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IT’S A ONE OF A KIND CELEBRATION!

THE FORMATIVE YEARS…
One of the public’s most popular Pro Football Hall of Fame Enshrinement Festival events over the years has been 
the Balloon Classic.  Initiated in 1986 at the urging of Maury Sullivan (who currently serves as “Balloonmeister”) 
and with the encouragement and help of his business partner, Tom Schervish, who was the Festival’s General 
Vice-Chairman at the time, the “Balloon Fiesta” has grown to levels well beyond those ever imagined possible 
during its formative years.  

When then-Festival Executive Director Janice Meyer was initially approached by Tom and Maury, she recognized 
that the Festival, a department of the Canton Regional Chamber of Commerce, certainly already had its hands 
full running a full week of activities with limited staff, plus the fact that the Ribs Burnoff had just been added 
to the schedule the year before.  However, City of Canton and Festival leadership saw the need to maintain a 
balance between ticketed events and those that would be free, available to the entire community, and self-
supporting.  Tom and Maury were ecstatic when they learned late in 1985 that the “Balloon Fiesta” would be an 
officially sponsored Festival event in 1986.  Icing on the cake was the announced theme for the
1986 Festival, “Sky’s the Limit.”

The pressure was now on and a committee was quickly formed and charged with the responsibility of finding a 
suitable venue, securing pilots and accommodations, and the necessary corporate support to allow the event to 
be free to the public.  The really big question at the time was how the Festival could manage three major indoor 
events, the Enshrinement, and the Game, all at the same time as the balloon activities would be taking place.  
The answer was the establishment of a strong committee that included Beth Davidson, Doug West, George and 
Nancy Green, Bob and Joan Leslie, Steve Dale, Bob and Diane Ackerman, John Belden, Bev Spies, Anne Fritz, 
Dave Lee, Jane Clark, and Bill and Marianne Black.  This group of dedicated individuals did what is now done 
with a committee of 45 and hundreds of volunteers.

Weis Park was selected as the launch site and primary venue, and several generous primary sponsors stepped 
forward, along with many local companies that each paid $500 to sponsor a balloon.  
 
THE GROWTH YEARS…
The “Balloon Fiesta” was extremely successful in its early years, attracting 25 pilots in its very first year.  By 1988, 
the event had grown to 40 balloons and was renamed the “Balloon Classic” due to pressure brought on by the 
Albuquerque Balloon Fiesta which had trademarked the term “Fiesta.”  By 1989, the Festival’s Steering Com-
mittee recognized that the growth and popularity of the Balloon Classic might require a change in the timing 
of the event.  Enshrinees, NFL team owners and guests heading down Market Avenue to the Enshrinees Civic 
Dinner on Friday evening were delayed by incredible traffic jams with thousands of cars and people streaming 
into Weis Park.  In order to alleviate this traffic congestion and more evenly spread out the week’s activities, the 
Balloon Classic was moved to kickoff weekend in 1990.

Weis Park had now been rediscovered by Canton’s populace.  It was a hub of activity, and over the years, the 
park’s facilities were expanded to include additional tennis, volleyball, and bocce ball courts.  By 1991, the Bal-
loon Classic was out of space to safely launch the hot air balloons from that area. Kent State University-Stark 
Campus and Stark Tech (now known as Kent State University at Stark and Stark State College) generously offered 
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their combined facilities to house the event in 1991, and 42 balloons participated. The new facilities allowed for the event to 
grow, and in 1992, a total of 50 balloons raced for the championship.

The “Balloon Luminary” was an added feature to the event in 1993, has proved to be a real crowd pleaser each year since, and 
is now known as the Night Glow.   The beauty of this event has been captured many times throughout the years with entries 
in the Festival’s annual photo contest.

A further milestone was marked in 1995 when the Jackson-Belden Food Fest & Fireworks came under the umbrella of the 
Festival and joined forces with the Balloon Classic.  Continuing to grow in stature each year, the Balloon Classic reached a 
record number of participants in 1997 with 62 pilots from 12 states participating, and even a pilot from Hokkaido, Japan. This 
large increase in pilots also necessitated another change in our format. Team format competitive racing created even more 
excitement for the pilots and the spectators, but more importantly, it provided  much needed launch field space necessitated 
by the increasing number of pilots desiring to attend our great event.  We have followed the team format since its introduc-
tion in 1997.

The ‘Dawn Patrol’ was added to the Balloon Classic in 2008 and had a perfect start with five balloons launching into the pre-
dawn sky providing a beautiful sky luminary for Stark County’s early risers.

Over the years, we have been blessed with a dedicated staff at the Festival department, as well as great volunteer leadership 
provided by individuals willing to give of their time and talents to make the Balloon Classic the huge success that it is.  Here 
is a list of the Balloon Classic Chairmen and Competition Directors since its inception:

THE FUTURE…
Growing our event just for the sake of growth has never been a priority, but as we look to the future, we will continue to ex-
plore growth potential. As with all Enshrinement Festival events, the goal is always the same – to enhance the overall success 
of the Pro Football Hall of Fame Enshrinement Festival in order to recognize and celebrate the accomplishments of each year’s 
class of Enshrinees.

We hope you enjoy this stroll down memory lane over the past 24 years of the Pro Football Hall of Fame Enshrinement Festival 
Balloon Classic and our more recent partnership with the Jackson-Belden Chamber of Commerce and their Jackson-Belden 
Food Fest and Fireworks.  Thanks for your past and future support.

Balloon ClassiC Chairmen:
1986 - 1988  Maury Sullivan
1989 - 1990  Beth Davidson
1991 - 1992  Dick Krueger
1993 - 1994  Doug West
1995 - 1996  Herb Rosengard
1997 - 1998 Bob McFarlane
1999 - 2000 John Pizzino
2001 - 2002 Gene Thorn
2003 - 2004 Ken Huot

2005 - 2006 Debbie Horn
2007 – 2008 Doug Froelich
2009 – 2010  Steve Fricke 
2011 – 2012  Scott Sanders

Balloon Competition DireCtors:
1986 – 1990 Maury Sullivan
1991 – 1993 Beth Davidson
1994 – 1996 Steve Dale
1997 – 2011 Maury Sullivan




