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MARANA, Ariz.- Moments of sheer panic for nine people aboard a hot air balloon that 
collided with power lines early Friday morning. 

It happened just after eight near Trico and the Trico Marana Road. Avra Valley Fire 
District Spokesman Patrick Calhoun says when emergency crews arrived on scene the hot 
air balloon was hanging from a high voltage power line. There were nine people on 
board, including one balloon operator and eight passengers. 

"Honestly it was like a bad dream where you see something coming and can't get away 
from it," Passenger Colt Elam says. "I seriously had enough time to contemplate jumping 
out of that thing." 

Elam was on his first hot air balloon ride with his wife, Cathy. They were celebrating 
Elam's 28th birthday. "As we were targeting to land over the lines on a flat area, the pilot 
opened the shoot to start descending and must have miscalculated to clear those lines," 
Elam says. 

When the balloon collided with the power lines, the sparks generated from the impact 
ignited parts of the balloon, causing the melting pieces of the balloon to fall down on 
passengers in the basket. "I turned and looked at my husband, I saw the expression on his 
face and I knew it wasn't good," Cathy Elam says. "My hair was on fire." 

Luckily her husband was able to put the flames out. Two other passengers went to the 
hospital with minor burns and should be okay. 

The Federal Aviation Administration confirmed to News 4 Tucson the balloon is 
registered to Balloon Operator Patrick Nilz. He works for Southern Arizona Excursions 
on West Grant Road. FAA spokesperson Ian Gregor says Nilz's registration is actually 
expired, but it's a common problem that has nothing to do with his ability to operate the 
hot air balloon. Nilz declined to comment on the incident.  

Elam and his wife are just glad nobody was hurt. "We just took cover, crossed our fingers 
and said a quick prayer and everyone made it out okay," Elam says. 

The FAA and NTSB are investigating the crash. 

 


