the balloons. 

We managed to produce about one a month on that basis, we used of blind workshops as 
subcontractors to produce the baskets and the other subcontractors who welded up the 
burners and I did various bits of welding, burner frames and did everything else basically. 



 What was your family's reaction? Did you have a family by now?  

Yes, well, it rather took over the house. That was a medical problem. But the basement of 
course was the biggest part of it.  

And were you working very long hours. This was now presumably a full time occupation.  

Well, to start with It was part time, but realised that wouldn’t do, at that time, I moved out to 
where engineering I was working for RTZ doing computer work and stuff. It was quite exciting 
there as the working basically producing numbers for the senior managers who were taking 
investment decisions and things of that sort. 

So it was a promising place to be. And I thought it would be quite good but then a decision had 
to be taken to do something and I remember an old friend of mine who flew balloons in the First 
World War who we had met who we took ballooning. I remember him advising me he said, he 
said you're reasonably well qualified. He said. He said if this doesn't work, you'll get another 
job. He said but if you don't try it you'll be disappointed. He said so my advice is have a go. 

And it was good advice. And you did have a go in that you insert 1971 You founded Cameron 
balloons. 

Can you just tell me about the start of the company where were you and how many clients did 
you have? What was your ambition? 

 Well, not many. I had no idea whether this thing would last. Whether it would be a temporary 
thing but it seemed like an interesting thing to do. So we just were on the lookout for customers 
and they seem to come,  there was no real advertising but word got around and various 
enthusiasts tended to join the movement as it were.  

Had you moved out of the family home basement by then you expanded? 

 No No. we were there for quite a while. And then it got to the point we were employing two or 
three people. And it was becoming a bit extreme. So we then got the church hall, which was just 
along the road a little bit. And that was a good base for quite some time.  

And what was your production capacity at the time?  

Well, we got - I can't quite remember how many balloons were produced a month or a year in 
those early days, but it was steadily increasing. 

It was about 1980 When we moved here. When we first moved here the we only use parts of the 
building. We found tenants for the other part, but now we're in the state where we would really 
quite like a little bit more space.  

 And I spoke to your daughter Hannah, just before we started this interview, and she said that 
this is all she's ever known. Did you involve her in the manufacturing side of things.? 

When I took the decision to to quit my job and do this, she must have been about two. So in a 
sense, it is all she's ever known, I suppose. 

And what was the financial risk? Were you worried? 

 Well, there was some some risk I mean having a having a young child and the second one there. 
I didn't worry if this was a responsible thing to do. 

The risk was taken. 



 And how much were you charging for a balloon in those days? 

I remember you could get one of the larger ones for 1500 pounds. So that's now not sure what 
the latest price is more than 20,000.  

And in 1971 You had quite a big contract to build Golden Eagle. A balloon for a film shoot over 
the Sahara. How did that come about? 

 Yeah, we sold a balloon called Daffodil which was green in yellow to a chap called Felix Pole, 
who was Newbury estate agent. And he had formedthe idea that he wanted to do an expedition 
to the to the Sahara. The balloon wasn't built for that, but it was have recently been built. And I 
was using it as my own balloon. And we got various meetings together to discuss this and it was 
all got together it was financed by Felix the expedition, although we used my own balloon of 
course, and so we set off.  

We got on a boat went to Portugal. Yes, we got off to Lisbon and then we had to go through 
Spain to get to Aldeserus to actually get across into Africa. And I remember some arguments at 
the border between Portugal and Spain. And we had one of our party who reconfigured speak 
Spanish so we put him in charge. And we were kept waiting for ages. And they said we must wait 
for the supervisor who took a long time to come. When eventually he did arrive. He was cleared 
up that we had Globos which means balloons, but the customs man had thought he had Lobos 
which means Wolves. So this is the reason for the delay. But eventually we got down into the 
Sahara and getting into Morocco was quite difficult because you have to hire someone to pay 
the bribes to get you through customs. 

And this is being financed by a film director to make a feature film. 

 I don't know what the arrangement between the film people and we were happy to go on a free 
trip.  

But did you pilot the film for the film shoot? 

 Yeah.  

What difficulties were there housing filming equipment on board a balloon? 

 Well not too difficult. If you have  a bumpy landing you had  to be careful with it otherwise no 
great problem.  

And most iteration of this this project. Filming is by its very nature quite a ponderous… 

I can't remember… several weeks, might have been six weeks. And we wended our way from 
Morocco through Algeria then going south into the Sahara Desert. 

We went to El Golia which is on the north edge of the desert and then cross the desert to 
Tamanrasit and then eventually getting to …. Things are starting to drift away. This is a lot of 
years ago. But the town in NIger, which is probably the biggest town and yet it's still quite a 
small town. And then from there we went up the to the desert where it really is very well desert… 
sand dunes. And we had local government insists that you are a tourag guide, probably wisely 
because it's it would be very easy to get lost and to perish. We then got up to a little town called 
Bulma which is where they mined the salt and the salt is carried on camels all the way back 
down to the larger towns.  

What were your living conditions during during the period? Were you camping out? 



We were camping. It was pretty rough. We had some people there who had some have some 
experience expeditions through the desert and they had set us up with boxes of supplies. And 
we had all these Landrovers in the big truck. A big truck had the balloons, but the Land Rovers 
were full of supplies. And we had a cardboard box for every meal for the six weeks. So this 
cardboard box is open on that as a meal. But yeah, so many experiences in quite a different 
world.  

What did you find in the cardboard box when you opened? What was the typical? 

Tins. 

And presumably you didn't transmit the Sahara in one flight ? 

That was the initial concept but it was quickly realised wasn't easy. So essentially, we went to 
different interesting places and made flights that remember how many flights and totally made 
to compete the film. And it would be in my log with again, but I don't know maybe 20 or so I can't 
remember . 

And what were flying conditions like in the Sahara? 

Well, we learned that the best flying was in the early morning when you got calm. And they 
didn't didn't tend to calm down in the evening like it does in colder climates.  

And you mentioned the border crossing Portugal and Spain but I'm wondering what political 
difficulties if any you encountered when you were in Africa, there was quite a lot of instability at 
the time? 

Quite difficult. They had gone out to Algiers to get permission was done in advance. And when 
we got down to El Galier prefill there he didn't recognise any of those. 

And then we couldn't get permission and they treated us very suspiciously. Then we would go to 
a bar, there are bars in these places surprisingly, but I remember they attach the spy to keep an 
eye on us. We thought this was hilarious. So this little guy always appeared wherever we were. 
And so we went into the bar. We made a little plot and it came on to the bar and we we split into 
two parties so that the little guy didn't know which one to follow. And we went round the block 
and came back around and went back into the bar and the little chap was seen panting as he as 
he got in. 

Did the British Embassy or Consulate provide any support for you?  

Not really very little support from British embassies. 

And when the film was eventually released, what was your opinion on it? 

Well, it's nice enough it was concentrated on the beauty of flying over the desert, which was 
quite pleasant, many many years since I’ve seen it. 

And did that lead to any further interest in your company having made that balloon? 

There were reports of the expedition in the press, so quite possibly stimulated more interest, 
but mainly that balloon flying around the balloon events. Are what stimulate the interest. So the 
thing did keep on growing. 

 And how would your production levels increased by this time? We're talking about the mid 70s. 
Now do you have to take on more staff? 



 Yes, taking on more staff and expanding and eventually emerging at moving to bigger premises. 
But it was a time of steady growth. And despite the further financial crises there always are and 
recessions. Ballooning continued to grow because it's basically in its growth phase.  

Now in 1978 You decided you'd you'd attempt to cross the Atlantic. Can you tell me about the 
plans you were making? 

Well, it seemed a good idea, but we'd heard the various people trying it. I thought it from an 
engineering point of view it must be possible. But one dreadful event had put me off it like in the 
early 70s And there had been a wealthy American couple who decided they wanted to cross the 
Atlantic and they'd had a balloon built and they had an American pilot who was going to fly with 
them. And the American pilot, I think decided that he preferred not to do this and he left and 
they got in touch with Malcolm Brighton, who was a gas balloon pilot. And he accepted their 
invitation to go and fly this thing.   Well, in hindsight, I know much of what was wrong with it. But 
what was wrong with that expedition, but anyhow, they took off ,got into bad weather became 
lost in the Atlantic, and they were never seen again. That put a bit of a downer on the idea for 
quite a while. And but later on, I began to think it could be done more safely. Design a gondola 
which will be survivable if you're concerned on the water. In the project we go. Of course we 
needed money to do it. But we got sponsorship from Zanussi, the washing machine company. 

We managed to get a an experienced boat designer, Angus Primrose, to help us design our 
gondola which was in essence, survival boat, which could sail it had a mast and sails. So we 
designed that and did all the other engineering required. It was going to be a balloon within the 
balloon. It was a gas balloon would be inside basically a hot air balloon. 

So all the stressing of the hot air balloon worked as normal, but getting a gas tight fabric -  we 
managed to get a laminated fabric, which in retrospect was pretty bad. We wouldn't use it 
nowadays. The lamination made it very rigid, and it gave it , although its tensile strength was 
okay. It's tear strength was very low. Because it's so rigid it will tear easily. 

One of the things of fabric engineering that tear strength and tensile strength are quite different. 
And it depends on the rigidity of the coating on the to what extent the fibres can bunch when 
you try to tear. But anyhow this system, of course, it gave trouble on the flight.  

What were you planning though in terms of possible difficulties and dangers? What what 
duration of crossing did you imagine? 

O of the things that gave us confidence that we could do people failed was that we had a very 
good metrologists called Martin Harris who had studied the jet streams on the streams and 
lower altitude and he had worked out when you could time it for the best flight across the ocean 
to get to the other side. There are many conditions as the weather systems where it would be 
hopeless, but you needed the right conditions with the jet stream is going in the right direction. 
And you can fly in between the depressions and actually remain in good weather all the way 
across. This was a plan. It was pretty good. We got about halfway across and everything was 
going very well when unfortunately, a split developed in the gas cell and split was at the bottom 
of the gas cell so we didn't lose the gas at once. So, in fact, it wasn't too serious. But the fact 
that we've seen how fragile this thing was, took away confidence because if the split had gone 
all the way up and we were at high altitude the hot air balloon would not contain the gas and the 
weight that we had on board was too much supported just on a hot air burner. So it became 
more dangerous to fly at altitude. But nevertheless, we we did do that for a couple more days. 
And it was more anxiety than we should have and eventually came down to lower altitude when 



we weren't making any progress at all, got into uncomfortable weather, thermals and and 
difficult weather impossible storms coming. So we in the end, only 100 miles from France, we 
decided to put down but we realised that Martin Harris had done a great job and if we just 
avoided that problem with the balloon we could have made it so we thought we this is a thing to 
do next year.  

But unfortunately the Americans they on their previous year they had already had a try. And they 
had absolutely hopeless weather forecasting and then finished up near Greenland. They hadn't 
gone anywhere across the Atlantic. 

But they got themselves a better metrologist unfortunately, in the meantime, and he too, had 
worked out the best way of doing it and got them across. And that was three weeks later, so we 
didn't have a chance to have another go. But it was splendid sport. It was quite good to try. 
Much better to have succeeded. But there you go.  

How many of you in the crew, just to Christopher Davey, and myself. Christopher was a major in 
the army at the time.  

 What was he like? I mean, you were in a fairly enclosed space for long period with him.  

Oh, he's alright. We've known each other for  years before. He is a traditional army if you like. He 
was in the tanks. 

 What sort of speeds were you achieving as you flew across? 

Probably about 40 miles an hour or something like that. So at that speed it takes quite a while. 
We flew in total for 96 hours. 

 And what measures that you've taken for emergencies. Did you have HF radio on board for 
example? 

 Oh, yes. We actually had stacks of equipment we had HF radio. And we could speak to speak 
with a difficulty to ground stations on HF with VHF radio which is much clearer, but which can 
only speak to almost line of sight. With navigation equipment, there was no GPS in those days. 
We had a thing called an omega, which would keep track of position if you knew if you knew 
where you were to start with. You had to put in the starting position and then it would keep track 
of where you were. And unfortunately collapsed every so often. You needed the starting 
position again. 

Our main source of positioning was after navigation and got a thing called a bubble sextant 
which was used in aviation and we could take sights of the sun and the moon and the stars and 
get fixes. So every so often, the omega will conk out and we get fresh fixes using the sextant 
plug that in and keep us going for a while and then they would conk out again. 

 Is celestial navigation a skill you'd learned at your in your university days?  

 No, I learned it specially for this project. 

And was there any one keeping an eye on you as the RAF for SC rescue looking out for you as 
you progress?  

Not really once you're out there on your own. I remember when we took off from St. Johns, many 
helicopters were following us and taking film. And eventually the last of those turned and went 



back home and suddenly would have been nice, came total silence. And we realise we're on our 
own. 

I imagine if if we come down relatively close to the coast coast guard would have come out. We 
got more and more away from civilization as we go towards middle. 

What about air to sea contact  Did you contact vessels as you were flying over? 

We also had a call from ,trying to remember, was this on a later flight or was it the same one? 
But I remember one occasion we got a call from the rescue centre at Halifax and said a yacht 
was missing and somewhere near our position and could we keep a look out for it. So we had a 
splendid view. So we looked over the whole ocean and you could see nothing but water. While 
we reported that we couldn't see anything. 

 What altitudes we're flying at? 

Flying initially out of St. John's is 5000 feet or so and then gradually climbed up to 10,000 feet. 

 So there was never any danger of us straying into commercial airspace? 

 No, no, the the Atlantic airspace is totally free under a certain height, but above a certain height 
is very restricted. 

But I can't remember what the height is but we weren't anywhere near  

And when the balloon had become too dangerous to continue to make you made the decision 
to abandon with only 100 miles to go how first of all, how did you make that did you send a 
mayday call? 

We were within range of VHF so we could keep people acquainted of a situation quite well. 
Various boats below. Quite a lot of traffic around we had talked to  aeroplanes during the night.  
Everybody's out in the ocean, they turn the VHF to the guard frequency as they call it the 
emergency frequently on one to 121.5. So if you want to call somebody up, you call them on 
that and then change another frequency to keep it clear. But yes, we spoke to some aeroplanes 
and aeroplanes were useful because they from their inertial navigation system, they could tell 
us what winds they had at their height.  

So you did presumably actually ditch in the sea?  

Yes, we landed in the sea and abandoned the envelope which flew up tore completely as it was 
flying up and landing not far away. And that was pulled aboard by a Belgian ship. And we find 
ourselves near a French fishing boat. And by this time the sea was quite lumpy, but we were 
going up to it to where we were almost parallel to the real fishing boat and then going down to 
where we can see the underside of the boat at times. So really going up and then we managed 
to get on board and the French fishermen as we jumped on board they grabbed us because they 
could see the danger of it. And they took us below and give us something to eat so very good. 
And they actually managed to get the gondola and they lifted it up with their crane and they got 
it on to the stored on top of the nets and the back of the boat. So they took us into the harbour at 
Concarneau of course keeping our crew informed so that they met us, with film crew and 
everything at Concarneau and various news people there.  

How long could you have survived in the gondola? What was it designed to? 



 Oh, we could have survived a long time it wouldn't have been very nice. It would have been 
rather uncomfortable with that. Totally seasick but we'd have survived if we hadn't wanted to. 

And how did you feel about getting that far but not quite far enough?  

Well been through so many times. What if . there's nothing you can say about it Really. It was it 
would have been much better to have made it but we didn't. So there you go. 

What was the the press reaction? Were you were you heroic failures, something like that.  

Yes. So it's a big press interest. In fact, when we let people know that we had a tear in the 
envelope, the press became much more interested. And I think they liked disasters. But it was 
very big press coverage. We had all sorts of  press meeting us wherever we went for a day or 
two. 

 


