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Feature Feature

M y body tells me it’s nearly 
time to get up. I open 
my eyes and see the 

darkness of the night through the gap in 
the curtains. “Not yet,” I think. As I roll 
over, the rough fabric of the hotel sheets 
scratches against my skin, and I dip back 
into sleep. My mind drifts back to my 
childhood in the early 1980s, and the fun 
my sister and I enjoyed, while Dad busied 
himself with his hot air balloon.

THE FAMILY BALLOON
We camp. In a farmer’s field, in a tiny 
tent, shared with my sister Polly. We are 
young – eight or nine years old – and 
this is a typical weekend activity. The 
emerging sunlight has woken me up. 
It seeps through the thin lining of our 
two-poled, orange tent and I see now 
the mess of clothes, teddies and bags 
pushed into every corner. 

Even though it’s dawn I hear grown-ups 
outside. They shuffle around, making tea 

and talking softly, sometimes laughing. 
I don’t want to come out of my warm 
sleeping bag too soon, so I lie and wait 
for the sound. As soon as I hear the rustle 
of the hot air balloon I jump into action. I 
never want to miss an inflation.

I’m excited that we own Serendipity, 
our family’s hot air balloon. It feels 
special because, even though I’m little, 
I’m allowed to help on the team. I pull 
the nylon material out of the bag and 
watch the balloon unfurl as we lay her 
on the rough ground of the open field in 
front of our tents. Dad fixes the basket, 
on its side, to the mouth of the balloon 
and starts the fan by tugging at the cord 
two or three times. A loud, clattering 
sound stops all conversation. 

Dad busies himself getting the basket 
ready, the coils of the burner still cool. 
My sister and I take it in turns to hold 
open the mouth of the balloon to let the 
cold air in, but we get distracted with 
the wide-open space of the field and do 

cartwheels and giggle and chase each 
other as the balloon grows. 

Back at the mouth we peak inside and 
shout pleas at Dad to let us run around 
inside – but this is strictly forbidden. 
Gathering robustness, Serendipity 
moves to become upright and Dad 
turns off the noisy fan and shouts at 
us to stand back. Playing around no 
more, I back off, my eyes transfixed on 
Serendipity, as Dad grasps the burner 
and sets alight a huge flame towards 
the centre of the balloon.

The heat tingles my skin and my ears 
buzz in the silence of the morning. 
A pause, then another burn and 
Serendipity, now fully inflated, pulls 
herself upright. “Who’s coming?” Dad 
asks, and one or two people clamber in 
as the basket looks set to take off. Dad 
fires the burner. Slowly, but with pace 
and grace, Serendipity moves upwards. 
And Dad waves and calls “Bye!” “Bye!”, 
we reply, running underneath her, “See 

you soon!” And the sound of the burner 
fades and Dad’s voice gets quieter as the 
balloon moves higher into the sky.

DEALING WITH LOSS
In the early 1970s, Dad and some friends, 
Joe Philp, Peter Sadler and Charles Meisl, 
bought the first green, yellow and blue 
Serendipity to learn how to fly. In 1979, 
they upgraded to a Thunder Ax7-65 Bolt, 
and with Dad’s eternal wit they chose the 
same colours and called her Serendipity 
Too. Always referred to as Serendipity, she 
became an additional family member. Or 
maybe she was an extension of my Dad. 

She was special and exciting, and I felt 
lucky to have her in my life. When Dad got 
sick, Serendipity was kept in the garage. 
When Dad died, she was sold. 

I’m older now, with children of my own, 
and I can hear the soft breathing from 
their beds in our hotel room. There’s still no 
light outside. I close my eyes to sleep some 
more and trust that I won’t miss the dawn. 

SEEKING ANSWERS
I reflect on the recent past. My house 
feels empty. I rattle around in it, spending 
half the week alone when my children 
stay with their Dad. I am finally putting 

A little girl watches her father 
flying Serendipity in the early 
1980s, not realising how the hot 
air balloon will resurface in her 
life more than thirty years later to 
help her find solace at a troubled 
time. Samantha Pope writes of 
a cathartic reunion. 

myself first, but ironically at the cost of 
my marriage. It was me who asked my 
husband to leave six months ago, and 
I feel more connected to myself than 
ever, but he wants to come back. I was 
planning to take down the pictures of 
us today, but I can’t. I miss him. Staring 
at our portraits dotted around on the 
shelves, I chew at my already-bitten nails 
then crumble to the floor, weeping with 
confusion. “Dad, if you can hear me, 
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Above: Childhood reunion. Sam Pope meets 
Serendipity, the Whittaker family balloon, 
after more than thirty years.
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Above: Sam, aged thirteen, with her father, Rodney Whittaker, 
balloon pilot and former Chairman of the BBAC.
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Come and join us in probably the 
world’s most relaxed and enjoyable 

BALLOONING VACATION in Umbria 
the “GREEN HEART OF ITALY” 

WWW. S A G R AN T I NOCU P. I T

26th July

4th August 
 

Visit our website for further details.

HURRY TO REGISTER YOUR ENTRY AS 
ONLY THE FIRST 100 
BALLOON TEAMS WILL BE CONFIRMED.

20
19

After a 15 year break this year’s event will see the re-introduction of 
additional late AFTERNOON FLIGHTS for all those teams 
wishing to experience as many flights as possible during their stay... 

Taking full advantage of our 30+ year history of always flying 
at least 97% of our scheduled flights.

Where the organisation’s main 
concern is the balloon team’s 

needs and enjoyment

please help me, please help!” An idea 
must come from somewhere. But what 
about inspiration, which comes in as fast 
as a synaptic pulse?

“Just get up in the balloon,” says a 
voice inside my mind. My eyes blink open 
– did that really happen? I take another 
deep breath and imagine going up in 
a balloon and I’m filled with the sense 
of freedom, of not knowing where I’m 
going, of drifting, of – letting go. I feel my 
entire body relax. 

My mind rushes in with another 
thought, “Maybe I should actually get 
into a balloon? Is that the message?” 
Giggling through soggy eyes, I pull my 
laptop towards me. I know exactly what 
to do – I email the BBAC to ask if there 
is any chance I might be able to fly with 
someone who knew my dad:

“I am the daughter of Rodney Whittaker, 
who was Chairman of the BBAC 1978–80 
and Chairman of the Flying Committee 
1974–90. He received the Debbie Warley 
Trophy in 1984, and the Charles Green 
Salver and Royal Aero Club Certificate of 
Merit in 1990.

“My father sadly died of a brain 
tumour in 1991 and I never flew in his 
balloon, Serendipity, because my mother 
had a near-fatal accident when she was 
a passenger, when dad was really just 
teaching himself to fly. 

“I am now forty-three and working 
on a book about my life. I would love 
to have the opportunity to go up in a 
balloon. I don’t know if my dad’s balloon 
(G-BZBH) is still flying.” 

Within ten minutes there came the 
reply I never expected, from Edward 
Lubbock, Information Officer of the BBAC: 
“Serendipity is still flying – let me make 
some enquiries and get back to you.”

JOYFUL REUNION
Back to the present, and dawn is seeping 
through the curtains of the hotel window. 
I reach out to my husband lying next to 
me and he smiles sleepily back. He’s here, 
we’re here together as a family again.

I know they will be inflating the 
balloons at first light, so I tiptoe out of 
the room and into the clear morning. 
I approach the first person I see, “Do 
you know the Serendipity crew? They’re 
expecting me.” It is Phil Hebdon, the 
current owner of Serendipity. He reaches 
out his hand, “You must be Sam.” 

With a beaming smile, I drive behind 

Above: Another generation of Samantha Pope’s family – husband Alex and their children 
Alfie and Penny – is introduced to Serendipity, an old friend from her childhood.

Phil’s car and trailer, bumping over the 
grass of a nearby field. Slowly we start 
to unravel the glorious greens, yellows 
and blues of Serendipity until she lies on 
the ground before me. I hold onto her 
mouth once again as the air from the fan 
ripples her into life. 

She is older now, and faded, but as the 
cool air of the fan is replaced with the 
hot air of the burner, she grows, rising 
above me as if the warm hands of my 
father are being placed on my shoulders. 
She had never gone. She is still here, and 
so is my dad.

With their help I have experienced the 
power of letting go of my fears, of just 
being. And as Serendipity slowly moves 
off the ground into the sky, she engulfs 
me with her grace and winks at me in 
the morning sun.

With special thanks to Phil Hebdon 
and Ed Lubbock.

Above: Serendipity takes to the air, still 
flying well after forty years.


