
Blimp Enthusiast Is Buoyed by Idea of a Round-the-
World Race
Modern-Day Phileas Fogg Makes Pitch, But Is He Full of Hot Air?
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The 1937 Hindenburg disaster was a major blow to blimp enthusiasts.

Seven decades later, Don Hartsell is trying to get people fired up about airship travel.

As founder of the World Air League, the 57-year-old modern-day Phileas Fogg is trying to line up
zeppelins, blimps and other dirigibles for a race around the world. But his contest would take way more
than the 80 days of the 1873 Jules Verne adventure.

His quixotic World Sky Race would be a first, aviation historians say. The event would begin on the prime
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meridian in England on Sept. 23, 2011, returning to Europe on March 20, 2012—about six weeks before
the 75th anniversary of the LZ-129 Hindenburg disaster in which 36 people were killed in a field in
Lakehurst, N.J.

Mr. Hartsell says he has spent $2 million of his own money and raised another $2 million from wealthy
donors, whom he declines to name. Among his advisers for the project: a former chief executive of
Lockheed Martin Corp., officials at Unesco and a trader at the New York Stock Exchange.

But while many in the blimp world say they're intrigued by
Mr. Hartsell's idea, nobody has officially signed up yet. Mr.
Hartsell says "discussions are still going on."

Unlike the hot-air balloons of Verne's day and later, which
go wherever the wind blows, blimps and zeppelins are
lighter-than-air vessels powered by engines and propellers.
Dirigible travel flourished in the 1920s and 1930s, but "the
industry collapsed with the Hindenburg," says John King, a
blimp pilot and instructor.

Now, there are only about 25 or 35 dirigibles in the world
and 80 or so pilots, aviation experts say. Most are used as floating billboards by large corporations and
offer aerial views of sporting events. One airship today has a 70 foot by 30 foot video screen. The U.S.
Navy used a MZ-3A Airship to survey the BP oil spill along the Gulf Coast.

Despite dirigibles' fall from favor, aficionados believe that their best days could be ahead. "Blimps are
safe and reliable," says Dan Grossman, an Atlanta attorney who researches and writes about airships at
www.airships.net. "Most of them have never had any problems."

The Hindenburg and other older airships were lifted by hydrogen—an obvious safety risk
because it is flammable—rather than helium, which doesn't burn and is commonly used
today. Mr. Hartsell notes that airships also burn less fuel in their engines than jets or
other fixed-wing aircraft do, and that they could be used to transport commercial cargo.

Mr. Hartsell says he got the idea for an airship race from the U.S. Bicentennial festivities
in 1976, where he snapped a picture of the Goodyear blimp floating by the Statue of Liberty and saw
replica 18th-century tall ships floating nearby in the Hudson River. He wondered why airships couldn't
race like the sailboats.

He spent subsequent decades as a lawyer, accountant and entrepreneur with a focus on engineering in
Houston, where he and his wife raised their two daughters.

Toward the end of 2005, with his engineering projects winding down and his kids grown up, Mr. Hartsell
began making his blimp dream a reality. He says he has been traveling about 300 days a year visiting
world leaders, pilots and potential sponsors.

"Don is one of those people who benefit from having other people around who are imaginative but not
quite the free spirit he is," says retired Lockheed Martin CEO Norm Augustine, an engineer himself who
serves as a sounding board for Mr. Hartsell and offers up technical advice. The two met through the
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Explorers Club, a New York-based group dedicated to scientific discovery.

Part of what drives Mr. Hartsell is a quest to make history. If he gets just one vehicle to complete the race,
which crosses the equator, it could be considered the first full circumnavigation of the world by an airship,
pilots and historians say.

Mr. Hartsell says he has earmarked about $500,000 for prize money but wants to raise $10 million by
signing up sponsors. He has finalized the terms for Eurosport to be the race's broadcast partner. "This is
a unique event," says Géraldine Filiol, managing director of Eurosport Events. "We immediately liked the
project."

But Mr. Hartsell still faces stiff headwinds. Racing blimps
around the world could pose "significant operational
challenges," says Goodyear spokesman Scott Baughman.
Goodyear's four blimps fly four to six days a week year-
round, depending on maintenance and weather. Mr. Hartsell
has yet to approach the company. "We haven't looked into
the specifics of what he's proposing," Mr. Baughman says.

Cost is another obstacle. It takes a long time to fly a blimp
around the world; cruising speeds for airships are closer to
those of a Mazda 626 than a Boeing 747. Some companies
pay around $6 million for a year-long blimp campaign, says
Toby Page, marketing director for the Lightship Group in

Orlando, Fla., a company that provides blimps for advertising purposes.

And then there are the political challenges. Mr. Hartsell says he has had to structure his race to avoid the
air space of China and Vietnam.

Some officials have been more welcoming, however. Mr. Hartsell has granted the Royal Mint of Malaysia
rights to issue a set of commemorative gold and silver Sky Race coins.

The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization has even allowed Mr. Hartsell's
group to use the Unesco logo in his promotional materials and has introduced him to government officials
who can help him secure air rights in certain countries. In return, Mr. Hartsell has planned his race route
to fly over major landmarks around the world to spur public interest in them.

"We're treating this as part of our communications strategy," says Francesco Bandarin, Unesco assistant
director-general for culture. "In some regions around the world, heritage sites can get neglected. We're
hoping that maybe some of those sites can benefit from the Sky Race."
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