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Hot air ballooning, kayak fi shing, extreme mountain biking, and panning for gold
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FIND GUIDES TO OUTDOORS • HIKING • BIKING • ALL OUTDOORS BLOG WITH TONY CHAMBERLAIN
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Passenger Mary Thayer, left, and pilot Lisa Fusco get fired up for liftoff in Northampton, where one learns that hot air ballooning requires some degree of faith.

Kayaker Jerry Sparks fishes in Little Narragansett Bay; Dane Berke gets some air on a bike trail in Milford; and an optimistic prospector gears up to pan for gold in the Ammonoosuc River in Bath.
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The best clearinghouse on the Web to find
out about hot air balloon rides and festivals is
www.blastvalve.com. A sampling of regional
ballooning operations:
Pioneer Valley Balloons
Northampton Airport
Exit 19 off Interstate 91
413-586-3009
www.pioneervalleyballoons.com
Lisa Fusco says she used to be afraid of
heights. Now she and the two other balloon
pilots she works with do about 200 trips a
year. Bookings for foliage season start in
January and summer weekends are filling up.
She can usually schedule a midweek flight on
short notice. Rates: $225 per person, 10
percent discount for parties of six or more.
DragonFire Balloon Adventures
Acton
508-574-3295
www.dragonfireballoon.com
Rudi Sachenbacher, a retired software engi-
neer, owns two balloons and flies at any time
of the year. He usually launches from the
Minute Man Air Field in Stow. Rates: $250
per person.
Balloons of Vermont
Quechee, Vt.
802-291-4887
www.balloonsofvermont.com
Darrek Daoust, a contractor by profession,
does ballooning as a self-financing hobby. He
typically launches from the Simon Pearce
Restaurant and glassblowing factory in
Quechee and likes to do special things for his
clients like float the basket on the river to
where it goes over a fall and then ‘‘hit the
burner’’ to go up where the rest of the world
is going down. On request he will take you a
mile high. Rates: $225 per person.

High 5 Ballooning
Derry, N.H.
603-893-9643
www.high5ballooning.com
Tony Sica is one of the few full-time profes-
sional balloonists in New England. He owned
a construction company before devoting
himself to his passion seven years ago. He
has two balloons that fly over the rolling hills
of southern New Hampshire in the Merrimack
Valley seven days a week, twice a day. Rates:
$200 per person, including a full gourmet
picnic at the end.
Aerial Adventures
57 Shore Road, North Brookfield
508-867-2008
www.aerialadventuresusa.com
Dick Varney, who sells real estate when he’s
not ballooning, owns four crafts, one of
which holds up to 12 passengers and is one
of the largest in New England. He flies year-
round, preferably early in the morning. Pas-
sengers meet at his home and then drive
about 10 miles up-breeze, the goal being to
land in the area of the Brookfields. Rates:
$195 per person, including champagne in
crystal ware, often with the farmer in whose
field you happen to land.
Time Flies When You’re Having Fun
Milford, N.H.
603-622-1512
www.hotairballoon.org/time/
Sue and Dan Morin often fly two balloons at a
time trying to stay over the Souhegan River
Valley. According to Dan, he and his wife
have different flying styles that often take
them on divergent courses to the same
destination. He uses his balloon to explore
areas of special interest. Rates: $200 per
person, or $175 for parties of four or more.

If you go . . .

By Eric Goldscheider
GLOBE CORRESPONDENT

NORTHAMPTON — Hot air balloon-
ing is not for control freaks. The desire to
be thousands of feet above the ground
with precious little influence over where
you are going takes a special mix of per-
sonality traits.

Being faithful would be among those:
having faith in the laws of physics, faith in
those who are guiding you, and faith that
floating through the air at the whim of the
winds will make for a good time.

LOFTY ASPIRATIONS
See a photo gallery of ballooning at

explorenewengland.com/travel.

For years I have watched colorful bal-
loons float over the countryside of the Pio-
neer Valley, where I live. The sightings
were always unexpected and never failed
to stir a sense of yearning mixed with
wonderment. The prospect of casting my
fate to the wind, even for a few hours, al-
ways held a slightly unsettling allure.

Last month I finally acted on the im-
pulse and an Internet search led me to
www.blastvalve.com, which linked me
with more than 40 purveyors of lighter-
than-air travel in New England. I entrust-
ed my uplifting experience to Lisa Fusco,
operator of Pioneer Valley Balloons.

Fusco is an equestrian, a veteran envi-
ronmental police officer, and co-owner of
the Northampton Airport, where Pioneer
Valley Balloons is based. I had set my
sights on the first day of spring as an ap-
propriate time to go aloft. But I soon
learned that lack of control in this sport
extends to scheduling. A low-pressure sys-
tem had settled over New England, bring-
ing winds that make ballooning unwise.
Fusco has an unblemished safety record
and is eager to keep it that way.

After a week of waiting, there was a
break in the weather. Fusco had a party of
five booked and wanted to make me the
sixth in the larger of her balloons. Among
the passengers was Kelly DeTample, a
Hollywood production assistant who had
just completed an 18-month stint on loca-
tion working on the sequel to ‘‘Pirates of

the Caribbean.’’ She was fulfilling her 4-
year-old niece Becca’s birthday wish by
taking her and her brothers ballooning.
The day was promising, so we gathered in
the afternoon and waited for some unex-
pected gusts to settle down.

After biding our time in an open field
for a couple of hours, Fusco and her crew
made a valiant attempt to inflate the enve-
lope, the fabric balloon that holds the air. 

‘‘If it starts to rock and roll we’ll have to
abort,’’ she said.

And so it did, and we all went home.
DeTample was heading back to the oppo-
site coast the next day, so Becca’s journey
into the wild blue yonder would wait for
another season.

I, on the other hand, was available to
return at 5:30 a.m. the next day for a sun-
rise attempt.

The crew that morning included Mary,
Rick, and Doug Thayer, a family that had
been drawn into ballooning two years ago,
when Fusco landed in their yard. They be-
came stalwarts on Fusco’s crew list, and
this summer Doug, a high school sopho-
more, intends to crew often.

The windsock at the airport was
drooping. So, as the sun peeped over the
horizon, we hauled the rainbow-colored
stream of polyester out of its brown can-
vas stuff sack, laying it in a straight line.
We muscled the woven wicker basket —
still the best shock absorber, according to
Fusco — off the trailer behind the chase
van, hooked up the pair of propane burn-
ers that provide redundancy and put out
43 million and 23 million BTUs, respec-
tively, and tipped the basket on its side.
Then Fusco started a portable gas-po-
wered fan and for the next 15 minutes it
blew cold air into the 120,000-cubic-foot
envelope as it lay on the field. Heat was
added and the balloon stood upright,
ready for boarding.

As Fusco opened the blast valve over-
head, a 15-foot, 1,500-degree flame shot
up into the balloon. It is loud and then it
stops, giving way to complete silence. As
the temperature in the envelope ap-
proached 250 degrees Fahrenheit, we
slowly began to drift upward.

The sensation was unlike any I had ev-

er experienced. There was no ear-popping
pressure. It felt more like the ground was
receding than that we were climbing. The
horizon expanded in all directions and be-
fore long the tiny chase van was heading
for the Calvin Coolidge Bridge across the
Connecticut River.

Initially, we drifted westward toward
Northampton. But the winds a little high-
er up took us on a northeasterly course to-
ward the farms of Hadley and then Hat-
field. I learned that opposite prevailing
winds near the ground and higher up are
a good thing if a balloonist hopes to steer
at all. Before descending, a pilot may spit
overboard (some bring confetti or shaving
cream for this purpose) in order to see
what’s happening with the winds below
and so chart a course to the ground.

But for now, landing wasn’t on my
mind. I was too busy admiring the Smith
College crew teams making their way
along the river in boats that from this
height resembled exotic insects. We drew
shouts of good cheer from the rowers.

The banter in the basket, provided by
Fusco and Randy Riley, a pilot in training
who was logging time toward his com-
mercial license, revolved around the me-
chanics of flying, idiosyncrasies of the
landscape below, and a good deal of bal-
looning lore.

As we meandered upriver, the village
of Hatfield provided the tapestry below
us: white steeples, backyards — some tidi-
er than others — and fields dotted with
livestock. As we started to descend, a
woman holding a small child came to the

edge of her driveway to admire our mas-
sive ball of color and to wave.

We crossed over the elementary
school, where children on scooters and
bikes looked up as they arrived for classes.
As we got closer to the ground, the lower
winds took us back toward the school.
Our basket scraped the upper branches of
trees with spring buds ready to burst. Fus-
co pulled on the vent at the top of the en-
velope to let warm air escape and speed
our descent as we passed over the ceme-
tery next to the school.

Watching the people below us as they
tracked our flight with upturned faces, I
recalled the admiration I had always felt
for the balloonists I watched from the
ground. Now I knew the extraordinary
sensation of being on the other side.

A balloon is massive, silent, and seems
to make a counterintuitive statement
about gravity. There is something magical
about it.

The woman who had watched us from
her driveway packed her preschool-age
children into her car and came to greet us
as we landed in a nearby field. Later, Vic-
tor Hoyt, a photographer and restorer of
pipe organs who was on Fusco’s crew that
day, said the woman told him she had bur-
ied her father two days before in the ceme-
tery we had passed. She had embraced
our appearance that morning as a good
omen.

Contact Eric Goldscheider, a freelance
writer based in Amherst, at ericgold
scheider@hotmail.com.

B A L L O O N I N G

Up, up,
and away,
once the
weather
allows

PHOTOS BY BARRY CHIN/GLOBE STAFF

A chase vehicle, top, follows an early
morning flight; the crew, above,
battles wind gusts and tries to
inflate the balloon for a ride over the
Pioneer Valley.
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By Kari J. Bodnarchuk
GLOBE CORRESPONDENT

STONINGTON, Conn. — It was 5 a.m.
on a crisp morning, too early for anything
but delivery trucks, expectant anglers,
and with luck, fish to be stirring. Jerry
Sparks, a local fishing guide, and I had set
off to hook striped bass and bluefish on
Little Narragansett Bay. The hitch: We
were casting our lines from kayaks.

‘‘The cool thing about a kayak is that
you’re so close to the water, you can see ev-
ery wave and ripple,’’ Sparks said.

Sparks, 55, runs Northeast Kayak and
Guide Services in Stonington and is a pro-
fessional fisherman for the Wilderness
Systems Kayak-Fishing Team. He has
been fishing for 50 years and kayak fish-
ing for nearly a decade. I, on the other
hand, haven’t gone fishing much since I
was a kid.

I am in the minority when it comes to
kayak fishing, a kayaker becoming an an-
gler instead of the other way around. I had
heard that fishing from a kayak can be a
great challenge and, if you hook a big fish,
pretty exciting — there are stories of salt-
water anglers getting towed for miles
while reeling in a fish.

‘‘Look at that one boil,’’ Sparks said,

while we were casting in a place he called
Bluefish Cove. ‘‘The fish are running. Let’s
shoot a few casts here.’’

I wasn’t sure what a boil was, but I fol-
lowed his advice and cast in the direction
he had pointed. Sure enough, within sec-
onds I felt a tug on my line and then
watched my rod arc dramatically. I started
reeling, while the fish yanked and flapped
on the line. The tip of my rod dipped un-
derwater, my paddle slipped off my boat,
and my kayak was quickly towed across
the cove by that feisty little fish. Then the
line went slack.

‘‘That’s too bad — he had some
weight,’’ Sparks said. ‘‘Give it a few more
minutes and we’ll clean this place up,’’ he
added, always the optimist.

Native Americans have been fishing
from kayaks for centuries, but kayak fish-
ing, as a sport, has taken off in New Eng-

land (and beyond) only in the past several
years. It has gained in popularity as gas
prices have gone up and more waterfront
property has been developed, and recre-
ational anglers have discovered its appeal.

‘‘It’s all about the stealth of the kayak,’’
Jeff Lopez, 33, of Winthrop, said. ‘‘You can
just glide in over the fish and they don’t
even know you’re there.’’

Another advantage is that ‘‘you can get
to where the big fish are in the skinny wa-
ter,’’ said Lopez, who has won several kay-
ak-fishing tournaments and was named
the Extreme Edge 2005 Northeast Kayak
Angler of the Year.

You can also launch in six inches of wa-
ter without a boat ramp, and then paddle
miles of coastline and shallow, untouched
inlets where the big boats can’t go. And
you can drift-cast along shore without
worrying about access issues.

K A Y A K  F I S H I N G

You know
paddles —
how about
boils, casts,
and reels?
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Howard Wright of Portland, Maine, off Peddocks Island in Boston Harbor.

Guide to adventures
across New England
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