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Bert Padelt 
 I am running wild through the 
house, through the kitchen, into the liv-
ing room, through a darkened hallway 
and back into the kitchen.  Round and 
round, I repeat this exercise over and 
over.  Bert! I am scooped up and feel the 
warmth and smell the fragrance of the 
person I have grown to love.  Her gentle yet stern voice in my ear whispering “you 
must be quiet or you will wake up Albert”.  Setting me down in a familiar rocking 
chair, my Grandmother reaches into her apron, pulls out a red balloon, blows it up 
and hand’s it into my outstretched arms.  “Don’t look at me with those big green 

eyes, you must sit here and be 
quiet”.  Once again it 
works.  Holding this beautiful ob-
ject in my hands, my mind drifts 
on a warm gentle 
breeze.  Attached, it takes me to 
places that I have lived over and 
over in my mind, I am in-
spired………. 

Bert Padelt- a childhood memory 

Pictured: Joanie Padelt, Bert’s 

Grandmother, Bert Padelt, Nica 

Fairbanks, and friends 
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Bert’s storied career in Ballooning began all the way back from his earliest memo-

ries of attaching himself to a balloon and traveling with the wind.  His search for 

this dream continued through 

childhood where he would act out 

his fantasy through the model bal-

loons that he would build and fly.  

To this day, he has never stopped 

building, and while that ultimate 

flight he has always dreamed of 

has eluded him, he has counted 

himself lucky enough to live the 

dream through the balloons that 

his gifted hands have built for oth-

ers.  

As though it was meant to be, at the age of 16, while teaching a model balloon 

workshop to children, he was introduced to Nica Fairbanks, the daughter of world 

renowned gas balloonist Tony Fairbanks. A 

month later she took him to Pennsylvania 

to meet Tony and the Fairbanks family.  To-

ny became Bert’s teacher and Bert became 

a member of the Fairbanks family.  It was 

through Tony that Bert inherited his love of 

gas ballooning and it was through the Fair-

banks family that Bert was to meet Joan 

Haase, a balloonist that became his wife 

and mother to their two son’s, James and 

William. It is these two loves that has 

formed him into the person he is today.  
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Bert’s second passion growing up was photography.  This developed from the urge 

to photograph the balloons that he was building.  Being too impatient to wait for 

the photographs to come back from the lab, he started developing and printing his 

own photos and thus his family bathroom became his darkroom on Friday nights.  

His decision to major in Commercial art in College derived from the idea that if he 

could not make a living in ballooning, he would choose to do so in photography. 

Ballooning won out however and at the age of 20 he left college and went to work 

full time for Eagle Balloons LTD, a small balloon manufacture outside of Richmond 

Virginia.   It was during this time that Bert perfected his building and flying skills 

which included a working schedule of student flight instruction in the mornings, 

building bal- loons during 

the day, charter flights in the 

evenings and tethered bal-

loon promo- tions on the 

weekends.    

By the late eighties, Bert 

had moved to Quakertown 

Pennsylvania, and was work-

ing in a repair station owned 

by David Wil- sey, who got 

his start in ballooning while working as a chef for David Levin’s Balloon Ranch in 

Colorado.   It was during this time that Bert designed and built his first gas balloon.  

In 1992 Bert and Joanie purchased the repair station from Wilsey and for the next 

29 years, Bert has never looked back.  His strong work ethic, attention to detail and 

hands on approach has rewarded him over and over again by helping others 

achieve their goals through the world record balloons that he has built and thus 

giving Bert a special niche in ballooning all his own.    

As a teenager Bert studied and watched with a close eye the first transatlantic, 

transcontinental, and transpacific gas balloon flights.  
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Over the next 29 years as a balloon builder he would once again watch as his gas 

balloons would repeat these flights.  A remarkable feat considering that it was on-

ly the second time a gas balloon has ever flown across the United States and the 

Pacific Ocean, and only the third time a gas balloon has ever flown across the At-

lantic Ocean!  He is the only 

gas balloon builder to ever 

build balloons that accom-

plished all three feats. 

These accomplishments 

however are only the high-

lights of those 29 years, 

other accomplishments in-

clude the following: 

Building gas balloons that 

helped promote Tim Cole and Dennis Brown’s development of Ammonia as an 

affordable alternative to helium, and in so doing, promoted gas ballooning at a 

time when it was on a decline in the United States. 

Accomplishments Include: 

 -Systems director for Steve Fossett’s round the world balloon attempts. 

 -Builder of the hot 

air cone for Steve Fos-

sett’s 2001 round the 

world balloon attempt. 

 -Systems director 

for Steve Fossett’s 2002 

solo round the world 

balloon flight. 
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 -Builder of the Nazca smoke 

balloon for the acclaimed Japa-

nese Documentary “Return to 

Nazca”.  

 -Developed an affordable 

light weight thousand cubic me-

ter gas balloon system which 

helped assure gas ballooning in 

the United States. This design 

currently holds the following dis-

tinctions: Distance record for AA-

6, AA-7, AA-8 and AA-9 category, 

Duration record for AA-6 category, flown further than any balloon in the history of 

the Gordon Bennett, and winner of three Gordon Bennett’s. 

 -Developed a light weight thousand 

cubic meter hydrogen balloon. The details 

of this system are classic, sound, and totally 

safe for hydrogen use.  The technology used 

in this balloon system has helped to contin-

ue the promotion of gas ballooning in the 

United States. 

 -Built the gas balloon that led the 80th 

anniversary Macys’ Thanksgiving Day Pa-

rade. 

 -Designer and builder of the transpa-

cific gas balloon that currently holds the ab-

solute distance and duration record in the 

AA category, in addition to designing the 

flight profile, launching and coordinating 

the recovery. 
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 -Launch director for Sir David Hempelman Adams 

successful transatlantic Roziere balloon flight in 2003. 

 -Rebuilt the Cameron Roziere balloon that current-

ly holds the absolute altitude record in the AM category.   

 -Launched, designed, built, and set flight profile for 

Sir David Hempelman Adams successful transatlantic gas 

balloon flight in 2007.  

 -Co-creator of the Aero Club of America North Car-

olina Chapter.  The first active gas balloon club since the 

1950’s. 

 -Served on the Balloon Federation of America Gas 

Division board for 24 years retiring in 2018.  

 -Consultant/flight instructor/test pilot for David Blaine’s 2020 Ascension pro-

ject, a You Tube production that set a record for the most viewed live episode to 

date. 

 

To this day, in keeping his promise to Tony Fairbanks, Bert continues to promote 

the sport of gas ballooning through the gas balloons he builds and the flight train-

ing he does through the Aero Club of America.  It is on these gas flights where the 

memories of his Grandmother and Tony always return and in so doing, he keeps 

them both close to his heart.  

 

Padelt gas balloons, Roziere balloons, and hot air balloons hold the following 

world records: 

Gas Balloons                                                                  Roziere Balloons 

AA-1  Duration                                                               AM-3  Distance and Duration 

AA-3  Distance and Duration                                       AM-4  Distance and Duration 
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AA-4  Distance                                                                AM-5  Distance and Duration 

AA-5  Distance                                                                AM-6  Distance and Duration                                                     

AA-6  Distance and Duration                                       

AA-7  Distance                                                                Hot Air Balloons 

AA-8  Distance                                                                 AX-5   Altitude 

AA-9  Distance 

AA-13  Distance and Duration 

AA-14  Distance and Duration 

AA-15  Distance and Duration 

Awards: 

 -The Royal Aero Club Diploma:  Sir David Hempelman Adams 2003 Transat-

lantic flight. 

 -The Balloon Federation of America Gas Division:   Tony Fairbanks Sports-

manship award 2007. 

 -FAI Montgolfier Diploma: For his major contribution to the development of 

the sport of ballooning as a designer and builder of gas balloons.  His designs and 

systems have advanced the science of gas ballooning and his endless promotion of 

the sport has been instrumental in generating a revival of interest in gas balloon-

ing. 

 -FAI Group Diploma of Honor:   Aero Club of America North Carolina Chapter.  

For their significant contribution to the progress of Aeronautics through their sig-

nificant contribution in the progress of gas ballooning in the United States. 

 -Balloon Federation of America, Shields-Trauger Memorial Award:  Bert and 

Joanie Padelt.  In recognition of their significant contributions to the science of 

aviation through true team effort. 
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Notable Gas Flights 

Flew 2 gas balloon flights of over 1,000 miles duration. 

Flew in 18 of the Americas Challenge gas balloon races. 

Flew in 2 Gordon Bennett gas balloon races. 

  

 

Bert and Sir David Hempelman Ad-

ams, shortly after breaking the AA-

01 duration record. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Aero Club of America 

NC Chapter on the even-

ing of its conception.  
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Aero Club of America receiving the 

FAI Group Diploma in Washington 

D.C.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Bert Padelt and Dewey Reinhart 
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Bert enjoying one of his fa-

vorite past times of sailing 

and spending time with his 

favorite wife  
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“After everything that has been said and done, I have a personal trophy that will 

be coming back to me.  As we were rigging the balloon for flight back in Northam, 

I lost my Solo Spirit hat that I had been wearing since we arrived.  I remember 

getting quite upset about losing this hat.  This hat came from the flight a year ear-

lier, and was well broken in.  It was a nice surprise when Tim Cole called from Aus-

tralia as he was dismantling the balloon after Steve had landed. “I found your hat 

between the waist coat and the gas cell”.  My hat flew around the world!”   

 An excerpt from the BFA Gas Balloon Newsletter, July 2002 


