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Prologue

It was just past midday on a January Sunday in 1995, and Brad Barker
was getting nervous. It was warm and dry, but grey clouds were gather-
ing overhead. A light breeze whipped at the long grass that ran along the
edges of the runway. The water in the airport's sea-lane rippled and
mirrored the dull sky. Barker strode out to the runway in white sneakers,
jeans and a denim shirt, a cell phone clipped to his belt, and a pair of un-
necessary sunglasses perched on his nose. Around him, a handful of col-
leagues busied themselves with preparations. This was supposed to be
the beginning of the dream, but just one mistake could turn it into a
nightmare. And what the hell would he do then?

He'd tested it, of course, as much as you could without strapping a
man into it and blasting him into the air. Now it was time to do just that.
Barker looked at his pilot, bespectacled and slightly out of shape, wear-
ing a white helmet and a jumpsuit. Barker was sure he had the right man
for the job. Bill Suitor was nothing if not experienced. He'd flown these
things hundreds of times before. Suitor would not have agreed to do this
unless he thought it would work. And there was no reason to think it
wouldn't. That's what Barker told himself as he strapped Suitor into the
Rocketbelt 2000.

It had taken five long years and several hundred thousand dollars to
reach this point. Was it an obsession? You could say so, as the idea of
building a rocketbelt had dominated Barker's thoughts ever since he first
saw the amazing device, in a James Bond movie, as a nine-year-old boy.
There had been sacrifices made, friendships lost, legal wrangles, and a
bunch of other stuff he didn't want to think about right now. It had been
quite an ordeal, but that was all in the past. Barker slapped Suitor on the
back and retreated to a safe distance.

The pilot offered a thumbs-up, and there was a silent moment of anti-
cipation. Barker studied his 'Pretty Bird' - its lovingly polished fuel tanks,
curved exhaust pipes and control handlebars he'd worked so hard to put
together. It was a unique device, but it looked oddly familiar, being as it
was the realization of a childhood fantasy. Then Suitor twisted open the
throttle. The test flight began.

It was the noise that hit the small band of onlookers first. A high-
pitched wail - an explosive scream of superheated steam, as loud as a jet
engine. It was an assault on the eardrums, like having an aerosol fired
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into each ear. And this from a device not much bigger than a portable va-
cuum cleaner, strapped to the pilot's back like a hiking rucksack.

A white cloud of steam erupted from the exhausts, kicking up a swirl
of dust around the pilot's feet. And then - in a defining moment for Bark-
er - pilot and machine lifted into the air. There were no wings and no
strings. This man was flying solely via the power of the rocketbelt.

Suitor hovered for a moment, a couple of feet from the runway, then
maneuvered out over the sea-lane, blasting a spray of water into the air.
He banked into a graceful circular flight path, increasing his altitude to
ten, fifteen, thirty feet. Barker watched the figure of the rocketbelt pilot
silhouetted against the sky, his shadow becoming increasingly longer on
the runway below. It worked. It really worked. And all Barker could
think was, when do I get a turn?

Fuel was limited, and the flight needed to be short. So Suitor arced
back towards his starting point, and began his descent. The landing was
feather-light and perfect. The pilot bounced on tiptoes, steadied his feet,
then offered Barker a salute.

'Yeah!' whooped Barker. He rushed over to congratulate the grinning
Suitor, and said, 'Let's fuel it up and go again.' So they did, and the
second test flight was just as successful as the first.

Then, on the third flight, things began to go wrong. In fact, if the truth
were known, things had been going wrong for quite some time. They
would get a lot worse before this whole sorry affair was over. And it was
all because of one of the most sought after and revered machines in the
history of flight. It was all because of the amazing rocketbelt. Blame Buck
Rogers, and James Bond, and Commando Cody, and the Jetsons. It was
their fault that everybody wanted a rocketbelt. The iconic device was a
ubiquitous feature in twentieth century science fiction. It became pivotal
to the accepted vision of the future. Eminent science writers like Isaac
Asimov confidently predicted that, by the year 2000, the citizens of Earth
would be zipping about through the air using rocketbelts. That never
quite came to pass. Brilliant inventors did build a small number of work-
ing rocketbelts, and a handful of pioneering pilots got to fly them
through the sky. But, for most of those who coveted rocketbelts, the
device remained tantalizingly out of reach - a technological holy grail.

Then Brad Barker and two of his buddies got sick of waiting for sci-
ence fiction to become reality. They formed a fractious partnership and
set out on an ambitious quest to build their very own rocketbelt. Perhaps
the least incredible thing about their story is that they actually succeeded
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in building and flying a working rocketbelt - in fact the very best rocket-
belt that had ever been built. Then the incredible dream turned into an
almost unbelievable nightmare.

For now, Barker was watching his rocketbelt fly through the air, grey
skies closing in, wind brushing the back of his neck. Suitor circled over
the sea-lane, and swung back around to the runway, but he came in too
fast. Much too fast. His feet clipped the tarmac and flipped him around,
hard onto the ground. The rocketbelt hit the runway at pace, too, with a
sound like a car hitting a lamppost. The pilot cut the throttle and lay still
on the tarmac. Miraculously, Suitor was unhurt, if a little shaken. Barker
rushed onto the runway to check out the damage.

'The thing damn near killed me,' said Suitor, crawling to his knees and
unstrapping himself from the device.

'You damn near killed my rocketbelt,' said Barker. He ran his hands
along the dented stainless steel he'd spent so long polishing. Goddamn
it, this would take months to repair. And it was not as if Barker didn't
already have enough problems to deal with.

A few spots of rain began to land on the runway. Barker hoisted up
the rocketbelt and loaded it into his trailer. He would have to put his
plans for a public demonstration flight on hold for a while. Then, once
the belt was repaired and public flights were arranged, the money would
begin to roll in. Finally, he would be able to forget about his troubles.
That's what Brad Barker reckoned. In fact, Brad Barker's troubles had
barely even started.

5



Chapter 1
From Sci-Fi to Reality

In 1928, Buck Rogers fell asleep and woke up in the 25th century.
Anthony 'Buck' Rogers was a former US Air Force pilot who served over
France in the First World War. Returning to the US, Buck began to work
as a surveyor in Pennsylvania. Then, on that fateful day in 1928, he was
caught in a cave-in while inspecting a mine. Trapped underground, Buck
was overcome by a strange radioactive gas and passed out. When he
awoke, it was the year 2419.

The story of Buck Rogers first appeared in the August 1928 edition of
pulp science fiction magazine Amazing Stories, which published a
novella by Philip Francis Nowlan entitled Armageddon 2419 AD. In the
novella, Buck wakes to find the Earth under siege by the deadly Mon-
gols. Buck is made captain of the planet's defensive forces - the Rocket
Rangers. He lives in a city made of 'metalloglass', eats synthetic food,
uses a ray gun to fight the Mongols, and - most excitingly - travels
through the air using a flying backpack, originally called the 'jumping
belt'.

The success of the Armageddon 2419 AD novella led to author Phil
Nowlan being commissioned by the National Newspaper Syndication
Service to write the world's first science fiction comic strip. Buck Rogers
in the 25th Century debuted in 1929 and was subsequently published in
over four hundred newspapers and translated into eighteen languages.

But the definitive Buck Rogers realization was the 1939 movie serial
starring Larry 'Buster' Crabbe, and it was this cliffhanger-filled adven-
ture that really introduced the public to the concept of a flying backpack.
Among the art deco sets, sparking ray guns and fantastical space ships,
the embryonic rocketbelt - named in the movie serial as the 'degravity
belt' - very much stood out. The device officially became known as a
'rocketbelt' after appearing in a spin-off newspaper adventure strip
about Buck's buddy, Buddy.
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After the success of the Buck Rogers filmstrip, the rocketbelt returned
to cinema screens in 1949 in the twelve-episode Republic Pictures serial
King of the Rocketmen. The serial starred Tristram Coffin as Jeffrey
King, a rocket propulsion expert who dons an atomic rocket pack and
bullet-shaped helmet to fight the evil Doctor Vulcan as 'the Rocketman'.
King of the Rocketmen's thrilling flying scenes were filmed using an
oversized dummy that was slid along wires strung out across the Holly-
wood hills. The flying footage was so effective and popular that it was
recycled and used again in the 1950s in a set of Republic serials featuring
a new Rocketman - Commando Cody.

The first Cody serial, 1952's Radar Men from the Moon, saw actor Ge-
orge Wallace don the rocket pack and helmet to battle a mysterious race
of 'Moon Men'. In the serial, Cody uses his amazing flying backpack to
avoid ray guns, survive bomb blasts, and escape from volcanic erup-
tions, before eventually defeating the lunar bad guys. A further Com-
mando Cody serial, Zombies of the Stratosphere, was released later in
1952, and then a TV show, Commando Cody: Sky Marshall of the Uni-
verse, was screened in 1955. Oddly, despite the TV show's title, the char-
acter of Cody didn't feature in the series at all. The new hero, played by
Judd Holdren, was called Larry Martin, and he wore a Zorro-style mask
rather than Cody's bullet-shaped helmet.

The rocketbelt would go on to feature in dozens of other movies and
TV shows, most notably Thunderball, but also Lost In Space, Ark II, The
A-Team, Minority Report, and the 1991 Disney movie The Rocketeer,
which revisited many of the themes of the original Rocketmen serials. Set
in 1930s Hollywood, The Rocketeer stars Bill Campbell as Cliff Secord, a
test pilot who discovers a top-secret rocketbelt, designed by eccentric bil-
lionaire aviator Howard Hughes, and uses it to battle Nazi spies and
save love interest Jennifer Connelly. Superb retro design and a
memorable rocketbelt-powered fight scene on top of an airship helped
make The Rocketeer a cult favorite. But the rocketbelt remained indelibly
linked to Buck Rogers, having fuelled a generation of boyhood dreams. It
would be Rogers that real-life rocketbelt pilots would later point to as
their inspiration.

Science fiction had introduced the public to the possibilities of a port-
able device that would allow the wearer to fly through the air. The rock-
etbelt became synonymous with a golden vision of the future, and visu-
alizations of the world of tomorrow invariably featured silver-suited cit-
izens zooming about a Jetsons-style city wearing flying backpacks. Fu-
turists began to predict real developments in rocketbelt technology.
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In 1965, respected sci-fi writer Isaac Asimov wrote in Science Digest of
a rocketbelt that could 'lift a man clear off the ground.' He predicted that,
by the year 1990, rocketbelts would be practical and cheap enough to use
for short trips, and imagined office workers soaring above traffic jams on
their way to work. 'This will be a thrill in the first place - who has not
dreamt of flying?' Asimov wrote. 'Watch out for engine failure,
however.'

Even before Asimov made that bold prediction, thanks in no small
part to Buck Rogers and his sci-fi contemporaries, inventors around the
world had become intrigued by the concept of a flying backpack. The
public - and the Army - saw potential in a portable rocketbelt for every-
day and military use. A working rocketbelt could revolutionize travel
and warfare. In truth, it could revolutionize modern life. Whoever could
invent such a device would surely become world famous and seriously
rich. Now all that remained was for someone to turn the science fiction
into science fact.

But had a serious effort to make a real rocket-powered personal flying
device already been made? Although the details remain shrouded in
controversy, an attempt was allegedly made by the Nazis towards the
end of the Second World War. Nazi scientists, boasting the expertise of
rocket expert Wernher von Braun, had abandoned dreams of space
travel, and instead attempted to tackle the problem of moving infantry
across battlefields quickly, avoiding obstacles such as minefields and
barbed wire. It has been suggested that Von Braun, an honorary Major in
the SS, may have personally overseen the project at the Peenemünde
rocket research centre, where he had developed the V-2 liquid fuel rocket
and other devastating weapons.

The proposed rocket pack - the Himmelstürmer, or Skystormer - used
two low-powered rockets, one strapped to the pilot's chest, and the other
to his back. The second rocket ran at a slightly higher velocity, producing
forward motion. The packs were said to enable leaps of up to 180 feet,
and were apparently cheap to run. But, if they did exist, they were never
used in military action.

The Peenemünde plant was destroyed towards the end of the war, be-
fore the advancing Russian army could reach it, and no trace of the pro-
ject was ever officially found. Although a lack of evidence suggests the
Nazi rocket packs may have been pure propaganda, some enthusiasts
claim the packs were successfully built, and tested by a secret Nazi
stormtrooper unit. Nazi scientists were undoubtedly responsible for a
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large number of technological marvels during the war, including milit-
ary jets and rudimentary cruise missiles. Many of their projects were de-
liberately obliterated before the Allies could get their hands on them. But
could the Skystormer, or its plans, have been appropriated by the US
Army?

At the end of the war, Wernher von Braun and approximately one
hundred other Peenemünde scientists were brought to the US as part of
Operation Paperclip. These men played a significant role in the early de-
velopment of the US space program. Von Braun became a US citizen in
1955, despite his association with the Nazi rocket development program,
during which over twenty thousand concentration camp inmates and Al-
lied prisoners of war were said to have died of starvation and mistreat-
ment. Von Braun later worked for the Walt Disney Corporation, design-
ing theme park rides, working with feature film animators, and hosting
television specials, including Man and the Moon - a 1955 dramatization
of a moon landing bearing remarkable similarities to the real 1969 land-
ing. Prior to that, von Braun and his colleagues were located at Redstone
Arsenal military base in Alabama during the development of the first
properly-documented flying rocket pack.

It was 1952, and the man behind the rocket pack project was civilian
radar technician Thomas Moore. Interestingly, Moore was a confidant
and traveling companion of Von Braun. Indeed, Von Braun helped
Moore win a US Army grant of $25,000 with which to build the pack at
the Redstone base.

Moore's rocket pack was called the Jet Vest, and the inventor tested it
himself, flying it while tethered into a metal frame. But the Army fund-
ing ran out before the project could be completed. Moore's almost-real-
ized dream collapsed, although he continued to develop his idea on pa-
per, and filed further patent designs up until 1966.

In 1958, Harry Burdett Jnr and Alex Bohr, engineers from the Thiokol
Corporation's Reaction Motors Division plant at Bingham City, Utah,
embarked upon Project Grasshopper for the US Army. Their goal was to
develop a rocket pack that would allow infantrymen to leap great dis-
tances and run at high speeds. Versions of the Thiokol Jump Belt used
bottled nitrogen, and then rockets, for thrust. They apparently allowed
the user to leap up to 25 feet into the air and sprint at up to 30 miles per
hour. The Jump Belt was demonstrated in front of military top brass at
Fort Bragg, North Carolina but, again, funding dried up and the project
was shelved.

9



But, within a few years, the US Army would have in their possession a
working rocketbelt. Science fiction was becoming reality, and man's
dream of a personal flying device was about to come true.
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Chapter 2
The Bell Rocketbelt

The Edwards Air Force Base is located in the middle of the Mojave
desert in Southern California, hundreds of miles from anywhere else,
and surrounded by nothing but sand and dry lake beds. In 1947, then
called the Muroc Base, it was the perfect place for the Bell Aircraft Com-
pany to test their radical new supersonic jet, named the X-1. The bullet-
shaped, bright orange X-1 was powered by four rocket engines, and built
to withstand 18-times the force of gravity.

The desert test flights were designed to push the jet up to and past
Mach 1, a velocity of approximately 760 miles per hour - the speed of
sound. Over several months from July 1947, Captain Chuck Yeager
pushed the X-1 nearer and nearer to the target velocity. The jet was
launched from the bomb bay of a B-29 Superfortress and glided free for a
few moments before its rocket engines were fired. Its heavy fuel con-
sumption allowed the rockets to run for just a few minutes, after which
the X-1 glided to a landing on a nearby dry lake. Each flight saw the
speed of the jet increased by only a tiny increment in order to maximize
safety.

By the time of the ninth flight, on the morning of 14 October 1947, the
X-1 team was ready to push for Mach .98. The jet was launched as nor-
mal, and Yeager pushed toward his target speed. But, at Mach .965, the
meter oscillated wildly and shot off the scale. At exactly 10.18am, the
plane disappeared from view. Ground staff heard a huge noise like a
thunderclap. At first, they feared Yeager and the X-1 had been lost. In
fact, what they had heard was the world's first sonic boom. Yeager had
broken the sound barrier. For 20 seconds the X-1 travelled faster than the
speed of sound - it was the world's first supersonic jet, and Yeager was
the fastest man in the world.

Key components of the X-1 were reaction control thrusters. These
miniature rocket engines, mounted on the tail and wingtips, helped the
pilot control the jet at high altitudes, where the thin air hampered
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aerodynamic flight characteristics. The thrusters have since been used to
control maneuverability during space exploration. They were invented
by Bell propulsion engineer Wendell Moore, from Canton, Ohio. Moore
joined Bell in 1945 and later became the company's assistant chief engin-
eer. (The Bell Aircraft Company, founded in 1930 by Lawrence Bell, later
became Bell Aerosystems, and then Bell Aerospace.)

In 1953, while working on the X-plane project, Moore considered
strapping his miniature rockets to a human being. 'I could stick two of
those on a man's back and make him fly like Buck Rogers,' he told a col-
league. Moore explained his idea by drawing a plan in the desert sand
with a pointed stick, and then sketched a design on a pad showing
valves and gauges and high-pressure lines, and a man with a rocket pack
attached to his back.

Moore called his invention the Small Rocket Lift Device (SRLD). The
basic principle of the design involved gas being forced at high pressure
through downward-facing exhaust tubes to generate lift. In order to test
his idea, he built a nitrogen-powered rig manufactured from steel
tubing, with two exhaust tubes fitted with rocket nozzles. The device
was tethered to safety cables, and fed by a high-pressure hose, with gas
flow controlled from the ground by a technician.

Moore tested the nitrogen rig himself, inside a large Bell hangar. At
the first test flight on 17 December 1957, the 54th anniversary of the
Wright brothers' first flight, Moore, with a helmet pushed over his typic-
al 1950s flattop haircut, offered a thumbs-up signal to a fellow engineer,
who opened up the thrust control.

With his Bell colleagues holding onto the safety tethers, Moore lifted
into the air and hovered four inches from the ground, wobbling around
in a small circle. Further test flights pushed the ability of the device.
Refinements were made with the help of Moore's colleague Jim Powell
and Bell cameraman Tom Lennon, both of whom tried out the rig to help
iron out stability problems. It was Lennon who spotted that, in order to
keep the device under control, the pilot should keep his feet together. By
1959, Moore had achieved a stable flight 15 feet above the ground.

Meanwhile, the US Army's Transport Research and Engineering Com-
mand (TRECOM) became very keen on developing a working rocket
pack. Having been closely involved with Thiokol's aborted Project
Grasshopper, TRECOM turned to the Aerojet General Corporation, an-
other company with experience in rocket propulsion. In 1960, Aerojet en-
gineer Richard Peoples made a successful tethered test flight of their
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device - the Aeropak. But the Aeropak project stalled, and TRECOM's at-
tentions shifted to Bell and Wendell Moore.

TRECOM contracted Bell to 'build a Small Rocket Lift Device and
demonstrate its feasibility in manned free flight'. Wendell Moore was to
be Bell's technical director for the project. The budget was set at just
$150,000, so Moore recycled parts from previous aircraft and spacecraft,
like the Mercury space capsules. Working at the Bell Aerosystems plant
in Buffalo, New York, Moore radically improved his design. He also re-
named the device. Now the SRLD became known as the 'Rocketbelt'.

The Bell Rocketbelt consists of three tanks fitted to a form-fitting fiber-
glass corset. At the sides, two downward-facing pipes are connected to
rocket nozzles. At the front, handle grip controls for throttle and steering
are fitted to handlebars that run under the operator's arms.

The rocketbelt is powered by a throttleable rocket motor that runs on
hydrogen peroxide - an alkaline chemical commonly used in bleaches,
disinfectants, dyes and antiseptics. Hydrogen peroxide (H2O2) is a clear,
dense liquid - basically water with an extra molecule of oxygen. House-
hold bleaches and antiseptics contain around a three percent concentra-
tion of H2O2. Rocketbelt fuel contains around a 90 percent concentra-
tion. At such high concentration, and high volatility, H2O2 makes for a
very effective - if very dangerous - rocket fuel.

On the rocketbelt, the middle tank contains nitrogen, and the outer
tanks contain H2O2. The nitrogen acts as a pressurizing gas. A valve is
opened, and the nitrogen is released into the fuel tanks, forcing the hy-
drogen peroxide at high pressure over a catalyst bed of fine-mesh silver
screens. A reaction takes place and steam is produced. The steam is then
fired out of the rocket nozzles at high velocity, creating thrust, and al-
lowing the rocketbelt to fly.

Wendell Moore was no relation to Thomas Moore, the inventor of the
Jet Vest, but the two men did correspond, swapping thoughts and ideas.
Wendell invited Thomas to visit Bell, and Thomas was said to be de-
lighted to see the working rocketbelt, despite the fact that the Army had
failed to pursue or patent any of his own ideas.

The first rocketbelt test flight took place on 29 December 1960.
Tethered into a safety harness, Wendell Moore piloted the rocketbelt into
the air for several erratic seconds and made a series of rudimentary man-
euvers using the new control system. Over a succession of further
tethered tests, the Bell team troubleshot and gradually improved the
rocketbelt. Then, on the 20th test flight, something went wrong.
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During that flight in February 1961, the rocketbelt snagged on a safety
tether. Moore was unaware of the mishap until the tether snapped, and
both pilot and belt fell eight feet to the ground. Moore badly fractured
his knee and would never fly his rocketbelt again. It would be another
Bell employee who would attempt the first free flight.

Harold 'Hal' Graham was a 27-year-old science graduate from Buffalo.
He had been working for Bell as a test engineer for just over a year when
he was selected to pilot the rocketbelt. It would be Graham's first taste of
flying. He was not a registered pilot, and the only machine he had previ-
ous experience of driving was a car. He was, however, a rocketbelt fan,
having grown up with Buck Rogers comics and Commando Cody seri-
als. When Bell began to ask around for a volunteer to fly the rocketbelt
he had no hesitation in applying for the job.

Graham's first tethered flight took place two weeks after Moore's acci-
dent, in March 1961. These flights took place in a large aircraft hangar.
The rocketbelt was suspended from the ceiling, and small amounts of
thrust were used to generate moderate lift. 36 tethered flights later, it
was time for the safety ropes to come off.

The very first untethered rocketbelt flight took place at seven in the
morning on 20 April 1961. A 20-man Bell crew gathered at an empty
clearing near the Bell plant on Buffalo's Niagara Falls Boulevard and op-
posite the Niagara Falls Municipal Airport, which had been specially
closed for 30 minutes. The crew ran through a detailed checklist in pre-
paration for the flight. Then Graham, wearing a black rubber suit, white
helmet, work boots, and goggles, released the throttle in a short burst to
check the propulsion. All seemed fine. Again he released the throttle, this
time successfully lifting the belt around 18 inches from the ground in a
thick cloud of steam, and piloted it in a straight line at a speed of around
ten miles per hour. The noise was incredible - an explosive roar of gas as
loud as a pneumatic drill. And visibility was poor - almost zero accord-
ing to Graham - due to condensation created by the rocket exhaust. On
the first free rocketbelt flight Hal Graham flew for 13 seconds and
covered a distance of 112 feet - eight feet less than the Wright Brothers
had covered in their inaugural flight. It was nevertheless a thoroughly
triumphant debut.

Following the success of the test flight, Bell executives were keen to
unveil the remarkable device to the public. But Wendell Moore was in-
sistent that there should be many more tests before that happened. He
wanted to iron out safety and reliability problems before any public
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demonstration. So a succession of secret test flights took place at the
Niagara Falls Airport, and on a golf course at the Youngstown Country
Club in New York. The tests saw Hal Graham perform turns, negotiate
obstacles and pilot the belt over hills and streams. Finally, after 28 free
flights, Moore was satisfied enough to agree to a public demonstration.

The first public rocketbelt flight took place at Fort Eustis, Virginia, on 8
June 1961 at a TRECOM demonstration of new technologies. TRECOM
officials and scores of press reporters gathered on the Fort Eustis runway
as the Bell crew helped Graham get kitted out in his protective suit and
fitted into the belt. Because the rocketbelt corset was rigid and form-fit-
ting it required something of a squeeze to get Graham into it. Safety
checks were performed, and the crowd stood back. Then Graham took
off with a huge roar. Light bulbs flashed and film reels rolled as Graham
piloted the rocketbelt into the air, legs swinging below him. Conditions
were good, and the steam from the exhaust stirred up only a light cloud
of dust from the runway. Against a backdrop of Air Force planes, Gra-
ham maneuvered the rocketbelt over a truck, and higher into the sky. He
flew to around 15 feet, and then descended, bouncing slightly as he
landed on his feet. Graham then offered a salute.

After removing his fire suit, Graham was mobbed by the press. Micro-
phones were thrust into his face, and pencils jotted down every word he
said. Bell officials handed out press releases which began, 'Harold M
Graham is believed to be the first man to fly with back-carried rocket
equipment.'

The story made the front pages across the US. The New York Times
headline read, 'Portable army rocket propels man 150 feet in 11-second
test flight.' Life magazine said, 'Graham was strapped to a hydrogen
peroxide-fuelled rocket. The Army hopes it will someday make all foot
soldiers look like Buck Rogers.'

One week later, Graham demonstrated the rocketbelt on the front
lawn of the Pentagon in Washington DC in front of a huge crowd of mil-
itary personnel. An estimated 3,000 Pentagon staff left their desks to
view the demonstration. In the first of two flights, Graham took off in a
swirl of blades of grass, negotiated a parked army sedan, and flew for al-
most 150 feet before touching down safely.

Public reaction to the rocketbelt was stunning. It seemed everyone
wanted to see the flying rocketman - a real life sci-fi hero with his amaz-
ing rocketbelt. In October 1961, Graham, Moore and the Bell crew trav-
elled to Fort Bragg in North Carolina to participate in another military
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demonstration, this time as part of a display of combat readiness. The
demonstration was performed in front of a notable guest of honor - Pres-
ident John F Kennedy.

Graham, wearing a US Army uniform, took off from an amphibious
landing vehicle, flew across a pond in a spray of water, and landed 14
seconds later on a sand embankment in front of JFK. Graham re-
membered to salute but forgot to depressurize the belt in the excitement
of the moment, although he managed to remain on the ground. 'Mr
Kennedy was described by an Army Officer sitting near him as “wide
eyed and open mouthed, just like a kid”,' reported the Buffalo Evening
News.

The public interest and publicity surrounding Graham and the rocket-
belt generated much correspondence. Letters requesting public appear-
ances began to flood the Bell offices. One man wrote to Bell requesting
the use of the rocketbelt in order to claim a $1 million treasure trove that,
he claimed, he could only reach with the use of the belt. Suspicious Bell
executives turned the request down.

Although Hal Graham could now proficiently fly the rocketbelt, he
was still not a registered pilot. In November 1961 he decided to do
something about that. He began to take flying lessons, and qualified for
his pilot's license in July 1962. That year also saw the debut of the B-Ser-
ies rocketbelt. The new belt was engineered to reduce weight, and, as
rocketbelt pilot, Graham was kitted out in a brand new bright yellow
flight suit.

But Hal Graham's short career as a rocketbelt pilot was coming to an
end. During an ill-fated demonstration at Cape Canaveral, Graham fell
22 feet, landed on his head, and was knocked unconscious. He survived
the crash, but decided to get out of the rocketbelt business. Graham
made 83 untethered rocketbelt flights during his time at Bell, but he left
the company in 1962 to pursue his new love of flying traditional aircraft.
He set up his own one-man, one-plane charter flight company in Cross-
ville, Tennessee.

After Graham departed, a new team of four pilots comprising Robert
Courter Jr, Peter Kedzierski, John Spencer and Gordon Yaeger flew the
Bell Rocketbelt. Courter was a former Air Force fighter pilot and a veter-
an of the Korean War, and Kedzierski was a 17-year-old high school
graduate in technical engineering and a keen glider pilot. John Spencer
was Bell's chief test pilot and had trained with Chuck Yeager, while Gor-
don Yaeger (not to be confused with Chuck Yeager) was a Bell technician
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and a father of six. The Bell team took the belt all over the US, to South
America, and to Europe, and made demonstrations in front of hundreds
of thousands of spectators.

Bell had proved the principle of a rocketbelt could work, but so far all
of the rocketbelt pilots had been technicians or pilots. It needed to prove
to the US Army that the belt could be piloted by non-technical soldiers
with minimal training. Bell needed to find an average kid with no flight
experience and teach him to fly the rocketbelt. That average kid was
19-year-old William P Suitor, and he was about to become the most fam-
ous rocketbelt pilot in the world - a real-life rocketman.
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Chapter 3
The Rocketman

His name is Bond, James Bond, and he is British Secret Service Agent
007, licensed to kill. He is in Paris, on her Majesty's secret service, to in-
vestigate the mysterious death of evil SPECTRE agent Jacques Boitier.

So begins Thunderball, the fourth James Bond movie, starring Sean
Connery as the suave spy. In the movie, Bond attends Boitier's funeral
and becomes suspicious of the dead man's weeping widow. He jumps
into his Aston Martin DB5 and follows her to a French chateau. Gaining
entry, he surprises the widow - and surprises the audience - by punching
her in the face, and knocking off her wig. For the 'widow' is actually
Monsieur Boitier in disguise. The dastardly bad guy has faked his own
death. Bond and Boitier fight, and a gang of SPECTRE guards burst in.
They chase Bond up to the roof of the chateau, but the super spy has a
surprise for them.

Displaying incredible foresight, Bond has stashed a rocketbelt on the
roof. 'No well-dressed man should be without one,' he quips. He straps
on the belt, pulls on a helmet, and releases the throttle. Bond shoots into
the air, dodging gunshots from his pursuers, flies over the chateau, and
glides down to the ground. Then, with help from a handy Bond girl, he
stores the belt in the trunk of the Aston Martin, jumps into the car, and
speeds away to safety. An impeccable escape.

Although audiences were amazed by this stunning pre-title sequence,
few imagined that the rocketbelt was anything more than a movie spe-
cial effect. Close-ups showing Connery flying the device were obviously
mocked up using a blue screen and a projected background, but the re-
maining shots of the rocketbelt flying from the roof of the chateau to the
ground were real, and were filmed using the Bell Rocketbelt and a pilot
named Bill Suitor.

Rocketbelt inventor Wendell Moore lived in suburban Youngstown,
New York, and it wasn't unusual for him to take the Bell belt home at
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weekends. There it caught the attention of neighborhood teenager and
lawn jockey Bill Suitor. The 19-year-old was on the verge of dropping
out of college to join the Army. But Wendell Moore had other ideas.
Moore offered Suitor a chance to fly the rocketbelt with the words, 'Hey
kid, do you want a job?'

'It helped that he was a good family friend, and he and my father were
against me joining the Army just as Vietnam was beginning to heat up,'
said Suitor. 'The contract between Bell and the US Army stated that Bell
must take a young man of average draft age and prove that he could be
trained to pilot the rocketbelt. I used to cut Wendell's lawn and clean his
windows. Talk about being a lucky bastard in the right place at the right
time. I was very physically fit, able to water-ski barefoot and do all kinds
of tricks on skis, and he thought that with such good balance I was a nat-
ural. It seemed he was correct.'

Suitor was officially hired by Moore on 26 March 1964. He worked as a
gopher for the Bell team, and also began to train alongside the other
pilots.

'I was trained on a tether that prevented me from crashing, using a
cable and pulley system,' he said. 'My first tethered flight was with low
fuel pressure so as to not allow me to leave the ground, just push me
about the hangar under the tether, but allow me to feel the control inputs
and what they did.'

Suitor underwent four months of tethered training. He experienced
one accident, but managed to avoid injury. 'A weld on the throttle
handle broke and I had no way of controlling the rocket,' he explained. 'I
was whizzed about the hangar on the safety cable like a balloon that you
inflate and just let go of.'

Despite that mishap, Suitor managed to master the belt without too
much difficulty. The rocketbelt is controlled by two grip handles fitted to
the handlebars. The right grip controls the throttle, and is twisted open
to increase power. The left grip controls the rudder, so is maneuvered
left and right to control yaw. Pressing down or pulling up on both grips
changes the direction of the thrust tubes, and causes forward or back-
ward movement. Tilting the shoulders maneuvers the belt left and right.

'Once I was able to translate the length of the hanger, turn a one-
eighty, and return and land I was then sent outdoors, with no tether, for
free flight,' said Suitor. 'I took to it like a duck to water. My first free
flight was pretty uneventful. Your mind is so loaded with stuff you don't
really think about what is going on. You just react.'
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Suitor began to travel with the Bell crew to perform demonstrations,
but the future of the rocketbelt was in doubt. It was expensive to run,
and heavy fuel consumption meant flight times and distances were ex-
tremely short. TRECOM remained unconvinced about the feasibility of
the belt, and it soon became clear that it was not prepared to send any
more funding Bell's way.

With the Army's interest dwindling, Bell was forced to rethink its de-
velopment strategy, teaming up with promoter Clyde Baldschun with
the hope of generating money from entertainment bookings. Baldschun
contacted Bell after his teenage son spotted the rocketbelt in a magazine.
He was in the business of booking entertainment for state fairs and other
outdoor events, and it was obvious the rocketbelt would be a real
showstopper.

The first commercial rocketbelt flight took place at the Calgary Stam-
pede, a huge annual Canadian event, in 1962. The theme of the event
was transportation, so the rocketbelt was the perfect main attraction. The
Bell crew flew the belt every night for a week and were paid $25,000,
from which Baldschun took a 20 percent commission. Clearly the rocket-
belt was going to be a huge money-spinner. Baldschun continued to or-
ganize regular bookings, and the rocketbelt's stock grew in the eyes of
promoters and the public.

In 1964, the Bell crew travelled to the New York World's Fair, held at
Flushing Meadow, Long Island, behind gates bearing the message:
'Welcome To The World Of Tomorrow!' Attractions included the world's
biggest Ferris wheel - shaped like a US Rubber car tire, a gigantic
Chrysler combustion engine, and Disney's Small World ride, where hun-
dreds of animatronic children sang, 'It's A Small World After All!' And
then there was the rocketbelt. The US was undergoing a technological
boom, and was just a few years short of putting a man on the moon. A
lot of what had previously been thought of as science fiction was now
becoming science fact. As the rocketbelt flew through the air over Long
Island it became synonymous with technological innovation. For thou-
sands of World's Fair visitors, the dream of a personal flying belt was
now very much a reality.

Now gearing up for regular flights, the Bell team implemented a new
safety feature to protect its pilots. The team had calculated the rocketbelt
could only run for 21 seconds because of fuel limitations. This meant it
was imperative the pilot had his feet back on the ground before those 21
seconds elapsed, lest he fall from the sky. The original safety alarm
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comprised of a buzzer and flashing red light inside the pilot's helmet that
advised the pilot when only half of the fuel remained and landing was
required. However, because of the noise and dust clouds created by the
rocketbelt, it was difficult for the pilots to hear the buzzer or see the
light. Instead, Bell fitted a vibrating box to the back of the pilot's helmet.
The box vibrated intermittently after ten seconds, then continuously after
15 seconds, providing an effective warning to the rocketbelt pilots that
they should land before they fell.

Bill Suitor's first public flight was in Sacramento stadium at the 1964
California State Fair. Suitor was supposed to take off from the stadium's
racetrack, buzz the grandstand, and land on a stage. It seemed simple
enough, until they turned off the stadium lights. With a spotlight shining
in his eyes, Suitor took off and roared towards the stage, using only the
audience's camera flashes to guide him. But he approached the stage at a
very low altitude, and accidentally buzzed the orchestra pit. The blast
from the rocketbelt sent music stands and sheet music flying, and musi-
cians running for cover. Suitor managed to land safely, albeit among a
mess of papers, wires and microphone stands.

Another key demonstration took place at Disneyland, California, in
1965. Suitor, in his white overalls and helmet, took off on a roaring cloud
of steam, and parents and children in Mickey Mouse hats covered their
ears. The rocketbelt perfectly complemented Disney's Tomorrowland fu-
turistic attraction. It was a piece of the future realized in the present.

'Flying the rocketbelt is unlike anything else,' said Suitor. 'Once you
get to a point where it is as natural as riding a bicycle - that is when you
really enjoy it. You are never free of anxiousness. If you are there is
something wrong with you, or you are a liar! Once you open that
throttle, the noise, the feeling of flight, pure flight, with no wings, no
strings… You don't even see the machine, just the two handles, and, like
a bike, you just do it - fly. You don't think about what you are doing. Or
at least I didn't. The most exciting thing is seeing your shadow race be-
neath you over rooftops or on the ground. That's when you realize what
you are really doing, when you are zooming along and buzz something
at high speed. I love it.'

In March 1965, Suitor and Gordon Yaeger travelled to Paris to film the
opening sequence of Thunderball. The film crew had already shot close-
up footage of Sean Connery wearing a dummy belt in the previous
month, and now needed to film the real rocketbelt flying from the chat-
eau to the ground.

21



'I was a kid who had just turned 20,' said Suitor. 'I was the backup pi-
lot to Gordon Yaeger, who in reality was the primary pilot to do all the
flying. As the day of the filming arrived and we were ready to go, he
took from his pocket a five Franc coin and said, “Call it kid,” as he
flipped it in the air. He won, but he said, “Okay, I'll go first, then you,
and we'll alternate flights till this is done.” Gordon was 41, old enough
and wise enough to realize James Bond was gonna be big, and he was
willing to share it with me. We both made three flights, and footage of
both of us appears in the movie, yet nobody realizes anyone other than
me flew in the movie.'

Footage from the six flights was spliced together to create one scene.
The loud whining sound of the rocketbelt was overdubbed with the
much quieter sound of a CO2 fire extinguisher. And the Sean Connery
footage was reshot with the actor wearing a helmet, after Suitor and Yae-
ger refused to perform the stunt without head protection. To his regret,
Suitor never got to meet Connery during his time at the set. The rocket-
belt went on to make another appearance in the James Bond series. In
Die Another Day, Pierce Brosnan's Bond finds the dummy rocketbelt in
the workshop of John Cleese's Q and asks if it still works. The answer?
Yes, of course it does.

As Bell increased the frequency of their demo-nstration flights, they
began to hire and train new pilots to help out. None of the new guys
quite made the grade. One, Donald Hettrick, made several public flights
before a couple of unfortunate crash landings caused his contract to be
terminated. Dennis Comerford, a former Army flight instructor and en-
gineer, also lost his job after making a bad landing during a demonstra-
tion flight. Another new pilot, Adam 'Doug' Miklejohn, made only one
public flight, in Barstow, Florida, in 1965. Bill Suitor was on hand to cap-
ture Miklejohn's only moment of glory.

'I filmed it with my 8mm movie camera,' said Suitor. 'Poor Doug. His
one moment of fame, and my camera had a speck of dust in the shutter,
so none of his flight was recorded!'

Suitor continued to fly the rocketbelt around the world. He visited 42
US states, plus Australia, Austria, Canada, France, Germany, Italy, Mex-
ico, New Zealand, South Africa, Venezuela, and more. In July 1966, Suit-
or and Gordon Yaeger flew the rocketbelt in the UK at the British Grand
Prix, taking part in a promotional drag race between the rocketbelt and a
Grand Prix car. (The car won - just.) Suitor also flew the rocketbelt at the
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first Superbowl in 1967, in which the Green Bay Packers defeated the
Kansas City Chiefs.

But one particularly memorable set of rocketbelt flights stood out for
Suitor. 'While making a tactical applications film for the US Army I got
to fly through trees and under bridges,' he said. 'I really enjoyed those
days, with no restrictions. I crashed into the water under a bridge, went
under, kept going, righted myself, came up, and continued to fly like a
big-ass Polaris missile out of a submarine. All by the grace of God more
than skill!'

Wendell Moore continued to further develop the rocketbelt, producing
designs for several variations on the original. Most of the new designs
never got further than the drawing board, but the Bell Flying Chair was
built and tested. It was essentially a rocketbelt fitted to an Eames fiber-
glass office chair mounted on castors. Another more successful develop-
ment was the Pogo - this time essentially a rocketbelt fitted to the centre
of a platform on which the pilot (or pilots in two-man flights) stood.

Moore's biggest new development was the Bell Jet-belt. The benefits of
a jetbelt over a rocketbelt seemed obvious - a jet engine is more powerful
and more economical to run than a rocket engine. Calculations suggested
the jetbelt would be capable of reaching speeds of up to 85 miles per
hour and running for up to 25 minutes. Wendell Moore began to develop
the new device in 1965, and by 1969 the jetbelt was completed and ready
to go. If the rocketbelt resembled a vacuum cleaner, the jetbelt looked
more like a washing machine. The huge silver jet engine was mounted
on a backpack, along with a parachute for emergency descent.

On 7 April 1969, Robert Courter Jnr made the first untethered jetbelt
flight at Fort Myer, Washington. He piloted the device around a 300-foot
long course at an altitude of 25 feet, reaching speeds of 30 miles per hour.
Further test flights were performed, and all went well. The jetbelt even
made a promotional appearance in an Ovaltine advert, with Courter at
the controls. Then, suddenly, the entire Bell flying belt project was
thrown into disarray.

Wendell Moore died of a sudden heart attack on 29 May 1969, just
weeks after watching the test flight of his latest invention. He was 51
years old. With the jetbelt still largely unproven and the rocketbelt
already rejected by the US Army, the flying belt project was abandoned.
The Bell Rocketbelt would never fly again.

In 1970, after performing over 1,200 rocketbelt flights, Bill Suitor de-
cided to leave Bell and take up employment with the Power Authority
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back in Youngstown, New York. But the story of the rocketbelt, and
Suitor's involvement in it, was far from over.
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Chapter 4
The Tyler Rocketbelt

Nelson Tyler was an Oscar-winning engineer and aerial photographer
best known in the movie industry for designing a vibration-free camera
mount used for filming shots from helicopters. Tyler, from Van Nuys,
near Los Angeles, California, worked on movies like Funny Girl, Ice Sta-
tion Zebra and Paint Your Wagon, winning Academy Awards in 1964
and 1981 for his technical achievements in moviemaking. But Tyler had
another interest - building rocketbelts.

Tyler first became fascinated with rocketbelts after seeing Bill Suitor
fly the Bell belt at Disneyland in 1965. Tyler photographed the belt al-
most obsessively, noted technical details, studied rocket propulsion, and
purchased a copy of a key valve from the same manufacturer that built
the original Bell Rocketbelt parts. Then, in an incredible feat of engineer-
ing, Tyler built his own belt, at a cost of around $15,000, having sold his
sports car to fund the project. He tested it in around 70 tethered flights,
but continually met problems. Then luck intervened

On the very day in 1970 that he left Bell, Bill Suitor was handed a pho-
tograph showing Nelson Tyler and his Tyler Rocketbelt. Suitor contacted
Tyler at noon that day, and was thrilled to learn that the new project had
been inspired by his own Disneyland flight. He remembered Tyler from
the Disneyland stint, as a very persistent gentleman who insisted on hav-
ing multiple photos taken next to the rocketbelt. What Suitor hadn't real-
ized was that, while posing for the photos, Tyler had been holding a
small measuring scale in his hand. Suitor offered to help Tyler complete
the project, and by 3pm that afternoon he was on a plane to Los Angeles.

Upon arriving in California, Suitor began to tune-up and test the rock-
etbelt. After two successful tethered tests the Tyler Rocketbelt was ready
to fly. Not that Tyler had any great plans for his creation - he had con-
sidered it purely as a hobby. But Clyde Baldschun, the promoter who
had worked with Bell, did recognize the commercial possibilities of the
Tyler Rocketbelt. He teamed up with Tyler to make entertainment
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bookings for the new rocketbelt and, over the next decade and a half, the
belt made around 120 commercial flights.

Tyler himself performed flights for a couple of television advertise-
ments, but for the most part he relied upon Bill Suitor to fly the belt. It
was a match made in heaven, and Suitor was a bona fide rocketman
again. Suitor's first major flight of the Tyler Rocketbelt was at the Amer-
ican Football Pro Bowl in 1971. He made scores of subsequent flights, in-
cluding one in 1982 at the World's Fair in Knoxville, Tennessee. During
what he calls his 'oh shit' flight, Suitor unintentionally flew to an unpre-
cedented altitude of 140 feet.

'I buzzed a ski chairlift with tourists in it,' said Suitor. 'They didn't
realize I was coming. One woman dropped her camera to the ground,
and another woman almost fell out, 40 feet above the sidewalk. Needless
to say I was advised not to do that again! But it was fun, especially look-
ing at their faces as I appeared.'

Suitor and Tyler prepared for the Knoxville demonstration with a test
flight on wasteland in Los Angeles. On an adjacent lot, construction was
beginning on a velodrome in preparation for the 1984 Olympics. The two
men surveyed the construction work and Suitor remarked that it would
be fitting if he could end his career as a rocketman with a triumphant
rocketbelt flight at the Olympics.

In fact, Suitor and Tyler's partnership ended immediately after the
Knoxville flight. Suitor found that Clyde Baldschun had misled him over
payment and insurance, and he subsequently quit. He returned to his
home in Youngstown to take care of his family responsibilities, telling
Tyler that his days as a rocketbelt pilot were over.

Tyler had already recruited a second pilot to fly the rocketbelt. Kinnie
Gibson was a stuntman, now best known for his work as Chuck Norris's
double for the TV show Walker, Texas Ranger. Howard 'Kinnie' Gibson,
who shared Norris's rugged, bearded look, had competed in motor cross
tournaments, skydiving championships, and hot air balloon races, before
touring with his idol - ultimate stuntman Evel Knievel. Gibson, from
Carrolton, Texas, took up professional stunt work, and became known
for his aerial stunts involving light aircraft and wing walking. He began
to fly the Tyler Rocketbelt in the early 1980s, and flew at demonstrations
around the world. He learned fast, and replaced Suitor as the full-time
rocketbelt pilot in 1982, with Suitor's approval. And, two years later, Gib-
son looked set to pilot the Tyler belt in the biggest rocketbelt demonstra-
tion ever.
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Clyde Baldschun had been contacted by Tommy Walker, the special
effects director of the Olympics opening ceremony. Walker wanted to
book a stunning attraction that would seize the attention of the spectat-
ors in the Olympic stadium and television viewers worldwide. He
wanted to book the Tyler Rocketbelt - but the offer came with certain
stipulations. The flight needed to be precisely timed and executed. The
rocketbelt must take off and land on cue, with a specific turn, and an ac-
curate landing on an exact spot. Although an excited Kinnie Gibson had
told his family about the big flight, and had even prepared his own press
release, Tyler and Baldschun weren't sure the rookie pilot could pull this
one off. Tyler recalled his conversation near the LA velodrome two years
earlier. He called Bill Suitor.

Suitor was reluctant to leave Youngstown. He was busy building an
extension on his house, and plastic sheeting was tacked over demolished
walls to keep out the elements. He had also recently been promoted in
his job at the New York Power Authority, and was unable to get time off
work. But Tyler and Baldschun were persistent. Baldschun called in a fa-
vor from a friend in authority, and put in a request to the Governor of
New York. The Governor arranged for Suitor to be given all the time off
he needed. Finally, after Tyler and Baldschun agreed to let him bring his
wife along, Suitor accepted the chance to fly the Tyler Rocketbelt one last
time. It would be the most famous rocketbelt flight ever made.

On Saturday 28 July 1984, a worldwide audience got its first close-up
glimpse of the amazing rocketbelt when Suitor flew in front of 92,000
spectators and several billion television viewers at the LA Coliseum for
the opening ceremony of the 1984 Olympic Games. For the first time, the
rocketbelt was on the world stage. Dressed in a white jumpsuit with or-
ange stripes and gold stars, and a white helmet bearing gold Olympic
rings, Suitor stood on a flight of steps under the Olympic torch at one
end of the packed arena. A sign reading 'Welcome to LA 84' was fixed to
his chest with safety pins, and another was stuck to the back of the
rocketbelt.

The sky was cloudless and bright, and the coliseum was bathed in hot
sunshine. Flags ringed the stadium perimeter, and thousands of white
and gold balloons lay around the running track waiting to be released.
Hundreds of performers crouched on the playing field in preparation for
the ceremony. Spectators, in short sleeves, hats and sunglasses, clutched
cameras in anticipation, and a cacophony of excited chatter filled the air.
Then it began.
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'To an audience of two and one half billion that stretches around the
world,' began the stadium announcer, 'a warm welcome from the cit-
izens of California!' There was a huge cheer. And then Bill Suitor did his
stuff.

'It was, in a word, awesome,' said Suitor. 'As I stood up there 90 feet
above the field waiting for my signal to take off, the announcer said, “To
an audience of two and one half billion…” Holy shit! He said billion! I
said to myself: You've done this hundreds of times and never fallen nor
failed, so don't go on your ass now in front of all these people!'

'Well, there he is,' proclaimed ABC TV announcer Jim McKay, as Suit-
or took off over the crowd, 'Jet Man - flying through the stadium, no
wires, no tricks, just as you see it. What a beginning!'

Spectators pointed to the sky and watched in awe as Suitor soared
overhead. TV viewers sat open-mouthed and glued to their sets as he
made a graceful turn against a backdrop of camera flashes and waving
flags. Then he landed perfectly on his mark on a wooden landing plat-
form, offering a salute to President Reagan up in the stands. The crowd
erupted in a hair-raising roar that makes TV footage of the flight particu-
larly memorable to watch. Suitor's wife Cheryl ran over to give her hus-
band a kiss before he was hurriedly escorted from the stadium, allowing
the opening ceremony to continue behind him. The flight only lasted 17
seconds, but it was the biggest of Bill Suitor's life.

'It was like a blur,' he said. 'It whizzed past me like a lightning bolt.
Then it was all over. But, wow, what an honor.'

The impact of Suitor's flight on the public consciousness was immense.
At that moment, everyone everywhere seemed to be talking about the
rocketbelt. The Los Angeles Herald summed up the reaction in its
Sunday edition, printing a photo of Suitor and the belt superimposed
over a large one-word front-page headline: WOW.

The Olympic opening ceremony committee paid Clyde Baldschun
over $7,500 to secure the 17-second flight, equating to $441 per second,
or, in effect, an hourly rate of over $1,500,000. Suitor was paid just his
standard fee of $1,000, but he considered the honor made it worth it. He
may have held a different opinion if he had known in advance that he
was uninsured for accidents. Already angered by the Knoxville flight,
Suitor had only agreed to perform the Olympic flight on the promise of a
sufficient insurance policy. Baldschun had assured Suitor that everything
was in order, but in fact it appeared that no adequate insurance policy
had been taken.
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Baldschun's rocketbelt booking concern had been struggling in the run
up to the Olympics, and the belt itself was in a state of disrepair. But the
chance to demonstrate the belt in front of potential customers from
around the world at the opening ceremony was simply too good to miss.
Baldschun reached out to his many contacts and raised around $10,000
in order for the belt to be repaired. The repairs were successful, but it
seemed there was no money left over to pay for the pilot's insurance.

When Suitor found out he had been lied to, and had made the flight
without insurance, he was furious. He angrily confronted Baldschun,
and stated he would never fly the Tyler Rocketbelt ever again, keeping a
promise to Cheryl to retire from life as a rocketman. He had, as he had
prophesized to Nelson Tyler, ended his career as a rocketman with a tri-
umphant rocketbelt flight at the Olympics. He returned to Youngstown,
to his family, his house extension, and his work for the Power Authority.
Bill Suitor's career as a rocketman was over, at least for the moment.

Not long after the 1984 Olympics flight, after receiving, it was claimed,
around 800 enquiries, Nelson Tyler sold the Tyler Rocketbelt to the
Gröna Lund theme park in Stockholm, Sweden. Kinnie Gibson was em-
ployed by the park to fly the belt in several demonstrations and, when he
returned to the US to fulfill a stunt contract, the park had no use for their
pilotless belt. Gibson arranged to procure it from them, and returned
home with his new possession. Gibson was now ready to set out on his
own as the world's only rocketman.

But there were a couple of problems. Gibson was reluctant to pay high
prices for compressed nitrogen cylinders. He used scuba tank com-
pressed air instead, despite its low-purity, with the result that the rocket-
belt lost power after around ten seconds. Gibson found this out while
filming an advertisement for British Airways in London. He was sup-
posed to fly over the tail of a BA jumbo jet and land safely, but midway
through the flight he was forced to make a swift emergency landing,
crashing onto his knees on the tarmac runway. A similar accident oc-
curred just a few weeks later during a demonstration flight in Cairo.

Another problem was that the 90-percent H2O2 required for the belt
was no longer easily available in the US. Gibson was forced to buy 88--
percent H2O2 from a German company. But the H2O2 he purchased had
stabilizing agents in it, rendering it highly unpredictable as rocketbelt
fuel.

Gibson pressed ahead anyway, but his first test flight with the new
fuel, in Philadelphia, went horribly wrong. Unbeknown to Gibson, the
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stabilizing agent had ruined the catalyst beds in the rocketbelt engine.
Gibson made a stuttering lift-off, but the belt banked and gave out. Gib-
son fell, and broke both the belt and his knee. He was lucky to survive,
and was hospitalized for some time. Gibson sued the German chemical
company that supplied the H2O2 and won a $250,000 settlement. As a
result of the verdict, chemical companies around the world stopped
selling H2O2 to individuals, a change that would affect all future rocket-
belt builders.

Once he had recovered from his injury, Gibson set about repairing the
Tyler Rocketbelt, and building an H2O2 distillation lab so he could man-
ufacture his own fuel safely. To help him with these complicated tasks he
turned to a couple of friends, Brad Barker and Larry Stanley. With hind-
sight, that was a big mistake. The three men wouldn't be friends for very
much longer.
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Chapter 5
The Oil Field Incident

It was early one morning in 1990 when the car arrived at the oil field
near Houston, Texas, and hurtled along a dust track past the wellheads
and drilling machinery.

Among the passengers in the car was 35-year-old Brad Barker, a
former insurance salesman from Illinois. Barker had movie star looks
and a charismatic personality. But those who had crossed his path knew
that behind his handsome and charming façade was a volatile temper.
He was a complicated man, they said, a regular churchgoer liable to out-
bursts of violence. Barker had been recruited to retrieve equipment from
the oil field after a dispute. On his lap lay a baseball bat. It was clear
Barker was not there to negotiate.

Bradley Wayne Barker was tanned and in shape, with dark eyes and
thick brown hair. He was most often seen in jeans and an unbuttoned
polo shirt, his hair carefully swept back. Barker had lost his father as a
young boy, but remained close to his mother and brother. He was a wan-
derer, and rarely stayed for long in any one place or job. But if there was
anywhere he called home it was Houston, a gritty and humid big city
dominated by oil excavation and space exploration.

Amid the Bayou City's contrasting cityscape of skyscrapers and water-
ways, black gold drove the economy and the NASA Space Center drew
tourism. International finance, computer technology and science research
also prospered in the area. A culturally diverse population had been at-
tracted by Houston's reputation for opportunity and innovation. The city
seemed to be continuously growing and changing, but cowboys still
strode along sidewalks, and the smell of barbequed steak still drifted re-
assuringly from restaurant doorways.

Barker had driven to the oil field on behalf of his close friend, rocket-
belt pilot Kinnie Gibson. The pair met in 1975, when a 20-year-old
suited-up Barker walked into Houston's Central National Bank looking

31



for a job. He was interviewed by Gibson - then just 19, stuck in a desk
job, and yet to fulfill his dream of becoming a professional stuntman. The
pair clicked immediately. They were almost the same age, shared many
interests, and found it easy to get along. Barker aced the interview, and
the pair began to work side by side.

Both Barker and Gibson had been drawn to Houston's high-rise busi-
ness district by a booming job market, but neither was particularly inter-
ested in financial work. They were in it for the money, and compensated
for spending their weekdays in an office by spending their weekends
outdoors - travelling, skydiving and flying planes. Barker bought a small
airplane, a Cessna 210 Centurion, and the two men flew it out of the
nearby League City airport. They partied together at Houston bars,
drank, met girls, and happily enjoyed the best years of their lives. They
also went through defining moments together - they acted as best man at
each other's weddings, and their sons were born within 24 hours of each
other. Barker and Gibson were best friends, and it seemed nothing could
change that.

By the beginning of the 1980s, both men had drifted away from selling
insurance. Houston's business district was no longer the draw it had
once been. Oil prices were beginning to fall, and Houston's much-hyped
economy was starting to dwindle. The fourth-largest city in the US was
about to experience an exodus in its population.

Gibson was one of those that left. He wanted to be active, not stuck be-
hind a desk. He loved extreme sports and flying, and wanted to make a
living from those types of activities. He decided he wanted to be a stunt-
man. Gibson moved to Los Angeles and set about finding a way into
professional stunt work. Then he was offered the chance to fly the Tyler
Rocketbelt. Gibson became a rocketman.

Barker stayed in Houston and moved between various jobs, in the oil
industry, in auto shops, and in the nightclub business, none of which
paid as well or as regularly as his old insurance job. He knew he could
probably have followed Gibson into stunt work if only the opportunity
had arisen. Instead, he enviously watched the progress of his best friend,
and made sure he kept in touch.

In 1981, Gibson invited Barker to watch him fly the rocketbelt at a
demonstration near Mexico City. He knew Barker had fallen on lean
times since leaving the insurance business, so he offered to pay his air-
fare. Barker accepted and flew south of the border, where he spent a
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week with Gibson and the rocketbelt. And he immediately became en-
chanted with the amazing flying machine.

In fact, Barker had been interested in rocketbelts ever since seeing the
opening sequence of Thunderball in a local cinema back in 1965. He re-
called that as a seminal moment in his life.

'I was nine years old, in a little town in Illinois,' he said. 'My father had
been killed in a car accident about eight months before that, and I just re-
member being a depressed little kid. Then I saw the rocketbelt in the
theatre, and I just remember being fascinated with it.'

After the week in Mexico, Barker returned to Hou-ston, and continued
to move between jobs. But he never forgot about the rocketbelt. Then his
marriage fell apart, and there was no longer anything left for him in
Houston. Barker packed a bag and left the Lone Star State for the Golden
State.

In California, Barker hooked up with Gibson and was given a job help-
ing to maintain the rocketbelt. Barker was technically proficient, as a res-
ult of experience gained in his variety of jobs, and he quickly learnt how
the belt was prepared and operated. Gibson had Barker help him repair
the belt after the accident in Philadelphia. But for help building a new
H2O2 distillation lab Gibson turned to another friend, Larry Stanley.

Thomas Laurence Stanley was an aeronautics buff from Sugar Land - a
Houston suburb named for its Imperial Sugar factory. He met Barker
and Gibson while skydiving at the League City airport in the 1970s.
Dark-haired with a chunky moustache, Stanley was an entrepreneur
who was always looking for original ways to make money. His family
owned an oil field, and the wealth it generated allowed him to dabble in
businesses involving his key interests of computers and aeronautics.

Stanley was ten years older than Barker and eleven years older than
Gibson, and never became as close to the pair as they were to each other.
Stanley liked to ski but, unlike outdoor types Barker and Gibson, he
wasn't particularly athletic. Despite their differences, the three men still
became friends. Barker trusted Stanley enough to loan him his Cessna
plane on numerous occasions. And Gibson invited Stanley to watch him
fly the rocketbelt, and also formed a hot-air balloon business with him,
referred to by Gibson as one of the biggest and most lucrative in the
world. But the balloon business didn't last long. After it deflated, Stanley
headed back to his family's oil field.

Then Barker and Stanley fell out. Barker was very fond of his Cessna, a
turbo-charged aircraft originally worth as much as $180,000. In 1986,
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Barker claimed that the plane disappeared while on loan to Stanley.
Barker was unable to locate either the Cessna or Stanley, so he contacted
the authorities. According to Barker, an FBI Agent called on the tele-
phone the next day and told him, 'Your airplane is probably at the bot-
tom of the Gulf of Mexico with a load of pot on it.'

According to Barker, the Agent referred to Stanley as being 'a known
drug trafficker and smuggler' who had been 'investigated by every drug
enforcement agency on the planet.' There is no available record of Stan-
ley ever being charged with, or being investigated for, drug offences.
Whether the drug claim was true or not, Barker said the FBI's hands
were tied regarding the plane.

'They really couldn't do much,' said Barker. 'If I had never let him use
the plane it wouldn't have been a problem, but because I had loaned it to
him in the past it was basically my word against his.'

As it turned out, Barker's plane wasn't at the bottom of the Gulf of
Mexico. It was in a hangar in Seattle, Washington. According to Barker,
Stanley had added a long-range fuel tank and made other modifications
to the Cessna. The implication from Barker was that the bigger fuel tank
had been fitted to allow drug trafficking trips to South America. There
was an outstanding bill of $30,000 tied to the plane, the consequence of
which was that the cash-strapped Barker couldn't afford to keep it. He
was reluctantly forced to sell his prized airplane.

'When the thing was finally sold,' said Barker, 'the money that was
brought in was used to pay off the outstanding bill.'

So Barker was left with nothing. He had lost his plane, and he figured
Stanley owed him the value of it. But Stanley was nowhere to be found.
Almost four years would go by before Barker would see his former
friend again.

Gibson and Stanley also fell out. Gibson had agreed to invest several
thousand dollars in the Stanley family's oil field in return for 50 percent
of the profits. But there was a disagreement, and Gibson never saw any
return. According to Stanley, Gibson failed to meet the terms of a con-
tract the pair had drawn up, and the contract was terminated. Stanley
and Gibson began to feud.

In early 1990, Barker was working on the rocketbelt in Los Angeles
while Gibson travelled to the Philippines to do some stunt work on a
movie. Shortly after Gibson left, Barker received a tearful phone call
from Gibson's wife, Sheri. According to Sheri, Stanley had broken into
Gibson's storage facility in Houston and stolen some equipment related
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to the rocketbelt. Sheri said Stanley had told her not to bring anybody
out to try to retrieve the equipment, or else, he had said, 'somebody's
gonna get hurt.'

Despite Stanley's warning, Barker immediately flew out to Houston
and called up a friend, a black belt karate instructor called Rob Fisher
who once worked at a nightclub Barker had managed. Then Barker, Fish-
er and Sheri Gibson drove out to the oil field. Kinnie Gibson's two broth-
ers followed them out in a second car. Gibson was a good friend who
had done a lot for Barker. Stanley was anything but. There was no way
Barker was going to let Stanley screw Gibson over.

One of the oil field's hired hands, Bernie Robinson, watched Barker's
car approach in a cloud of dust, and stepped forward as it slowed to a
halt. Then the doors flew open and Barker and Fisher burst out. Robin-
son was a former Navy Seal, and he'd been warned by Stanley to be
ready for trouble. According to Barker, Robinson swung at Fisher and
then tried to make a dash for his car, where he kept a loaded pistol, but,
Barker claimed, 'Rob went into his karate routine and, in literally three or
four seconds, just beat the shit out of this Navy Seal.'

Then Kinnie Gibson's brothers showed up. According to Robinson,
who said he did not throw a punch before being knocked to the ground,
three of the men held him down while Barker stood over him with a
baseball bat. Then, Robinson claimed, Barker lifted the bat into the air
and brought it crashing down on his legs.

'Where's Larry Stanley?' asked Barker.
Robinson could only groan with pain.
Barker whacked him again with the bat. 'Where's Larry Stanley?'
'He isn't here,' said Robinson.
'That's a shame,' said Barker. 'I'm very upset with Larry Stanley, and

I'd like to hit him some.'
It seemed Stanley was again going to prove elusive. Then a car pulled

up, and out stepped the man himself. Stanley spotted Sheri Gibson, and
began to argue with her. He didn't realize she had brought friends. Then
Barker stepped into view.

'Stanley,' said Barker, 'I'm gonna ask you one time where Kinnie's
equipment is, and, if you don't tell me, you're not going to like what
happens.'

Stanley looked at Barker, and the baseball bat, and said, 'I'll take you
there.'
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Barker followed Stanley to a nearby storage facility and recovered all
of the equipment without further incident. Oddly, Barker said he did not
mention the Cessna and the related $30,000 debt, although this was the
first time the two men had met in the four years since the plane had gone
missing. Instead, Barker quietly packed up the equipment and took it
back to California.

Later that day, Barker took a phone call from Kinnie Gibson in the
Philippines.

'I love you brother,' said Gibson. 'I can't tell you how much I appreci-
ate you getting my stuff back.'

Gibson would not always regard Barker with such fondness.
Still based in Los Angeles, Barker continued to work with Gibson on

his rocketbelt. Gibson won a lucrative contract to fly the belt in front of
hundreds of thousands of music fans on pop star Michael Jackson's 'Bad'
tour. At the end of every performance, Gibson switched places with Jack-
son and blasted into the air, creating the illusion that the pop star was
flying from the stage. Gibson was paid $25,000 plus expenses for each
flight, and he made almost $1 million from the full Jackson tour. Gibson
also won a contract to fly the rocketbelt at twenty different events at the
Disney World theme park in Orlando, Florida.

In the summer of 1990, Gibson was preparing for a Disney World per-
formance when he accidentally damaged the rocketbelt. He was per-
forming his usual checks on the device, but was unaware that a high
level of gas pressure had built up in the throttle valve. He unscrewed the
cap, and the trapped pressure fired a piston out of the valve at high
speed. The piston shot over Gibson's shoulder and lodged in the wall be-
hind him. Gibson was unharmed, although shocked, but the piston was
severely damaged.

According to Gibson, the six-inch long throttle valve was the key to
the rocketbelt's secret design. There were no spare parts for the Tyler
belt, and the valve could not be repaired in Orlando. So Gibson asked
Barker to hurry the valve up to Houston, to be machined by specialists
there, and return it before the performance the next day.

Barker took a flight to Houston, fully aware that he had in his posses-
sion a crucial and valuable piece of the rocketbelt. So crucial and valu-
able that Barker decided to measure and record the throttle valve's di-
mensions. Then he had the valve repaired, flew back to Orlando, and re-
turned it to Gibson in time for the performance. The Disney World flight
went ahead as planned, and Gibson remained unaware of best friend's
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keen interest in the valve. If the throttle valve was the key, then Barker
had just unlocked the secret of the rocketbelt.
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Chapter 6
The Unlikely Partnership

Joe Wright left Michigan after graduating from high school in the au-
tumn of 1979, with unemployment having swept through the once dom-
inant industrial state. Like thousands of other displaced souls, Wright,
aged just 18, travelled from the 'Rust Belt' of the Midwest to the 'Sun Belt'
of the South. And, like Brad Barker, Wright ended up in Houston.

Wright, of average height and slight build, was extremely bright, al-
though he had never done particularly well at high school. He was keen
to kick-start his life and start up his own business. It was tough for him
to leave his friends and family behind, but Wright knew his future lay
outside of Michigan. The area's dwindling economy offered few pro-
spects. Wright believed Houston's economy was still booming. It was a
land of opportunity. For Wright, this was the beginning of a wonderful
adventure.

The adventure got off to a discouraging start. Wright spent the first
few weeks in Houston sleeping in the back of his car. But he had worked
in an audio shop while in high school, and that experience got him a job
installing car stereos. Wright had a great work ethic. He was an ex-
tremely hard worker, had never taken a sick day in his life, and was al-
ways the first to volunteer for overtime.

Wright's dedication to the job won him a promotion, and he eventu-
ally worked his way up the ranks to manage the audio shop. From 1983
he also ran his own car stereo installation business out of his garage.
That business took off, and Wright decided to pursue his dream and set
out on his own. He quit his job and prepared to set up his own business.

In 1984, Wright, in partnership with close friend Bryan Galton, set up a
shop called Car Audio Plus in a white concrete building at a strip mall
on Houston's busy Spears Road, selling and fitting car stereos, auto
alarms, and car phones. Wright ploughed all of his savings into the busi-
ness and devoted huge amounts of energy into making it a success. He
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was meticulously well organized. His inherent professionalism even ex-
tended to having his jeans smartly pressed. And his hard work and keen
business sense paid dividends. The shop attracted a lot of customers, and
soon began to make good money.

When Galton decided to leave Texas for Florida in 1986, Wright
bought out his former partner's share in the company and became the
sole owner of Car Audio Plus. Within a few years, the business had ex-
panded to take up three quarters of the strip mall. At its peak, Car Audio
Plus employed 22 people and had an annual turnover of more than two
million dollars. Wright, still in his 20s, was a success.

Money was no longer a problem for Wright. He was now a high-roller
who could buy virtually anything he wanted. He ploughed a lot of his
profits back into the business, and still had cash to spare. But he was also
well known for his loyalty and generosity. He regularly handed out
loans and gifts to his employees. On one occasion, he handed $5,000 to
one of his young installers to pay for dental work, and then refused to al-
low the installer to pay him back. He liked to barter with customers and
win their friendship and loyalty.

Then he did a favor for Brad Barker. Barker loved all kinds of electron-
ic gadgets, and visited Car Audio Plus shortly after it opened looking for
a top-of-the-line car stereo system for his Jaguar. Barker was still enjoy-
ing the high life his insurance job had afforded him, and he had money
to spend, although he still liked to bargain. Eager for Barker's custom,
Wright cut him a good deal, and installed the system for him. Barker was
extremely grateful, and the pair became friends.

Wright found it easy to make friends. He was the kind of person that
parties revolved around. He was a funny guy, with a broad laugh that
could bring the house down. He loved jokes, and kept a notebook full of
them with him at all times. When he heard a good joke, he laughed in his
distinctive style, pulled out a pen, and jotted it down for future refer-
ence. He was very easy to get on with and he never held grudges. If
Wright had a disagreement with someone, the worst they could expect
was to receive the silent treatment for a short while, and then it would be
forgotten.

By 1990, Joe Wright, still just 29, was an established and successful
businessman. It seemed the only way was up. Wright took time out to
visit Barker, now working for Kinnie Gibson in Orlando, and was
thrilled to get a close up look at the rocketbelt. But Gibson wasn't thrilled
when he caught Barker and Wright videotaping the belt. He told them,
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in no uncertain terms, that the design of the rocketbelt was top secret.
Wright was sent home, but he and Barker remained close friends.

A few weeks later, Barker telephoned from Orlando to ask Wright for
another favor. Barker was having problems with Gibson. Barker often
brought his young son to work, and Gibson complained that the kid dis-
rupted the work. This situation rumbled on for some time, and the anim-
osity between Barker and Gibson grew. The pair argued and their
15-year friendship hit the rocks.

'We had a bit of a falling out,' admitted Barker.
It would not be the last falling out Barker would be involved in. But it

was an untidy and uncomfortable end to a friendship, and it was clear
Barker could no longer work for Gibson. He quit, and called Wright for
help. Wright drove down to Orlando to pick up Barker and his son, and
brought them back to Houston.

Then, said Barker, 'I just basically decided to build a rocketbelt.' His
motive was clear. 'It was strictly for money, there's no doubt about that,'
he said. 'I'd worked with Gibson off and on for years. There were times
when he made no money off it, and there were times when he made
some pretty good amounts of money. And I'd always been intrigued by
the rocketbelt, so it was just kind of a challenge. I wanted to see if I could
build it, but I expected to make some money out of it also. So it was a
business thing.'

Of course, Barker had nothing else to do. He had been away from
Houston for years, but little had changed. There were still few opportun-
ities for him. Gibson's job offer had rescued him from a cash-strapped
life that he had no intention of going back to. He didn't want to return to
the short-term jobs he had bounced around before getting involved with
the rocketbelt. And now he had seen the rocketbelt, become somewhat
fixated with it, and watched Kinnie Gibson get rich off the back of it. If
Gibson could do that, why couldn't Barker? All he needed to do was to
build his own rocketbelt.

Of course, that was easier said than done. Gibson had not built his
rocketbelt, but had acquired it from Nelson Tyler. Aside from the pion-
eering engineers at Bell, the brilliant Tyler had been the only man ever to
successfully build a working rocketbelt. Nevertheless, seemingly un-
daunted by the task at hand, Barker set to work almost immediately, us-
ing the information and contacts he had obtained while working on the
Tyler Rocketbelt.
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'I'd been working with Kinnie,' he said, 'so I knew 99.9 percent of
everything about the belt, but there were a few things I didn't.'

What he needed were a couple of partners.
First, Barker approached Joe Wright. Barker knew Wright had a keen

business brain and was skilled at marketing, and he also had useful con-
tacts with various technicians and engineers, including some at NASA.
He would be useful to the project. He was also a close friend, and Barker
was running out of those. But, despite Wright's enthusiasm and skills,
Barker knew the two of them alone could not successfully build a
rocketbelt.

Barker needed someone who could offer heavy financial backing. So,
in early 1991, Barker began to call Larry Stanley. This was despite the
angry confrontation at the oil field, and Barker's claim that Stanley had
stolen his plane. Barker and Stanley were most definitely no longer
friends. But Barker was willing to overlook that fact in the hope of get-
ting his precious rocketbelt built.

'The guy owed me,' said Barker. 'He owed me for the plane. I'd lost
close to $30,000 on that deal. Basically I contacted him to see if there was
any way I could get my money back.'

Stanley must have been surprised to receive a call from a man who
had threatened him with a baseball bat on their last meeting. But Barker
quickly attempted to make peace. He told Stanley that the incident at the
oil field had all been down to Kinnie Gibson. Gibson had ordered him to
go to the oil field and retrieve his equipment by any means necessary, he
said. Barker explained that he too had fallen out with Gibson, and was
looking to set out on his own.

Then Barker told Stanley he was planning to build a rocketbelt. Barker
explained that he had the knowledge to produce the key rocketbelt
throttle valve, and also had a portfolio of high-resolution photographs
showing all of the external design features that he had obtained from an
acquaintance of Gibson. Importantly, Barker also detailed the huge earn-
ings Gibson had made from his rocketbelt. At this point, Stanley's curios-
ity was undoubtedly aroused.

Both Barker and Stanley had become very interested in rocketbelts
through their association with Gibson. They were both intrigued by the
challenge of embarking upon a quest to build such an iconic device. And
Barker knew that Stanley felt he had been wronged by Gibson and
wanted revenge. But the key motive was money. In partnership, Barker
told Stanley, the pair could build a new rocketbelt, take over some of the
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lucrative contracts, become very rich, and put one over on Gibson in the
process.

Barker knew Stanley could borrow money from his family to invest in
the project. Barker estimated that the belt would cost around $200,000 to
build. Stanley lived in a large house in Sugar Land with his wife and her
family. He drove an expensive Toyota SUV and wanted for little because
of the family's income from the oil field.

Stanley certainly seemed to be interested. As a challenge and a money-
making opportunity it seemed like something he would like to do. And
the project offered a chance to get even with Kinnie Gibson. But nagging
doubts troubled him. After all, just months before, Barker had attacked
one of Stanley's employees with a baseball bat.

'I had some strong reservations,' Stanley said in an affidavit he would
later present in court. 'I was very unsure if I should embark on a new
venture with a person such as Barker, who seemed to have a violent
nature.'

Barker, too, had severe doubts over working with Stanley after the
pair's checkered history. And he would come to regret his decision to ig-
nore those doubts. He was proposing to partner up with a man he had
accused of stealing his plane and using it to traffic drugs. The two men
were now more enemies than friends as the result of a long and complic-
ated past.

'We go way back,' Barker said. 'I'm about half an idiot for even doing
business with the guy after all that happened, but for that I take full
responsibility.'

Despite mutual doubts, the appeal of the rocketbelt, the lure of the dol-
lars, and the chance to put one over on Kinnie Gibson were obviously
too much for either man to ignore. After several phone calls were ex-
changed, Barker arrived at Stanley's Sugar Land home to discuss the pro-
ject in person. The negotiations were surprisingly straightforward. Stan-
ley offered that, if Barker let him in on the rocketbelt project, he would
pay back the money he owed him for the plane. Barker agreed. The men
were now partners in their ambitious quest to build a rocketbelt. It was a
partnership built on greed and revenge. It couldn't last.
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Chapter 7
The Rocketbelt 2000

The American Rocketbelt Corporation (ARB) was founded in March
1992, with Brad Barker and Larry Stanley going into the project as 50/50
partners. The pair planned to make an improved rocketbelt called the
Rocketbelt 2000, or RB-2000. New techniques and materials were avail-
able, and they were confident they could improve upon the old Bell and
Tyler belts. Those belts had been built on relatively low budgets with
surplus parts. Barker and Stanley aimed to make the RB-2000 lighter and
load it with more propellant so it could fly longer and further. The ori-
ginal Bell Rocketbelt had only flown for a maximum of 21 seconds per
flight. They were certain they could improve upon that.

Despite their confidence, the task Barker and Stanley were undertak-
ing was immense. After numerous attempts spanning over fifty years,
only Wendell Moore's Bell team and Nelson Tyler had successfully built
a working rocketbelt. All other aspiring rocketbelt builders had failed.
Neither Barker nor Stanley had the technical or engineering know-how
of Moore or Tyler. The odds were stacked greatly against them. But that
didn't dampen their enthusiasm, and work on the demanding project
began right away.

Stanley began to produce technical drawings for the rocketbelt, and for
a fuel distillation lab. Then Barker took the drawings to machine shops
to have the parts made. Barker stored the parts in his North Houston
apartment, taking great care to ensure the security and safety of these
precious pieces of the rocketbelt jigsaw puzzle. Soon the apartment was
full of valves, frames and tubes, made out of aluminum, stainless steel
and high-tensile plastic.

Barker and Stanley relied heavily upon the photos and measurements
taken from Kinnie Gibson's Tyler belt, and also consulted engineers, par-
ticularly Doug Malewicki of California. Malewicki was a respected aero-
nautical engineer and inventor, known for his appearances on the TV
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show Junkyard Wars. He provided engineering analysis and helped
design the rocket motor, producing preliminary drawings for the project.

'Brad Barker called me about some design and consulting work,' said
Malewicki, who was clearly dubious about the project from the begin-
ning. 'I had him sign a complete legal release before I would start.'

Work continued on the RB-2000 throughout 1992 and into 1993. In ad-
dition to seeking engineering advice, Barker and Stanley hired mechan-
ics to help them with the technicalities of piecing the device together.
They also had mechanics build a support stand for the rocketbelt, and an
aluminum shipping container to store it in. Barker and Stanley would
need the shipping container when they began to demonstrate the belt
around the world. They were also being security conscious. The safe-like
container would ensure the RB-2000 could not be stolen. At least, not by
anyone who did not have a key.

As work progressed, the various assembled parts began to take the
form of a rocketbelt. Now the partners had something tangible to show
for their considerable efforts, Barker and Stanley's initial moneymaking
and revenge motives began to be replaced by a genuine desire to com-
plete the device and see it fly. They were beginning to become obsessed
with the amazing contraption that was taking shape in front of them.

Joe Wright was around the project from the start, and he began to
share Barker and Stanley's enthusiasm and passion for the rocketbelt. In
December 1993, Wright offered Barker and Stanley an office and work-
shop space at Car Audio Plus. Wright was obviously confident the rock-
etbelt would take off. He offered to defer rent until the belt began to
make money. Then he would be paid $500 plus expenses for each month
of occupancy. There was no longer room for the rocketbelt and its associ-
ated parts in Barker's apartment, and the partners needed more space to
build a fuel lab. Barker and Stanley checked out the office and workshop
and agreed to accept the offer. They moved into the office, and set up a
construction area at the far end of Wright's workshop, out of the way of
the car audio business. Wright now became actively involved in the con-
struction of the RB-2000.

The three men then set about putting the finishing touches to the rock-
etbelt, and also built the fuel lab. But the work did not progress without
incident. Stanley was warned by one machine shop owner to keep an eye
on Barker, who he said seemed to be an unsavory character. The shop
owner didn't elaborate, but the warning accentuated doubts Stanley
already had about his partner. And Wright, such a laid-back guy, found
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himself subjected to verbal outbursts from Barker over the most trivial of
matters. According to Car Audio Plus employees, Wright and Barker
could be casually talking about everyday things when Barker would
suddenly snap into an unseemly rage.

In June 1994, Barker and Stanley held a meeting at Barker's apartment
with Stanley's lawyer brother, Jerry. The project accounts showed the
pair had injected almost $190,000 into ARB, nearly all of which had been
borrowed from their mothers. They decided, as the rocketbelt project
was progressing successfully, to issue equal amounts of stock in ARB -
500 shares to Barker and 500 shares to Stanley. They then immediately
held the company's first stockholders' meeting. Barker was elected Pres-
ident, and Stanley was named Vice President, Secretary and Treasurer.
They also agreed to appoint Joe Wright as Marketing Director. Then
Stanley issued share certificates to himself and Barker. Now the rocket-
belt was officially owned, not by Barker and Stanley as individuals, but
by the American Rocketbelt Corporation.

The rest of the summer was spent completing the rocketbelt. Finally, in
October 1994, after more than two and a half years of hard work, the
RB-2000 was finished. And it looked fantastic. The frame and handlebars
were bright red, and the fuel tanks and exhaust nozzles were shiny sil-
ver. Every part gleamed. Barker, Stanley and Wright had worked long
and hard to create this amazing device. But would it work? It was time
to put the rocketbelt to the test.

After a careful fueling process, the belt was fitted to its stand in a
cleared space at the back of the Car Audio Plus workshop. Stanley and
Wright were both in attendance, but it was Barker who performed the
test. Barker stood behind the rocketbelt wearing a protective jumpsuit
and helmet and prepared to twist the throttle.

'Here goes,' said Barker.
'Go on, buddy!' Stanley and Wright called, as they retreated to a safe

distance.
Then Barker gently twisted the throttle. Ear-splitting jets of steam

roared from the nozzles, and the rocketbelt strained against the stand.
'Yeah!' shouted a grinning Barker, over the piercing scream of pressur-

ized gas. 'It's working! I think we know it's not gonna blow!'
Barker allowed the throttle a longer blast, and offered a big smile to

Stanley and Wright. Then Barker released the throttle and let the rocket-
belt fire for several more noisy seconds until the fuel tanks emptied. The
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initial test was a success. Now it was time for the next stage of the testing
process. The Rocketbelt 2000 made a lot of noise, but would it fly?

Barker and Stanley needed to find a pilot before they could properly
test their rocketbelt. Both were keen to fly the belt themselves, once they
were sure it would work, but neither was reckless enough to test fly the
unproven device. They needed to call upon an experienced professional
to test it and train them. And there was only one man for the job.

Bill Suitor had not flown a rocketbelt for over ten years. He was hap-
pily living in Youngstown, still working for the Power Authority, and
painting and carving wildlife in his spare time. A television company
was planning to shoot some footage of the RB-2000, and it was they who
first contacted Suitor asking him to test the belt. But Suitor wasn't keen
on flying the belt for television cameras. He was no longer willing to put
his life at risk for the purpose of entertainment. Then he received a tele-
phone call from Barker.

'I remember he didn't really seem interested,' said Barker. 'I think he
thought I was just some kind of idiot. I told him I'd built this rocketbelt
and would like for him to come down and fly it. He said he had better
things to do.'

But Barker was persistent, and he asked Suitor to take a look at video
footage of the initial test. Barker Fed-Exed the video to Youngstown that
day. Suitor called back within 24 hours. According to Barker, he was
'really, really impressed'. The tape had clearly aroused Suitor's interest,
and perhaps rekindled his great love of rocketbelts. Suitor agreed to
travel to Houston to take a look at the RB-2000. Barker picked him up at
the airport and drove him to Car Audio Plus. Then Barker led Suitor in
to the office where the rocketbelt was fitted to its stand.

'When I opened the door, and the rocketbelt was sitting there, his
mouth just literally dropped,' said Barker. 'He probably did not say a
word for about five minutes. He just walked around and touched it, get-
ting fingerprints all over it.'

Barker wore gloves to handle his precious belt, polished it regularly,
and was wary of other people touching it. Indeed, he hung a specially
made sign on the device warning 'DO NOT TOUCH THE
ROCKETBELT'. Of course this was primarily for safety reasons - adjust-
ments to the belt's settings could do a lot more damage than fingerprints.

After he had finished messing up Barker's precious polish work, Suitor
said, 'Do you mind if I name the rocketbelt?'
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'No,' said Barker, 'I'd be honored if you did.'
Suitor studied the belt. The frame was bright red and the fuel tanks

were gleaming silver. It looked very impressive. Then he said, 'I'd like to
call it Pretty Bird.'

'I remember thinking, God, please don't call my rocketbelt Pretty Bird!'
said Barker. 'But that's the name he gave it.'

As much as Suitor liked the look of the rocketbelt, he thought it could
use some improvement.

'The RB-2000 was a beast,' said Suitor. 'It was, like me by 1994, over-
weight and out of shape!'

Barker and Stanley reckoned that if the RB-2000 carried more fuel it
would fly longer, but that wasn't necessarily the case. More fuel meant
more weight. According to Suitor, weight, not fuel, was the key factor in
determining how long and how far the belt could fly. Suitor acknow-
ledged Doug Malewicki had improved the motor design, but dismissed
the RB-2000's other so-called improvements. Barker claimed the RB-2000
would run for 28 seconds - over 30 percent longer than the Bell and Tyler
belts - but Suitor wasn't convinced. In any case, even with that predicted
improvement, the flying time of the RB-2000 remained inadequate for
any practical purpose.

'All the hype spewed by Barker was just that - hype,' he said. 'Barker
was a showman, not a scientist. Had we fooled around with the rocket-
belt it could very well have had a run time of 28 seconds, but what have
you have really gained? You have just spent a small fortune reinventing
the wheel. You still have a machine that is useless for anything other
than shows.' So why call it Pretty Bird? 'If nothing else,' said Suitor, 'it
was very pretty.'

Although with hindsight he claimed to be largely unimpressed, Suitor
was clearly intrigued by the possibilities surrounding the 'Pretty Bird'.
He saw the RB-2000 as a challenge, and a way for him to get back into
rocketbelts. He studied the belt and made some suggestions, and the di-
mensions of the belt were slightly redesigned to fit him. Then Suitor
agreed to test the RB-2000 and, once he had become familiar with it, train
Barker and Stanley to fly it. Barker and Stanley had both already bought
helmets and flight suits, made of temperature resistant material, in
preparation.

The next day, Barker fuelled up the rocketbelt and helped Suitor strap
it on. The plan was to gently test the thrust capabilities just to the extent
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of lifting Suitor up onto the balls of his feet. There was great anticipation
as Suitor twisted the throttle, and the belt duly produced its thunderous
jets of stream. But nothing much else happened. The downward thrust
produced just wasn't powerful enough to generate any lift. It was a de-
flating anticlimax.

'We had some problems,' said Barker. 'It wasn't putting out enough
thrust. The throttle valve was flooding the motor.'

The throttle valve was the vital part that was the key to building a
working rocketbelt. And it didn't work. This was devastating news. The
possession of the throttle valve secret was the crucial factor that Barker
had used to persuade Stanley to help him build the rocketbelt. They had
come so far, but this major setback threatened to wreck the entire project.
It seemed they had wasted many thousands of dollars and countless
man-hours on a 'pretty bird' that was never going to fly.

But Bill Suitor was prepared for such an eventuality, and he had a
solution. He went to his suitcase and produced a series of technical
drawings he had obtained while working for Bell Aerosystems. Among
them were detailed drawings of the original throttle valve from the Bell
Rocketbelt. Barker took the drawings to his manufacturing contacts and
had three new valves machined. Suitor had provided Barker, Stanley
and Wright with the final piece of the rocketbelt puzzle.

Once the throttle valve had been replaced, the RB-2000 team prepared
to make outdoor tethered flights, with the belt fixed to an overhead cable
and held down by safety ropes. This was the first attempt to have the
RB-2000 lift its pilot clear off the ground. It was the most dangerous mo-
ment during testing so far. If Suitor was nervous he didn't show it as he
was fitted into the belt wearing a flight suit and a helmet, in bright sun-
light behind the Car Audio Plus workshop.

'If it feels good when it lifts off,' Suitor told Barker and the others, 'I'm
going to move forward a little bit, move backwards, and turn around.'

Suitor gave the throttle a quick test burst, and then fired up the belt for
lift-off. It started perfectly. A powerful jet of steam shot down from the
exhaust nozzles, stirring up a cloud of dust. Suitor lifted gently into the
air, hovering a few inches from the ground. Barker and Stanley held onto
safety ropes restricting Suitor's altitude. Gradually, they released the ten-
sion on the ropes, allowing the rocketbelt to rise higher and maneuver
within the confines of the tether. Suitor moved the belt forward for a few
feet, then turned, headed back, and gently landed on the ground. The
flight lasted 20 seconds. Then Barker hurried over to the smiling Suitor
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and shook his hand. A whooping Wright followed to congratulate the
pilot.

'Brad,' said Suitor, 'this thing has got power up the ass!'
The tethered flight was a success. Amazingly, it seemed the RB-2000

would really fly. Barker, Stanley and Wright continued their work on the
belt with new vigor, and Suitor headed home.

According to Barker, 'He flew home, we finished the belt, and from
then on there was murder, kidnapping, and all kinds of other stuff.'
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Chapter 8
The Hammer Attack

The RB-2000 team's dream of flying through the air with a rocketbelt
was well on the way to being realized. But the dream began to sour after
Cal Jacobs, an engineer who had built brackets to support the rocketbelt
motor, came to see Larry Stanley. According to Stanley, Jacobs told him
that Brad Barker had been attempting to pad out the bills for the ma-
chine work on the parts. Jacobs claimed Barker had asked him to sign for
increased charges on the motor support brackets.

When Bill Suitor headed back to Youngstown, and testing was tem-
porarily halted, Stanley examined the company accounts and began to
investigate Barker's expenditure, concluding that Barker had padded
other bills and faked expenses in order to pocket the difference. Stanley
reckoned Barker had defrauded the American Rocketbelt Corporation
out of around $30,000.

Looking back on this claim, Barker denied all accusations of cost pad-
ding. According to Barker, Stanley had bounced several checks with
parts suppliers. This had embarrassed Barker, who offered to pay one
supplier double the outstanding debt. That was all there was to it, and
Stanley had no evidence to support his claim.

'There's no truth in it whatsoever,' Barker said. 'It's a joke, an absolute
joke.'

Stanley didn't think it was a very funny joke, but he decided not to
confront Barker with his accusations. Bill Suitor was due to return to
Houston in November 1994 to begin test flying, and Stanley didn't want
to disrupt that. What had started as an exciting challenge and a money-
making opportunity had become much more than that. This was no
longer an exercise in putting one over on Kinnie Gibson, or even just a
way to make money. Barker and Stanley had in their possession a work-
ing rocketbelt - an amazing device that could offer the pair the chance to
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fly through the air without wings. And that was something Stanley did
not intend to jeopardize.

But then Barker and Stanley couldn't agree over who should be al-
lowed to fly the rocketbelt. Stanley had lost some weight specifically so
he would be light enough to fly the belt, but Barker still considered him
to be too heavy. In any case, neither man was prepared to allow the other
to be the first to fly the belt. Both had become obsessed with the device
over the long quest to build it, and they considered it far too precious to
share.

The disagreement over flying rights began to cause arguments and, ac-
cording to Stanley, one afternoon in October 1994, the pair began to
shout at each other in the Car Audio Plus office.

'You're not flying this belt, lardass!' yelled Barker. 'No one is flying it
but me!'

'I have exactly the same right to fly the rocketbelt as you do!' Stanley
retorted.

Suddenly, according to Stanley, Barker snapped. He grabbed Joe
Wright's 9mm semi-automatic pistol from the office desk and pushed the
muzzle into Stanley's forehead.

'Motherfucker!' Barker screamed. 'I ought to kill you right now!'
The pair stood in silence for a few moments. The gun remained

pressed to Stanley's head. All that could be heard was the sound of Car
Audio Plus employees busying themselves with work on the other side
of the office door. It seemed all of Stanley's doubts about Barker's violent
behavior were being been realized. Stanley feared his decision to go into
partnership with Barker was about to get him killed.

Then, as suddenly as it had arrived, Barker's red mist cleared. He re-
moved the gun from Stanley's forehead and placed it back on the desk.

'You'd better just get the fuck out of here,' said Barker.
Stanley didn't move, but remained standing against the desk. Barker

moved over to the rocketbelt and began to tinker with it. This was the
first major argument between the pair in the three years since they had
begun to build the rocketbelt. It wouldn't be the last.

Stanley watched Barker in silence for around ten minutes, and then
left.

An hour later, Barker came to Stanley and apologized. 'I don't know
what came over me,' Barker said.
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Stanley later attributed the incident to Barker's unpredictable mood
swings. 'I understood he was prone to fits of anger with little provoca-
tion,' said Stanley. 'Throughout 1994 Barker used Prozac and Zoloft he
bought illegally to control his moods, which varied unnaturally from ex-
treme happiness and ebullience to deep despair and moodiness. He
treated his moodiness with alcohol and drugs.'

Barker vehemently denied that was the case, and he completely re-
futed the entire gun incident. 'I swear to you that just absolutely never
happened,' he said. 'He said that I took a pistol and pointed it right
between his eyes, and he said he didn't react at all. If somebody takes a
gun and puts it to my head I'm going to cry like a little girl! Stanley is
just… he's an interesting charac-ter.'

A few days later, on the morning of 12 November 1994, Barker arrived
at Car Audio Plus to collect Stanley's share of a payment to purchase a
rocketbelt part. He found Stanley in the office and got right down to
business.

'Do you have the money I asked you for last night?' asked Barker.
'No,' said Stanley. 'I can't get the money until Monday.'
'Then write me a check,' said Barker.
'I can't write you a check without having the money in the bank,' said

Stanley. Wrong answer.
'That's not going to cut it,' said Barker. 'I've had just about enough of

you!'
According to Stanley, Barker slammed the office door shut, and started

towards him. Again, the Car Audio Plus office housed a chaotic con-
frontation. Barker began to swing a succession of punches at his business
partner. Stanley blocked the blows, and grabbed Barker in a bear hug,
knocking paperwork and office furniture flying all over the room. Barker
desperately tried to free himself, then charged forward, slamming Stan-
ley into an internal door, and smashing it open. The pair crashed
through the splintered door and landed on the floor in an adjacent office.
Barker then jumped on top of Stanley.

'I got hold of Stanley,' said Barker. 'I had him on the ground in a
chokehold, and once he quit biting I let go of him.'

Barker pulled himself to his feet, and quickly realized he was injured.
A large splinter had split from the smashed door and cut his left hand.
Blood was pouring from a large gash. He picked up the telephone and
called Joe Wright.
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'Joe,' said Barker, 'I've hurt my hand pretty bad. I need you to come to
the shop and get me to a doctor.'

Wright arrived a few minutes later, and he took Barker out of the shop
and drove him to the local emergency room. Barker's hand was X-rayed,
and it was found he had broken a finger. His hand was placed in a splint,
and his arm put in a sling.

Meanwhile, Larry Stanley went out for lunch with his son, and then
visited Cal Jacobs, the machinist who had first suggested to Stanley that
Barker might be padding costs. Stanley told Jacobs he was going to con-
front Barker. He asked Jacobs, a big man who few would choose to mess
with, to come with him for support. Jacobs agreed, so Stanley and Jacobs
returned to Car Audio Plus.

It was now two in the afternoon. Neither Barker nor Wright were at
the shop, so Stanley and Jacobs waited in the office. When Barker and
Wright failed to show, Stanley sat down at the office desk and called
Wright at home.

'Joe,' said Stanley. 'I've got something to tell you: Brad is stealing from
the company.'

Stanley began to reel out his evidence against Barker for Wright, and
recounted his visits to the machine shops. He was unaware that Barker
had arrived at the audio shop and was listening in from behind the office
door.

'All I can tell you,' Stanley told Wright, 'is that Barker is gonna fuck
you the same way he fucked me. But me and Cal are gonna teach him a
lesson he won't forget.'

Barker had demonstrated just hours earlier that it was very unwise to
make him angry. As he listened to the phone call he became enraged. He
stormed out to the workshop, grabbed a toolbox, and pulled out a bright
orange lead-filled dead-blow hammer. He cast an unusual figure, his
right hand brandishing the hammer, his left arm in a sling and his left
hand in a splint, but his furious intentions were clear.

Then Barker charged into the office, and yelled, 'Get the fuck off my
phone!'

Stanley stood up and said, 'Fuck you!'
Then, according to Stanley, Barker screamed, 'I'm going to kill you,

motherfucker!' and thumped him on the back of the head with the
hammer.
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Stanley fell, knocking his office chair flying. Barker grabbed him, and
the pair began to wrestle furiously. Cal Jacobs leapt to his feet, and des-
perately tried to separate them, eventually managing to grab Barker in a
bear hug. But Barker still managed to raise the hammer above his head,
and swung again at Stanley, trapping his hand against his skull with a
ferocious blow. Stanley's right ring finger was severed at the knuckle and
dangled by a sliver of flesh. Jacobs desperately tried to wrench the ham-
mer from Barker's hand, but failed. He still held Barker tight in the bear
hug, and managed to lift his feet clear off the ground. But Barker swung
the hammer again, and struck Jacobs on the kneecap. Jacobs loosened his
grip and fell to the ground. Then Barker kicked him in the head.

According to Stanley, Barker continued to hit him until Jacobs eventu-
ally managed to grab the hammer and push the pair against the office
outer door. Barker was temporarily subdued, and there was silence for a
few moments. Then Barker began to yell for help.

Within seconds, a worried Car Audio Plus employee began to attempt
to kick the office door down. Stanley, squashed against the inside of the
door, pushed backwards. Then the door burst open, smashing off its
hinges, and Stanley, Barker, and Jacobs were flung back onto the floor.
Jacobs lost his grip on the hammer, and Barker took it back and raised it
above his head.

'Jacobs,' Barker said, 'if you ever get into my business again, I will kill
you!'

Barker, still wearing his sling and brandishing the hammer, pulled Ja-
cobs to his feet and pushed him out of the office and into the workshop.
He ordered Jacobs to go back to his workplace, and asked one of the
shop employees to drive him. Jacobs didn't argue.

Then Barker walked back into the office. And Stanley was waiting for
him. Stanley grabbed Barker in a chokehold from behind and punched
him in the face. Barker swiveled around and punched Stanley several
times with his uninjured right hand.

'The last time I hit him he fell over backwards, laying on the ground
like a turtle,' said Barker. 'I stood over him and told him to stay on the
ground. And he did.'

Stanley's head and face were covered in blood, and his white shirt was
soaked red. According to Stanley, Barker had hit him eight to ten times
with the hammer.
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'Barker almost succeeded in killing me,' said Stanley, 'and had Jacobs
not been there to stop him, I am sure he would have killed me before he
stopped.'

Barker later said he only hit Stanley twice with the hammer, and only
then because Stanley 'got in my face'.

However many times he had been hit, Stanley appeared to be very
badly injured, but he still had the presence of mind to pose for a remark-
able series of photographs detailing his injuries. One of the photos
showed Stanley dialing 911, with blood streaming from his head and
down his neck. He asked the telephone operator for an ambulance and
for the Sheriff's Department, and said he wanted to report an assault. But
a Car Audio Plus employee, seemingly siding with Barker, grabbed the
phone and told the operator to ignore Stanley.

Nevertheless, 25 minutes later, two Harris County Sheriff's Deputies
arrived at the scene. Joe Wright had also arrived, and he and Barker met
the Deputies in front of the shop. Barker told the Deputies that Stanley
had started the fight, but had come off worse. Then an ambulance ar-
rived. The paramedics were shown to the office where they took one
look at Stanley and said they needed to get him to hospital immediately.
Stanley refused medical attention. Then the Sheriff's Deputies entered
the office and told Stanley he was going to be arrested for assault.

'I was flabbergasted that they made this decision without listening to
my side of the story,' said Stanley. 'Barker had no scratch on him, while I
was standing there with my shirt soaked from shoulders to waist with
blood.'

Stanley told the Deputies he wanted to press charges against Barker
for felony assault with a deadly weapon. Then Joe Wright attempted to
mediate between Barker and Stanley. He told Stanley that Barker would
not press charges against him if he agreed not to press charges against
Barker. Stanley refused. He signed a refusal of treatment release for the
paramedics, and the ambulance left, leaving Stanley dripping blood all
over Wright's shop. Then the Sheriff's Deputies arrested both Stanley
and Barker, and the pair were taken straight to the Harris County Jail.
Both were charged with misde-meanor assault.

Stanley soon began to regret refusing medical help. After loudly com-
plaining, he was finally taken to the emergency room at Lyndon B John-
son General Hospital. By Stanley's account, over a six-hour period he re-
ceived stitches to the back of his head, underwent a CAT scan, and had
his severed finger reattached by an orthopedic surgeon. Then Larry
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Stanley was returned to the County Jail - and placed in a cell with Brad
Barker.

'I have never understood what purpose the jailer had in mind here,'
said Stanley, 'but it was moronic.'

The former friends sat next to each other, Barker with a broken finger
and his arm in a sling, and Stanley with a severed finger and bandages
across his head. After an uncomfortable few hours, Barker was released
at 2.30am, and then Stanley was released at 4.30am. Stanley said he spent
the next week flat out on his bed unable to move as he recovered from
his injuries.

Perhaps understandably, Barker said the hammer attack was 'pretty
much what ended the partnership.'

Two days later, on 14 November 1994, Brad Barker and Joe Wright met
with a lawyer friend of Wright, Jonette Anderson. They drew up a lien
(the right to hold property until a debt is paid) against the American
Rocketbelt Corporation, and Larry Stanley, to the value of $12,000 relat-
ing to unpaid workshop rent. Wright's offer to defer rent payments had
never been confirmed in a written agreement, and Barker and Wright
were now claiming the offer was invalid.

Anderson also set up a new company on behalf of Barker and Wright
called Duratron Incorporated, and began to make attempts to transfer
ARB's assets - including the rocketbelt - to Duratron. Within days,
Anderson announced that Duratron had purchased all of ARB's assets
including the rocketbelt, in a public auction for just $10,000.

Shortly afterwards, Brad Barker drove to Car Audio Plus and removed
the rocketbelt, the fuel laboratory and all associated equipment. Barker
also removed a .357 caliber Winchester rifle.

Stanley was understandably furious. He pursued the rocketbelt
through his attorneys, and filed a civil lawsuit on behalf of ARB against
Barker, Wright, Anderson, and Duratron for conspiracy and grand theft
to defraud through the filing of a false lien. He also pushed the District
Attorney to upgrade the assault charge against Barker relating to the
hammer attack from misdemeanor assault to first-degree assault with in-
tent to murder. But the most important thing to Larry Stanley was the
RB-2000. Stanley had been separated from his precious rocketbelt, and he
was willing to go to extraordinary lengths to get it back.
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Chapter 9
The Test Flight

With Larry Stanley temporarily out of the picture, Brad Barker and Joe
Wright continued to test the rocketbelt with Bill Suitor. The first un-
tethered RB-2000 test flight took place behind Wright's Car Audio Plus
building on 21 January 1995.

Tethered tests had shown that the rocketbelt could fly and be man-
euvered, but there was no way of knowing how reliable the belt would
be when free of the safety ropes and harness. Tethered flights had only
allowed the belt to reach an altitude of a couple of feet. From that height,
a fall was unlikely to do serious damage to the pilot or the rocketbelt, but
this free flight would see the rocketbelt fly at an altitude of over ten feet.
A fall from that height could be fatal. There was no margin for error.
Nothing could go wrong.

Suitor, wearing a white jumpsuit and helmet, just as he had done at
the Olympics in 1984, walked into position with the rocketbelt on his
back. The bright sun cast long shadows against the white-washed walls
of the audio shop. A car alarm rang out in the distance. Other than that,
there was silence. Call it nervous anticipation, but Barker and Wright
were uncommonly quiet as they watched from a safe distance, the fate of
their precious rocketbelt in the hands of a man in a jumpsuit.

Suitor briefly released the throttle, creating a small amount of thrust
that bounced him up onto his tiptoes. There was a pause. Then he re-
leased the throttle again, slightly longer this time, allowing him to lift
clear of the ground by several inches, pirouette for a few seconds, and
land. It was a noisy, thrilling sight. So far so good.

A second attempt saw Suitor rise six feet from the ground, and man-
euver in a small circle for a good ten seconds. After refueling, Suitor
twisted the throttle, lifted into the air, and moved in a larger circle. Then
the belt was refueled again, for a last tentative test. Suitor released the
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throttle again and soared to around ten feet above the ground, piloting
the belt in a loop, and landing safely 16 seconds later.

This was a very encouraging start and, for the moment, Brad Barker
and Joe Wright could exchange smiles. But it was only a start. The initial
tests, although cautious, had been successful. Now it was time to throw
caution to the wind.

The first test flight that would really assess the capabilities of the
RB-2000 took place on the following day, 22 January 1995, at Hooks Air-
port in Houston. The weather wasn't ideal. Grey clouds were gathering
overhead, and a breeze whipped around the runway. The area was
deserted but for Brad Barker, Joe Wright, Bill Suitor, and two or three
friends who had come along to watch and videotape the event. Larry
Stanley, not unexpectedly, had not been invited.

The air was full of excitement rather than tension. This was the cul-
mination of a five-year dream. A lot of hard work and an awful lot of
money had gone into this project. It is unlikely Barker gave much of a
thought to his shattered friendship with Stanley as he helped Suitor,
again wearing his white helmet and flight suit, strap on the completed
RB-2000.

Suitor took up his position on the tarmac runway, and the small band
of onlookers stood back. Then, at 12.32pm, Suitor released the throttle
and lifted into the air on a noisy cloud of steam. He soared in an arc over
the sea-lane between the runways, creating a huge spray of water be-
neath him. He reached a speed of 65 miles per hour and an altitude of 30
feet. Then he landed, on tiptoes, having completed a perfect flight of the
'Pretty Bird'. Now he had proved this bird could fly.

'We all jumped up and down and screamed,' said Barker. 'We were
pretty pleased.'

Suitor made two further test flights of the RB-2000 that afternoon, but
they were somewhat less successful.

'On the last flight he came in a little too hard,' said Barker. 'He rolled
over and did some damage to the belt.'

'It damn near killed me,' said Suitor. 'That's when I realized it was a
disaster waiting to happen.'

Suitor was lucky to escape uninjured. The rocketbelt was less fortu-
nate, although the damage was repairable. For Suitor, the last test flight
highlighted the design problems and reliability flaws he had spotted in
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the RB-2000. Even Suitor, with years of experience as a rocketbelt pilot,
found the RB-2000 difficult to master.

'The RB-2000 had a mind of its own,' said Suitor. 'It weighed over 140
pounds fuelled, and was not easy to carry. The corset was very uncom-
fortable, and the controls were difficult to move with finesse. It was more
like flying a truck with a steering problem.'

Despite these teething troubles, the Rocketbelt 2000 worked. But build-
ing the rocketbelt was only the first step. The next step was to make
money. It was time to take the RB-2000 into the public domain and set up
some paid demonstrations. So Barker and Wright set about repairing the
belt, and, within a few months, it was ready to fly for payment.

The RB-2000's first public flight took place at the Houston Ship Canal
in June 1995 at a media party organized by Houston Mayor Bob Lanier.
The party was thrown in honor of the Houston Rockets basketball team -
it had just won the National Basketball Association championship by
beating the Orlando Magic. The flight booking was set up by Wright
with the assistance of the brother of his former business partner, Bryan
Galton. Mayor Lanier's office paid Barker and Wright's newly-named
American Flying Belt company $10,000 for the demonstration. Barker
and Wright paid Bill Suitor $2,500 to fly the rocketbelt.

Suitor was to take off from a barge on the canal, and Barker and
Wright helped him prepare, wearing promotional T-shirts saying
'American Flying Belt. Believe it!' It was early evening, and the setting
sun provided an orange glow to the rippling surface of the canal. Police
launches darted up and down the waterway, and fireboats sprayed
colored water into the air. At the canal side, a slight breeze whipped at
rows of flags and balloons, and hundreds of spectators leaned over rail-
ings to get a better view.

Barker strapped Suitor into the belt and asked, 'Too tight?'
'Well, my liver's over here somewhere,' said Suitor, pointing to his

chest, 'but that's okay.'
Barker checked his watch, pulled on his protective headphones, and

stepped out of the way. Suitor gave the rocketbelt a quick test blast.
Then, after a moment of silence, he fired the belt up. To the delight of the
pointing crowds, Suitor took off from the barge on a cloud of steam and
soared up over the canal, passing a banner reading 'Houston Lighting &
Power Salutes The Rockets'. He flew over yachts, with the Loop 610
Bridge behind him, before banking over a group of journalists and mak-
ing a safe landing in a roped-off area.
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It was a perfect flight - for all but one inquisitive TV cameraman. That
one member of the large press gathering ducked under safety ropes and
strayed into the landing area. He captured some great footage of the
rocketbelt coming in to land over his head, but he hadn't bargained for
the painfully loud noise from the device's exhausts. Incapacitated by the
din, he dropped his camera onto the concrete.

'Then the asshole tried to sue me for hearing loss and damage to the
camera,' said Suitor. 'Luckily, the Mayor of Houston called the TV station
on my behalf and told them to get the jerk to drop the suit.'

Thankfully, everyone else present seemed to thoroughly enjoy the
flight.

'It was nice to see the reaction on everybody's face,' said Barker. 'It was
a fun time.'

Barker and Wright helped Suitor remove the belt, and packed it away
into Barker's trailer. Then Barker drove away. The first commercial flight
of the RB-2000 had been a success. This is what the belt had been de-
signed for - to be flown at paid-for demonstrations. But the public would
never see the RB-2000 again. After the Houston Rockets flight, the Rock-
etbelt 2000 disappeared.

By the time the RB-2000 had completed its first and only public
demonstration, Bill Suitor was sick of the whole affair. He had originally
planned to fly the belt regularly, but soon changed his mind. He had
been living and working with Barker and Wright during the testing of
the belt, and the tensions and conflicts between the pair and Larry Stan-
ley had become apparent, and were simply too much to bear. He re-
turned home to Youngstown, and spent much of his time restoring clas-
sic cars. The rocketman was now officially retired.

The charges resulting from the hammer attack at Car Audio Plus hung
over Larry Stanley and Brad Barker for months. Stanley, now acting as
Chief Executive Officer for a technology company called the Microjet
Corporation, didn't turn up in court. Instead, knowing Barker would be
otherwise engaged, he drove to Car Audio Plus with some friends - in-
cluding two Harris County detectives - and kicked down the office door
in an attempt to retrieve some of the rocketbelt equipment. Then Joe
Wright arrived at the scene brandishing the lien paperwork, and the de-
tectives instructed Stanley to leave the equipment. Stanley left empty-
handed.

The assault charges against Stanley were eventually dropped, but
Barker wasn't so fortunate. He was convicted of Class A Misdemeanor
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Assault in Harris County Criminal Court Number 11 in December 1995.
He was given a suspended sentence of one year in jail plus 80 hours of
community service. This was reduced on appeal to a suspended sentence
of six months.

In the months that followed, Stanley continued to search for the
RB-2000, which had not resurfaced since the Houston public flight. Stan-
ley had seen footage of the flight on a television news broadcast, and that
had only increased his desire to reclaim the belt. He had watched the
smiling Barker and Wright setting up the RB-2000 and then, for the first
time, he had watched the belt fly through the air so impressively. The
device he had helped to create worked spectacularly well, and Stanley
was determined that Barker would not benefit from it.

Stanley was convinced that the RB-2000 was still in Barker's posses-
sion, but its actual whereabouts was unknown. Indeed, Barker himself
had also disappeared. He was rumored to be working on another flying
machine project, but no one seemed to know where this work was taking
place. One thing that was certain was that Barker had not exploited the
interest in the rocketbelt generated by the Houston flight. He had res-
isted booking further lucrative flights, such was his desire to keep the
belt out of sight, and out of Stanley's reach.

Stanley continued to pursue Barker through the courts. His civil law-
suit regarding the ownership of the rocketbelt suffered a succession of
major hold-ups that continued for almost two years. During long months
of legal wrangles, Stanley accused Barker, Joe Wright, and Jonette
Anderson of delaying their pre-trial depositions to avoid having to testi-
fy under oath. Barker missed his deposition date several times, and was
eventually threatened with jail if he didn't show up. According to Stan-
ley, when Barker did eventually show up, his deposition was contradict-
ory and unreliable. Stanley claimed Barker gave the court the address of
a Houston motel as his permanent residence, and then checked out on
the following day. Joe Wright admitted in his deposition that proper no-
tice had not been given for Duratron's purchase of ARB's assets. Jonette
Anderson claimed attorney-client confidence and refused to answer any
questions. Trial was eventually set for 27 July 1998.

While the pre-trial activity continued, Joe Wright's car stereo shop
went bust. Business at Car Audio Plus had dropped off. New cars were
coming off the production lines fitted with state-of-the-art stereo sys-
tems, meaning drivers were less likely to purchase upgrades. Similarly,
factory-fitted security features meant car alarms were less popular, and
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car phones had been superseded by cell phones. Wright had continually
strengthened Car Audio Plus by plowing his profits back into the busi-
ness, but his involvement with Barker and Stanley had diverted the
profits away from the business and into the rocketbelt. Wright estimated
that he had lost around $100,000 on the RB-2000 project. He filed for
bankruptcy and set about selling the shop's inventory to cover his bills.
Wright's dream of running his own business had turned into a night-
mare. There was now no way back for the shop or Joe Wright.

Around the same time, Barker and Wright fell out. They had been
close friends for over ten years, and the reason for their falling out was
unclear. It might have been down to Wright's admittance in court that
the Duratron's purchase of ARB's assets had not been fair, or it could
have been as the result of a personal disagreement. Barker and Wright
had been seen arguing at the workshop, with employees blaming
Barker's volatile temper. And Barker had a track record of falling out
with friends. With the rocketbelt completed and in his possession, per-
haps Barker felt he had no further need for Wright and his workshop.
And Wright could not have been happy that the rocketbelt had been re-
moved from the shop despite the effort and cash he had invested. So an-
other friendship was wrecked - but the broken friendship was the least
of Wright's worries.

Car Audio Plus finally closed its doors in February 1998. Understand-
ably, there was a change in Wright's formerly sunny disposition. His
money was gone, and a lot of his former friends deserted him. Wright
spent much of his time sitting in front of his computer, trying to come up
with new business ideas. He was very organized, and kept files on
everyone and everything on his hard drive. But those files showed
Wright was behind on his house payments. And the house was all he
had left. He was in an increasingly desperate situation, and sought solace
in booze and crystal meth - a powerful form of amphetamine. Wright
had fallen hard, and was fast becoming a broken man. The last thing he
needed was Larry Stanley's impending lawsuit.

Around the time the audio shop closed, Stanley and Wright began to
communicate via a mutual friend. Stanley wanted Wright to help him
find the rocketbelt, and Wright wanted Stanley to remove him from the
lawsuit. As part of a court-ordered mediation process, Stanley and
Wright arranged to meet, along with their attorneys.

'We knew Joe Wright held the key to the rocketbelt,' said Stanley's civil
attorney Michael Von Blon. 'Joe had indicated he was willing to help. I
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don't think he knew exactly where the rocketbelt was, but he indicated
he could get us information that would lead us to it.'

According to Stanley, Wright revealed that the rocketbelt was still in
the possession of Brad Barker, and that it was located somewhere in
North Harris County. Stanley and Von Blon agreed to release Wright
from the lawsuit if and when the RB-2000 was recovered, and give him a
piece of the rocketbelt business.

'I detected a strong fear in Joe's eyes when he discussed this,' said
Stanley, 'and he expressed a great concern that if Barker found that he
was negotiating with me he would kill or severely injure him.'

In a further meeting Wright asked Stanley for $10,000 immediately
upon recovery of the rocketbelt. Wright planned to leave town. It seemed
a sensible thing to do. The Houston dream was over. He had already
telephoned his family in Michigan to tell them he would be visiting in
August.

'He wanted money up front to get on the road,' said Von Blon.
Stanley claimed Wright's desire to leave town was fuelled by fear. Ac-

cording to Stanley, Wright 'believed Barker would kill him for telling the
truth.'

The deal between Stanley and Wright was to be finalized in a meeting
at the Houston Greenway Plaza office of Wright's attorney, Ronald Bass,
on Wednesday 15 July 1998. Stanley, Von Blon, and Bass all arrived on
time for the 6pm meeting, but there was no sign of Wright. At 6.15pm,
Bass telephoned Wright at home. Wright said he was ill and unable to at-
tend, so it was agreed the meeting would proceed with Wright on a
speakerphone. There were doubts about Wright's reasons for staying
away, and neither Stanley nor Von Blon believed the excuse of illness.

'Joe wanted to help,' said Von Blon, 'but he was scared to death of
Barker. Don't forget, Barker had attacked my client with a hammer.'

'I believe Wright was just terrified of being seen by Barker with me,'
said Stanley.

According to Stanley, during the course of the meeting, Wright said
Barker was a 'psycho' who belonged in a 'little orange suit'. Stanley
agreed to pay off the $2,000 mortgage repayment debt on Wright's
house, and additionally pay Wright a total of $10,000 upon recovery of
the belt. The agreement was drawn up and deemed acceptable by all
parties. The meeting ended amicably, and all involved seemed pleased
with the outcome.
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'I congratulated Joe,' said Stanley, 'and everyone felt like we had
reached our goal. Now all that was needed was for Joe to find the rocket-
belt for us.'

Stanley and Wright swapped email addresses, and Wright emailed
Stanley at 11pm to establish contact.

'I sent him a rather lengthy reply,' said Stanley, 'congratulating him
and encouraging him that the future was promising, and suggesting he
might be able to help in sales and marketing. I never received a reply.'

Indeed, there would be no further communication at all between Larry
Stanley and Joe Wright. Despite Stanley's hopes, and a turnover order
signed by the Judge demanding the device be present in court during the
trial, Wright never located the rocketbelt. Wright spoke to a friend on the
telephone at 11am on the following morning, Thursday 16 July. He was
never heard from again.

Three days later, at 3.30pm on Sunday 19 July 1998, officers from the
Sheriff's Department were called to Wright's Northwest Harris County
home. A friend of Wright, Maurice Heimlich, had found the front door
of the house standing ajar, and entered to find a lifeless body lying in a
pool of blood on the carpet of the master bedroom. The body had been
beaten beyond recognition. The head and torso were completely des-
troyed. It was impossible to identify the deceased at the scene. It was dif-
ficult even to determine whether the body was that of a man or a
woman.

Two days later, the Harris County Sheriff's Department were able to
make an identification via dental records. Joe Wright was dead. He was
37 years old.
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Chapter 10
The Unsolved Murder

Joe Wright's Colton Hollow home was a modern one-story building
with a brick and oak exterior. It boasted an ample garage and a large
yard laid with wooden decking. It had clearly been acquired at the peak
of Wright's business success. Like most upscale modern homes, it was
fitted with several security features. An eight-foot brick wall surrounded
the building, security lights were fitted to the exterior walls, and a sur-
veillance camera allowed occupants to vet visitors. None of this had de-
terred Wright's killer. Indeed, there was no sign at all of forced entry. It
seemed Wright had willingly opened the door to whoever had
bludgeoned him to death.

Because of the appalling state of Wright's body, it was impossible for
the coroner to determine a precise time of death. All that could be said
was that Wright had been killed sometime between Thursday evening
and Friday evening, the 16 and 17 July 1998, 24 to 48 hours after the
speakerphone meeting with Larry Stanley and the attorneys. Although
there was very little physical evidence, the brutal method of Wright's
murder was clear.

Wright had been struck twice at the door with a blunt object, perhaps
a baseball bat. He stumbled backwards and attempted to fend off more
blows. He headed for the master bedroom where he kept a gun, but the
blows continued. Wright fell onto a rug in the entrance of the bedroom,
and the assailant hit him with the blunt object again and again. He was
killed by a succession of fierce blows to the head. Investigators estimated
that at least 14 such blows had been delivered. Even after Wright was
dead, the beating continued. The killer did not stop until Wright's entire
upper body had been crushed into a bloody and unrecognizable mess.

Even then the killer was in no hurry to leave, and began to clean up
the murder scene, removing all traces of his presence. Even the rug on
which Wright had fallen was removed and placed in the bathtub, al-
though it was so completely soaked in blood that the killer made no real
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attempt to clean it other than turning on the bathwater, which was still
running when Wright's body was found. And then the killer left, taking
the murder weapon with him. A neighbor reported she might have seen
someone climbing over Wright's perimeter wall on Friday evening at
around 11.30pm. She could give no further details. Another neighbor re-
ported seeing a black sedan outside Wright's house. The car was never
traced.

The running bathwater partially flooded the crime scene and ruined
some evidence. Sheriff's Department investigators did take hair and
DNA samples, but could not be confident any of them were from the
killer. They checked Wright's documents and financial records but did
not properly check Wright's computer. Those close to Wright referred to
him as a 'file junkie'. He had computer files on everything, they said. His
entire life was on his hard drive, carefully filed and organized. Yet the
computer was left untouched at the murder scene and eventually turned
over to Wright's family. A family member did attempt to retrieve files
from the computer but, in the absence of expert assistance, the attempt
failed. Other pieces of potential evidence, such as Wright's blood-soaked
clothes, the rug from the bathtub and a stash of amphetamines, were also
neglected by investigators. Wright's gun, which friends knew he kept in
his bedroom, was never recovered.

Maurice Heimlich, the friend who found Wright's body, said he was
sure the horrific scene he discovered would haunt him from the rest of
his life. 'I drove over there because I hadn't heard from him in days,' he
said. 'As soon as I saw the door was cracked open I knew that something
was terribly wrong. I didn't really want to go inside, but I had to see
what had happened. There were flies at all of the windows, and I could
hear them buzzing. There was a horrible stench. It was one of Houston's
hottest summers - I think it had been 110 degrees for three months
straight that year. As I walked in I saw a spot or two of blood on the
floor on the way to the bedroom. Then I saw the body lying on the floor.
It was pretty bad. I didn't examine the body or anything, but I knew it
had to be Joe. It was by far the worst day of my life.'

Although it was outside of their jurisdiction, the FBI offered to help
with the case. They were intrigued by the rocketbelt, and saw the
murder as a high profile case. It would soon become clear that the FBI
also had another interest in the case. But the Harris County Sheriff's De-
partment turned the offer down. Wright's family and friends were un-
happy with that decision, and with the Sheriff's Department's handling
of the case.
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'The police screwed up the crime scene,' said Nancy Wright, Joe
Wright's younger sister, who pressured police to find his killer. 'They
didn't collect any good evidence.'

But the Sheriff's Department did have a suspect. The murder had
taken place just a week before the scheduled civil trial, and detectives
could not ignore the rocketbelt connection. Within a few weeks of the
murder, Brad Barker was arrested in a Houston pawnshop.

Barker said he first heard of the murder when he received a phone call
from his ex-wife while in Arkansas on the night of Sunday 19 July.

'She called me at my office in Fort Smith,' he said. 'I remember specific-
ally the call. It was probably eight o'clock at night. She said, “Joe Wright
was murdered.” I said, “You're shitting me.”'

Barker's ex-wife told him she had heard the story from Larry Stanley's
wife. That made Barker suspicious. There had been nothing in the news-
papers, and he knew Stanley was desperately trying to track him down.
Perhaps it was a ruse designed to draw Barker into the open.

'As soon as I got off the phone, I called a couple friends of mine in
Houston and told them what I had heard,' said Barker. 'I asked them to
look in the paper. After a couple days they still hadn't heard anything
about it, so I just completely let it go.'

In fact, brief notice of Wright's death did appear in the Houston
Chronicle on 21 July 1998 under the headline, Slain man identified. In a
50-word piece, the newspaper reported that, 'a man found beaten to
death in his northwest Harris County home has been identified as Joseph
Wright, 37.'

But the small article was easy to miss, and Barker's friends didn't see
it. Barker himself didn't seem too concerned about his former friend. He
didn't take any further steps to verify the rumors of Wright's death. It
seemed he was happy to assume that the rumors were false.

'Then,' said Barker, 'about a month later I was in Houston and got
taken in by the Sheriff's Department.'

Barker underwent questioning and was held for three days. He
claimed he had not spoken with Wright for over a year, and had been in
Fort Smith at the time of the murder. According to Barker, telephone re-
cords and the testimony of friends in Arkansas could verify his where-
abouts. Sheriff's Department investigators took hair and DNA samples
from Barker, and also confiscated personal items, including his car. Bark-
er claimed his Pontiac Grand Am was taken apart and destroyed.
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'They held me for 72 hours on what's called investigative hold,' Barker
said. 'They can hold you that long without arresting you. Then they were
finally forced to release me, and they let me go.'

Barker vehemently denied any involvement in the murder of Joe
Wright, but, despite the fact that he was released without charge,
Sheriff's Department officials continued to name him as the only suspect
in the case. Barker complained about his treatment at the hands of the
Department, which he saw as completely unwarranted.

'The Sheriff's Department has gone out of its way to implicate me in
this murder,' he said, 'and I've gone out of my way to prove I am
innocent.'

During questioning, Barker gave investigators a list of names of people
he said could verify his being in Fort Smith at the time of the murder. He
was adamant they could clear his name. Barker also claimed telephone
records would prove he made a number of phone calls from Fort Smith
at that time. Upon his release, Barker meticulously collated as much in-
formation as he could to back up his alibi.

'I took all the records to the Sheriff's Department,' said Barker, 'and
they more or less laughed at me and wouldn't even look at them.'

Detectives said they did contact every person on Barker's list, but
could not substantiate his story. Despite the fact that there did not seem
to be any trace of evidence linking Barker to the murder, the Sheriff's De-
partment refused to eliminate him from the investigation. Brad Barker
remained a suspect.

But did Barker have a motive to kill Joe Wright? The pair had fallen
out, and were not on speaking terms. Wright was planning to help Larry
Stanley locate the rocketbelt. Barker could not have been happy with
that, and may have viewed it as a betrayal. Wright had spoken to friends
and his attorney about his fear of Barker. He had mentioned Barker had
left threatening answerphone messages at his home. Detectives found
these messages and listened to them, but decided Barker seemed angry
rather than threatening.

Barker said he had been angry because Wright had given a friend's
telephone number to the FBI in relation to a copyright infringement dis-
pute involving the rocketbelt. 'I remember calling Joe Wright,' said Bark-
er. 'I didn't get him, I got his answering machine, and I remember spe-
cifically, I said, “Hey Joe, it's your buddy Brad. You need to stop blaming
other people for your faults and get on with your life.” That was it.'
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The timing of the murder suggested it could have been related to the
speakerphone meeting on the Wednesday night. Stanley and the attor-
neys believed Wright had not shown up because he had been frightened
that Barker would find out he was colluding with Stanley to locate the
rocketbelt. But how could Barker have found out about the meeting?
Nancy Wright believed Stanley might have told Barker, or an associate,
that Wright was helping him in an effort to annoy him.

'Larry has a big mouth,' Nancy Wright said. 'Larry probably put the
word out that Joe had agreed to go against Brad, hoping it would get
back to Brad and piss him off.'

Stanley's attorney Michael Von Blon had a different theory. 'I believe
Barker followed Stanley to Ron Bass's office,' said Von Blon. 'He thought,
“What are Stanley and Von Blon doing here?” and he put two and two
together.'

Maurice Heimlich confirmed that Wright had been afraid of Barker.
'For the last month, especially in the last two weeks, he was in constant
fear for his life,' he said. 'He was 100 percent sure that Barker was going
to try to kill him.'

So, according to the Sheriff's Department, Barker was a suspect. But
what of Larry Stanley? He had no clear motive to kill Wright, and
claimed to be on good terms with him following the speakerphone meet-
ing. Nancy Wright said she asked the Sheriff's Department to give Stan-
ley a polygraph test, but they refused. He was never questioned by de-
tectives in connection with the murder. Stanley had friends in the
Sheriff's Department, and he publicly exerted pressure on them to arrest
Wright's killer. Stanley said he was in no doubt over the killer's identity.

'I am absolutely convinced that Bradley Wayne Barker murdered Joe
Wright at Wright's home on 16 July 1998 with malice aforethought, by
beating him to death in a furious rage with a baseball bat or other blunt
instrument,' Stanley said in his affidavit. 'I believe Barker is a serious
threat to my person, my family and society, and that he will not rest until
he murders me and anyone around me at some future encounter. The
sooner Barker is in custody the better off my family and society will be.'

The fifteen-page affidavit was posted on Stanley's Microjet Corpora-
tion website, in anticipation of the civil trial, shortly after Wright's
murder. It was illustrated with color photographs showing the rocketbelt
and the various people involved with it. He also included the bloody
photographs taken in the aftermath of the hammer attack.
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Stanley met with Wright's family and friends, and shared his belief
with them that Barker was the killer. The family claimed he told them
that, if law enforce-ment failed to punish Barker, he would take care of it
himself. He had friends, he allegedly said, who would kidnap Barker,
take him out into the desert, torture him, and kill him. Wright's family
was shocked, although they didn't believe that Stanley could be capable
of such a deed. Nevertheless, Stanley fervently pushed for Barker's
prosecution.

'Larry was insistent that Brad had killed Joe,' said Nancy Wright, 'and
he wanted to see he was punished.'

Stanley had already made clear in his affidavit that he was afraid of
Barker, and a former employee of Wright had warned Stanley that he
might be in grave danger. So when Stanley reported that Barker had
driven past his home, the Harris County District Court issued a restrain-
ing order forbidding Barker from coming within 300 feet of Stanley.
Barker claimed he had not driven past Stanley's house, and had been in a
Dallas church with his mother at the time. He said his signature in the
church register would confirm that.

Stanley became more concerned for his own safety, and that of his
family, when his son spotted a man in the backyard of their Sugar Land
home. He obtained a concealed weapons permit and bought a .40 caliber
Desert Eagle pistol that he carried at his side at all times for protection.
He showed the gun to Nancy Wright when she visited to discuss her
brother's murder. She was sitting in a lawn chair in his garden as he
waved his new possession about. Then the gun accidentally discharged
and almost killed her.

'I felt the heat of the bullet whiz by my head, and had trouble hearing
out of my left ear for a couple days,' she said. 'The bullet took a fist-sized
piece of sod out of the yard. Larry called the local police to tell them
what had happened in case any of the neighbors complained. He had
that gun on him everywhere he went. He was convinced that Brad was
out to kill him.'

It seemed Stanley genuinely feared his former friend Brad Barker. Cer-
tainly, Joe Wright had feared Barker. But Wright had also feared
someone else.

In the initial days of the investigation there were two other suspects in
addition to Barker, both of whom had known Wright well. Just days be-
fore his death, Wright told a friend he feared for his safety after a
disagree-ment with local bookmaker Mike Bowman. Wright had drawn
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up a file on Bowman, and told the friend that, should anything happen
to him, the file, which was hidden in Wright's attic, should be handed to
the police.

Wright didn't gamble, but he became friendly with Bowman in the
early 1980s. Bookmaking is illegal in the state of Texas, and Bowman was
a convicted criminal, but he also ran a legitimate business - a strip club -
on the Houston mall next to Car Audio Plus. Wright bartered and ex-
changed services with Bowman, as he did with many friends and associ-
ates. Bowman helped Wright with his financial accounts, and Wright
bought Bowman a car. When Car Audio Plus began to struggle finan-
cially, Bowman loaned Wright $30,000. In return, Wright signed over his
$50,000 life insurance policy to Bowman. After a 15-year friendship, just
two weeks before Wright was killed, the pair fell out. According to
friends, Wright, in desperate financial trouble, asked Bowman for more
money and was refused.

After Wright was killed, friends pointed the finger of suspicion at
Bowman. One claimed that Wright had told them he was afraid Bowman
would have him killed, but detectives found nothing to connect Bowman
to the murder. The unusual life insurance policy did raise a red flag at
the insurance company, but the Sheriff's Department had Bowman take a
lie detector test, which he passed. The policy was paid out in full.

As for Wright's file on Bowman, the contents were never revealed.
Sheriff's Department detectives checked the file out, but claimed to find
no evidence relating to the murder. According to Brad Barker, who
looked into the whereabouts of the file, when the District Attorney's of-
fice began to investigate the case they found that the file had disap-
peared from the Sheriff's Department evidence room. Suspicions were
raised, and rumors began to circulate that the file implicated members of
the Sheriff's Department in the operation of an illegal gambling ring run
by Bowman. Friends said that Wright was close to Bowman, and to a
Lieutenant in the Sheriff's Department, so, if such an activity took place,
it was entirely possible Wright would have known about it. But, without
Wright's file, the allegations were nothing but hearsay.

Then Wright's friends pointed to one of Bowman's employees. Wayne
Johnson, a small-time drug dealer, sold Wright his crystal meth. Johnson
had police records for assault, and for possession of illegal firearms and
drugs. He'd been a visitor to Car Audio Plus during the construction of
the rocketbelt, and had been hired by Wright to work security at the
Houston Ship Canal flight. The pair had been friends, but had recently
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fallen out over a money loan, perhaps because a desperate Wright didn't
have the cash to pay for the drugs he craved. It was known that Johnson
had threatened Wright over the loan.

Both Bowman and Johnson denied killing Wright, but others main-
tained that the pair could both have been involved. Friends of Wright
suggested that Johnson could have carried out the murder on behalf of
Bowman. Although no evidence was found to link him with the murder,
a close relation of Johnson was convinced he was the killer, and revealed
that suspicion to Wright's family.

The FBI didn't agree. At this point they revealed their interest in the
murder. They were keeping a close eye on Bowman and Johnson as part
of an investigation into illegal gambling. And they eliminated both men
as suspects in the murder of Joe Wright. Harris County Sheriff's Depart-
ment, however, held a differing opinion. They cleared Bowman, but re-
tained Johnson as a suspect. However, perhaps surprisingly, Johnson
was not officially questioned.

Another intriguing angle of the investigation centered around a wo-
man named Diane. A friend said that Wright had mentioned he had a
dinner appointment with Diane on the Thursday evening around which
he was killed. None of Wright's friends or family members could say for
sure who Diane was, although some suggested she could have been a
crystal meth dealer. When Wright's body was found he was dressed to
go out in a smart shirt and blazer. It seemed likely he had been ready to
head out to meet Diane, or was expecting her to arrive at his house.
Detectives were unable to locate Diane, or confirm who she was. Could
she have been the killer, or could the killer have used her to persuade
Wright to open his door?

Another individual who was named by associates of Wright in relation
to the murder but was never investigated was Bryan Galton, Wright's
former business partner. Galton left Houston in 1986, but returned to the
city some months before Wright was killed. Friends claimed Galton re-
newed his friendship with Wright, but things soon turned sour. They ac-
cused Galton of beating up Wright on more than one occasion. Friends
also suggested that the relationship between Galton and Wright exten-
ded beyond that of business partners.

Wright was a secretive person, and he kept even the most important
aspects of his personal life hidden from all but a few confidants. He was
gay, and he was very uncomfortable with that part of his life. Wright
didn't lead an openly gay lifestyle, and kept up a façade of being
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straight. He found his homosexuality difficult to accept, and even harder
to reveal. Only Wright's closest friends knew he was gay. Wright had not
even been able to tell his father. Those friends who did know about
Wright's sexual orientation felt it had affected the Sheriff's Department's
handling of the case.

Nancy Wright said detectives made insulting comments in her pres-
ence about Wright's homosexuality. 'One detective insinuated that Joe
had a preference for young men - teenagers - and that his house was full
of homosexual pornography,' she said. 'Another said that he did not con-
done the gay lifestyle and felt it was morally wrong. I told him it was not
up to him to pass judgment on people's lifestyles, and that he was paid
to serve and protect the public and should probably keep his bigoted re-
marks to himself.'

The fact that Wright was gay might have been crucial to the investiga-
tion. The brutal manner of Wright's murder, with multiple blunt trauma
wounds inflicted after death causing body mutilation, is referred to by
murder investigators as 'overkill'. Far more blows were used than were
necessary to kill Wright. This type of violence suggests rage from the
killer against the victim, and therefore implies a relationship between the
two parties. Overkill is almost never associated with random killings. In-
stead, it is associated with personal killings and so-called crimes of
passion.

So the manner of the murder suggested Wright had been killed by a
close associate over a personal matter. But the close associate was not ne-
cessarily a lover, and the personal matter was not necessarily related to a
personal relationship. Those closely involved alongside Wright with the
RB-2000 had become dangerously obsessed with it. Could their obses-
sion with the rocketbelt have led to murder?
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Chapter 11
New Chapter

In early 1999, six months after he was questioned over the murder of
Joe Wright, Brad Barker found himself back in the custody of the Harris
County Sheriff's Department. He was driving south of Houston when he
spotted flashing lights in his rear view mirror.

'I'm not breaking any laws, I'm not speeding, I'm not doing anything,'
he said. 'Next thing I know I've got cops all over me.'

Barker pulled over to the side of the road, with the police car tucking
in behind him. He waited at his steering wheel and wondered what he
had done wrong this time. Armed Deputies approached Barker's car and
asked him to identify himself. Barker offered his name. Then one Deputy
said, 'Get out of the car, Mr Barker. There's a warrant for your arrest out
of Houston for the theft of a firearm.'

'You're full of shit,' said Barker. 'I don't know what you're talking
about.'

What the Deputy was talking about was a warrant relating to an al-
leged theft reported by one Larry Stanley. Barker was accused of stealing
Stanley's Winchester rifle from the Car Audio Plus office almost five
years previously in November 1994. Barker was arrested and held
pending a trial. He spent 60 days in jail.

On 12 April 1999, Barker and Stanley finally came face to face, in the
338th Judicial District Court of Harris County. At the Courthouse, in a
downtown Houston high-rise, Barker admitted taking the rifle from Car
Audio Plus, and subsequently pawning it for $100. But Barker claimed
the rifle was his, and had been given to him by Stanley in June 1992 as
collateral to cover a $75 check that had bounced. Stanley said that would
have been impossible, as he had not bought the rifle until December
1992.

District Court Judge Elsa Alcala was unimpressed by either party. The
Judge said both Barker and Stanley had reason to lie because of their
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feud over the rocket-belt. She said Stanley had not given straight an-
swers in court, and could not prove ownership of the rifle. She also said
Barker could not prove he had received the rifle as collateral for the bad
check. Judge Alcala decided there was reasonable doubt, and Barker was
acquitted.

But this was hardly a victory for Brad Barker. After being held for
three days without charge after the murder of Joe Wright, Barker had
now been held for a further 60 days on a charge of which he was acquit-
ted. The loss of freedom was particularly distressing to Barker as it
meant he was separated from his young son. But Barker's suffering was
set to increase.

Larry Stanley's civil suit finally came to trial on 26 July 1999 in the
269th Judicial District Court of Harris County, on the third floor of the
Houston Courthouse. Since the suit had been filed in 1995, the trial had
been delayed by parties failing to give depositions, refusing to be inter-
rogated, and failing to present evidence. Then Joe Wright's murder in
July 1998 had necessitated the abandonment of that month's court date.
In total, Judge John T Wooldridge was forced to reset the trial date six
times. By the time the case came to court, with Wright now dead, the title
of the suit had been amended. It was now: Thomas Laurence Stanley III,
on behalf of the American Rocketbelt Corporation, versus Bradley
Wayne Barker, the estate of Joseph Wright, Duratron Inc, and Jonette
Anderson.

Larry Stanley turned up at court with his civil attorney Michael Von
Blon, and Von Blon's associate Kirsten Davenport. Also present was
Stanley's brother, Jerry, who was acting as attorney for the American
Rocketbelt Corporation. Jonette Anderson, accused of setting up Durat-
ron to defraud ARB, arrived to represent herself. She asked for a sum-
mary judgment in her favor, but the court found her delaying and ob-
structive behavior in the pre-trial process had abused the court process.
After her request was refused, Anderson walked out of the court. Joe
Wright's estate was not represented. Brad Barker, who had represented
himself during the pre-trial, failed to show. The RB-2000, which the
Judge had ordered should be present in court, was similarly absent.

Proceeding with none of the defendants present, Michael Von Blon
outlined Stanley's case. He contended that the defendants had seized the
rocketbelt and associated equipment through fraud 'for their own per-
sonal use, benefit, and monetary gain'. He said Brad Barker and Joe
Wright had drawn up a false lien alleging ARB owed back payments of
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rent to Wright. Then Jonette Anderson had set up a fraudulent company,
Duratron, to purchase ARB's seized assets for just $10,000. Von Blon
stated he was seeking the return of the rocketbelt, plus damages of $2
million to $3 million, equating to an estimated $500,000 per year in lost
earnings since the theft. Von Blon also alleged that Barker had assaulted
Stanley with a hammer at Car Audio Plus in November 1994. The photo-
graphs taken at the time of Stanley's bloodied head were presented as
evidence.

Then Stanley took the stand and explained what the rocketbelt was,
how it worked, and how much it could earn. The court was informed
that the James Bond-style rocketbelt was a lot like that featured in Thun-
derball. Stanley told the court that other rocketbelts were known to earn
$25,000 plus expenses per flight. When asked why Barker would want to
steal the belt, Stanley replied, 'He worshipped that belt. It was his golden
calf. He considered it his personal property. He would polish it all day
long. It was an obsession.'

With no defendants or defense attorneys on hand to present a case for
the defense, the trial lasted just a day and a half. Stanley and his attor-
neys had offered up a strong case, without any opposition. They must
have been confident of a positive outcome, but they would be stunned
by the manner of it.

On 27 July 1999, Judge Wooldridge presented his findings. In his sum-
mary, the Judge said the case contained, 'evidence of greed, craft, in-
trigue, mystery and murder - elements of a cheap novel found on the
bestsellers list.'

The court found the defendants had individually committed fraud
against Stanley and ARB, and entered into a conspiracy, in an attempt to
procure the rocketbelt. The court also agreed that the rocketbelt was cap-
able of generating an income of $25,000 per flight, and $250,000 to $1 mil-
lion per year, over an expected lifespan of 20 years. Judge Wooldridge
ordered that the defendants pay ARB and its shareholders $7.5 million
for loss of earnings, and $2.5 million in further damages.

The court also found that Brad Barker had committed an assault on
Larry Stanley in November 1994, and then filed a malicious prosecution
falsely accusing Stanley of assault. Judge Wooldridge ordered that Bark-
er pay Stanley $111,766.25, representing damages of $10,000 for assault,
$1,766.25 for medical expenses, $50,000 for malicious prosecution, and
$50,000 for disfigurement resulting from the assault. It was also decreed
that the defendants should pay Stanley $131,047.51 in legal costs.
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Finally, the court found that Barker had breached the terms of his con-
tract with Stanley. Therefore, it was ordered that the defendants or their
associates turn over the rocketbelt and its associated parts to Stanley, and
that the defendants refrain from damaging, selling, disposing of, or di-
minishing the value of the rocketbelt.

In total, Stanley was awarded $10,242,813.76, plus sole ownership of
the RB-2000. The massive award was far in excess of his and his attor-
neys' expectations, but would he ever see either the money or the belt?
Jonette Anderson declared herself to have no assets, Joe Wright was
dead and his estate was empty, and Brad Barker could not be located. It
seemed to be a hollow victory, but Stanley was optimistic the verdict
could precipitate the return of the belt.

'I'm relieved this is over with,' Stanley told reporters as he left the
court. 'Hopefully this will exert public pressure on them to finally return
the belt.'

Barker, meanwhile, said he hadn't been aware of the trial until he read
about it in a newspaper. 'The reason I wasn't in court was because they
were sending letters to me at Fort Smith when they knew I was in Dal-
las,' said Barker. 'And Larry Stanley was having one of his guys up there
take my mail and not give it to me. So, basically, he walked into the court
of law without me there to defend myself, and the Judge awarded him
$10.2 million.'

Barker didn't pay too much attention to the size of the judgment
against him. 'I wasn't really worried about losing $10.2 million since I
didn't really have it,' he said. 'I just kind of laughed at it. They should
have just asked for $100 billion.'

He dismissed suggestions of returning the belt to Stanley, and refused
to say whether it was in his possession. 'Even if I had it,' he said, 'I would
smash it into a million fucking pieces with a road grader.'

Such talk did not dissuade Stanley, who vowed to continue his search
for the belt, offering a $10,000 reward for its recovery. 'If I'm persistent
and determined, I will recover that belt,' he told court reporters. 'I'm not
anywhere close to giving up on it. He is going to have to bury it.'

Since the disappearance of the RB-2000, Brad Barker's whereabouts
had been largely unknown. He had been living variously in Houston,
Dallas, and Fort Smith, and working on a secret project, the details of
which were now revealed. Barker had been working on a new flying ma-
chine with the financial help of Vinson Williams, the owner of the Willi-
ams Tool Company, a supplier to the oil industry.
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The new device was a flying hovercraft shaped like a giant beer can.
Barker called it the Personal Flying Device (PFD). Barker and Williams
planned to sell the idea to beer companies and soft drinks manufacturers
as a promotional tool. The idea was that the device would be painted in
livery that matched the sponsors' drinks cans. Barker envisaged giant
Pepsi and Budweiser cans flying through the air at promotional events.
Williams handed over an initial loan payment of $57,000 upon seeing the
business plan, and promised serious financial backing for the project.
Barker built the PFD in Houston with colleagues including another
friend from his past, Tom Wade.

Barker had even begun to mend old rifts, and had rekindled his
friendship with Kinnie Gibson. Gibson was now running a company
called Powerhouse Productions, continuing to fly the Tyler Rocketbelt,
and trading under the name Rocketman Inc. Gibson bought Barker a
Bible as a gift, and Barker said he read it regularly. But had Barker
learned his lesson, and decided never to steal from his friends again?
Possibly not, as the idea for the PFD was very similar to that of Barker's
RB-2000 collaborator Doug Malewicki, who had invented a 'flying can
blimp' some years previously.

While the friendship with Gibson was repaired, another fell apart. The
PFD failed to get off the ground - literally. The contraption simply didn't
work. Production moved from Houston to the Williams Tool facility in
Fort Smith, but fortunes didn't improve. Barker and Wade argued, and
costs spiraled. Then the murder of Joe Wright, and the subsequent accus-
ations surrounding Barker, understandably made things very difficult.
Finally, a cash-strapped Barker began to pawn some of the PFD parts. It
was clear that the PFD, unlike the RB-2000, would never be able to fly.

The failed venture had cost Vinson Williams an estimated $400,000, al-
most ten times his initial investment. He swiftly pulled the plug on the
project, and locked Brad Barker out of the Fort Smith shed in which the
device was kept. Barker had no other means of income, and he was in-
sistent that Williams should allow him to have the failed PFD. He
claimed that papers drawn up between the pair proved his entitlement
to the device, and that Williams was appropriating the PFD and Barker's
business plan for his own use.

'I tried to negotiate with the guy to get it back, but he wouldn't even
talk to me on the phone,' said Barker. 'So, like an idiot - and I take full re-
sponsibility for being an idiot here - I went back to Fort Smith.'
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On the night of 1 September 1999, Barker and Wade arrived in dark-
ness at Williams Tool with a set of walkie-talkies. The desperate Barker
had formulated a risky plan. With Wade acting as lookout, Barker ap-
proached the locked shed that housed the PFD and climbed up to the
building's air duct. He squeezed through the narrow gap, and managed
to crawl into the dark shed. But, unbeknown to Barker, an aggrieved
Wade had informed Williams of the plan, and Williams had informed
the authorities. A group of armed Sheriff's Deputies were waiting in the
shed. As Barker slid through the air duct, the Deputies flipped on the
lights and caught him in the act. Barker was wrestled to the ground with
several guns pointing at his head. More Deputies rushed from hiding
places in nearby cars and trucks. Barker had been set up. He was arres-
ted and charged with commercial burglary.

So Brad Barker found himself behind bars for the third time in less
than a year, and his stay in the Sebastian County jail would be his
longest period of incarceration yet. He had never been in trouble with
the law before his involvement with the Rocketbelt 2000, but now he was
becoming very familiar with the inside of a jail cell. On this occasion, the
District Attorney did offer to drop the burglary charge if Barker admit-
ted to the lesser misdemeanor charge of criminal trespass, but Barker
refused.

'I said, “Piss on you. I'm not pleading guilty to anything. That was my
equipment. I got screwed out of it,”' he said.

Barker spent a further 72 days in jail. Bail was initially set at $100,000,
but Barker managed to get this reduced to a more affordable $25,000 so
he could travel to Houston to retrieve papers he claimed would clear his
name. He said the papers, signed by Williams, would prove he had been
falsely arrested for breaking into his own shed. Barker raised the bail
bond and was released, but, when he arrived at his storage facility in
Tomball, Texas, it was empty. It seemed Larry Stanley had beaten him to
it.

Within hours of hearing of Barker's arrest, Stanley had hurried to Fort
Smith in the hope of locating the rocketbelt. He met up with Barker's
former PFD colleague Tom Wade, who led him to the hiding place of the
rocketbelt fuel laboratory trailer. But the rocketbelt itself was nowhere to
be found. Stanley took possession of the trailer, anyway. Then Wade
showed Stanley to Barker's Toyota. Stanley apparently searched every
inch of the vehicle, finding Barker's address book and a receipt relating
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to the lease of a storage facility in Tomball. He immediately headed back
to Texas. Could Tomball be the hiding place of the RB-2000?

Stanley had no trouble gaining access to the storage facility. Barker
had given Tom Wade the keys during his incarceration and asked him to
retrieve the signed agreements he said would clear his name. Instead,
Wade gave the keys to Larry Stanley. Stanley opened the lock-up, but he
didn't find the rocketbelt. The golden goose was not there. Instead he
found Barker's paperwork.

'Basically,' said Barker, 'he broke in and stole all of my documentation.'
Barker reported the burglary to the Harris County Sheriff's Depart-

ment. He had no doubt who was responsible. Certainly not after Stanley
sent a fax to the house owned by Barker's mother. According to Barker,
the fax told him not to try looking for the papers, because he wouldn't
find them. Stanley had them, and they were available - for a price. If
Brad Barker wanted to reclaim the papers that he believed would clear
his name, he would first need to hand over the Rocketbelt 2000.
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Chapter 12
The Kidnapping

In November 1999, Brad Barker began to receive messages from a Hol-
lywood stuntman named Chris Wentzel. Chris 'The Flying Wizard'
Wentzel specialized in airborne stunts, and had featured in a bunch of
not very successful movies, the biggest of which was 1992's Poison Ivy,
starring Drew Barrymore. Wentzel said he wanted to offer Barker a
three-day movie job in the desert near Los Angeles, filming the con-
trolled crash of an airliner, and paying around $1,500. Wentzel's mes-
sages were passed to Barker via a mutual acquaintance named Stan Cas-
ad. Wentzel had met Casad, who worked within the shady fringes of the
medical industry, while hunting for treasure some years previously.

Barker, who had only been out of prison for a few days, wasn't partic-
ularly keen to take the job, but he did need the money. He had also, of
course, held an interest in movie work ever since watching his friend
Kinnie Gibson become a Hollywood stuntman. Barker was still on bail
following his release, so he called his bail bondsmen, J&J Bonding in Fort
Smith, and left a message to inform them that he was heading to Los
Angeles for work and would be back in a few days. On 26 November,
Barker left Arkansas and travelled to California.

Almost as soon as Barker had crossed the state line, Larry Stanley
began to call J&J Bonding. He told the company that Barker was jumping
bond and planning to leave the country for Venezuela. Stanley also per-
suaded a Fort Smith Sheriff's Deputy and Detectives from Harris County
to warn the bond company that Barker was absconding.

Unaware of the furor back in Arkansas, Barker landed in Los Angeles
and was met at the airport by Wentzel, a short, stocky man with a thick
neck and short dark hair. Wentzel took Barker out for a meal, and the
pair then took a ride on Wentzel's boat, before heading back to his North
Hollywood home. Outside the small white house stood two men Barker
didn't recognize.

81



'These are the guys you'll be working with in the desert,' said Wentzel.
Barker introduced himself, and all four men went inside. They sat at a

kitchen table and chatted for around 15 minutes. The atmosphere was
extremely friendly, and Barker began to look forward to working with
the men.

Then Wentzel pulled out a gun and pointed it straight at Barker's
head.

Thinking Wentzel was kidding around, Barker smiled. 'I thought it
was a joke,' he said. 'I wasn't being cocky or anything, but when I smiled
it scared the shit out of Chris Wentzel.'

Scared or not, Wentzel erupted in fury. It immediate-ly became clear
that he wasn't joking. 'Get that son of a bitch on the ground!' he yelled.
One of the other men grabbed Barker in a chokehold and threw him to
the kitchen floor. 'The last time I put a gun to somebody's head and they
smiled at me,' said Wentzel, 'I knew they were crazy or they just didn't
give a shit.'

Barker stopped smiling. 'At that point I realized it was serious,' he
said. Within seconds, a convivial meeting between co-workers had trans-
formed into a terrifying violent encounter. But why? Barker was sure he
had not said or done anything to upset these men. So why was he being
held down on the kitchen floor with a firearm pressed to his head?

Wentzel stood over Barker, brandishing the gun. 'Where's the rocket-
belt?' he demanded.

Barker was shocked. What did the rocketbelt have to do with any of
this? Chris Wentzel had no involvement whatsoever with the RB-2000.
As far as he was aware, Wentzel did not even know the rocketbelt exis-
ted. Then he had a sudden realization.

'So Larry Stanley's behind this,' Barker said.
'Don't know him,' said Wentzel. 'Never heard of him.'
Then Wentzel and the others set about tying Barker up. The men

wrenched Barker's arms behind his back and fixed him in handcuffs.
Then they sat on his legs and tied them together with rope. They pulled
him into a seating position, and Wentzel pressed the gun to the back of
Barker's head.

'Did you kill Joe Wright?' asked Wentzel.
'No,' said Barker.
'Where's the rocketbelt?' said Wentzel.
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'I don't have it,' Barker answered.
The interrogation continued for several hours. Wentzel was determ-

ined Barker would confess to killing Joe Wright and give up the where-
abouts of the rocketbelt. Eventually, Barker admitted that he did know
where the rocketbelt was located. He said a friend was holding it as col-
lateral in a loan he had taken, but he refused to say any more. Then Bark-
er had a hood duct-taped over his head, and was carried into another
room. There he was pushed into a small white wooden box, around three
feet high and four feet long, with the words 'SCUBA TANKS' stenciled
on the side.

'Watch your fucking head, bad boy,' said Wentzel as he pushed a lid
over the box, forcing Barker down into the cramped box. Then Barker
heard the sound of a power drill. Wentzel was screwing the lid shut.

Barker now found himself handcuffed, tied, hooded, and trapped in
the sealed box. And he would remain there for several days. The Rocket-
belt 2000 had been meant to allow Barker to soar through the air like a
bird. Now his involvement with the device had left him caged in a
wooden box. The RB-2000 had caused broken friendships, violent con-
frontations, accusations of murder, a multi-million dollar lawsuit, and
now a very odd kidnapping. Surely Barker was now beginning to regret
ever deciding to build a rocketbelt.

Each day, Wentzel quizzed Barker about the whereabouts of the
RB-2000. Wentzel told Barker they would kill him, and harm his son, un-
less he complied. 'I know exactly where your son lives, and I'll go get
him and tie his little ass up in the box with you,' he said. Wentzel also
asked Barker, menacingly, if he was scared of rats or snakes. The inter-
rogation continued relentlessly, but Barker said nothing. He figured the
men were going to kill him anyway, and the only thing keeping him
alive was the fact that they needed information from him. He wasn't just
trying to protect the whereabouts of the rocketbelt. He was trying to stay
alive.

Barker spent his time in the box trying to figure out what was going
on. His captors wanted the rocketbelt, and they also wanted him to ad-
mit to killing Joe Wright. It was obvious that the job offer had been a
ruse to lure him out to Hollywood. But what was the connection
between Wentzel, the rocketbelt, and Wright? It seemed that Wentzel
was receiving instructions and questions via email. Who else was in-
volved? Wentzel had named Barker's son, and correctly stated where he
lived, but Barker had never mentioned his son to Wentzel. Where did
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Wentzel get that information from? Barker was convinced that Larry
Stanley was somehow mixed up in this, although Wentzel had denied
that was the case. So who were the emails from? And why did Wentzel
constantly refer to Barker as 'bad boy'?

During one interrogation, a desperate Barker suggested Wentzel call in
Kinnie Gibson to mediate. Wentzel related this request to the mystery
emailer, who responded with the message: 'Bad boy suggests we get
Gibson involved? Since Gibson is the stunt double for a Hollywood
tough guy, maybe little bad boy hopes Gibson will come out here and
rescue him from the big bad men holding him.' The emailer also
threatened to force his way with a gun into the home of the person who
was holding the rocketbelt in an attempt to capture the device.

At one point in his ordeal, during which he lost all track of time, Bark-
er was pulled from the box with the hood still taped over his head and
moved to another room.

'My friend Jim is helping me today, bad boy,' Wentzel said of a second
captor. All Barker could see through a gap in the hood was that Jim was
wearing white tennis shoes.

Barker was carried into Wentzel's garage, but if he thought his night-
mare was coming to an end he was to be sorely disappointed. His
captors dragged the empty scuba tank box into the garage, picked Barker
up, and stuffed him back inside. They pushed him down and reaffixed
the lid with the power drill. But after they had screwed it down, Barker
could still hear the sound of the drill. They were drilling holes in the box.

'Is that enough holes?' asked Jim, in a vaguely familiar voice.
'No,' said Wentzel. 'The more holes, the faster it'll sink.'
Barker began to weep. It seemed his captors were planning to dump

him in the ocean.
'Please,' he begged. 'Let me out!'
'Shut the fuck up,' said Wentzel. 'We're going for a little boat ride.'
'Please, Chris!' cried Barker, 'I don't want to drown. Would you give

me a minute to say a prayer, and then put a bullet in my head?'
'Sure,' said Wentzel. 'No problem.'
Barker said his prayer and waited, but the bullet never came, and

neither was the box dumped in the ocean. Barker stayed in the box, and
the lid was lifted only twice - to feed him a single slice of pizza, and a
small cup of soup. That wasn't enough to prevent Barker from being
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starving and thirsty. He was cramped and aching, and the handcuffs
were cutting into his wrists.

Then, after six days, Wentzel opened the box and pulled Barker out.
'I've got a notary coming by,' said Wentzel, 'and you are going to sign

some papers. If you look at her, if you try to talk to her, I'll blow your
head off.'

Barker was dragged into the kitchen and one of his hands was hand-
cuffed to a chair. Then the hood was torn from his head. Once Barker's
eyes adjusted to the light, he saw that sitting opposite him was the not-
ary - later identified as Wentzel's friend, Elyse Hoyt. On the table was a
sworn statement waiving Barker's claim to the rocketbelt, plus papers re-
lating to his bail extradition back to Arkansas. Wentzel pointed his pistol
at Barker's head.

'You are going to sign this thing or else I'm going to shoot you in the
head,' he said.

Wentzel pointed to the places on the waiver that required signatures,
and Barker duly signed with his uncuffed hand. Hoyt notarized the pa-
pers and left. Then Wentzel opened the door.

'I think it's time you met Jim,' he said.
And in walked Larry Stanley. Barker was dumb-founded. Stanley was

wearing the white tennis shoes Barker had spotted earlier, and was bran-
dishing his Desert Eagle pistol. He sat opposite Barker and placed his
gun on the table.

'Where's the rocketbelt?' asked Stanley.
Barker refused to answer.
'If you don't cooperate, things could get worse for you,' said Stanley.
Barker said nothing.
'You know I took your paperwork from Tomball?' said Stanley.
Barker remained silent.
Wentzel gathered up the signed documents from the table and handed

them to Stanley. Stanley took them, along with his pistol, and left. Then
Wentzel released Barker from the chair, reaffixed his handcuffs, and put
him back in the box.

It was obvious now that Larry Stanley had been behind the kidnap-
ping from the very beginning. He had recruited Wentzel and the others,
set up the Hollywood trap, and kept in contact with the kidnappers via
email. Stanley had gone to cruel and unusual lengths in an effort to
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retrieve the rocketbelt. And that made Barker even more determined not
to give it up to him.

The next day, his seventh in captivity, Barker was pulling on his hand-
cuffs when one of the cuffs popped loose by a notch. He continued to
pull, and managed to pop more notches. Eventually, the cuff fell free.
Barker untied his legs, forced open the lid of the box, and crawled out.
He didn't know if Wentzel was still in the house, so he quietly tried the
door handle. It was locked. He moved to the window and tried to open
it, but it was jammed tight. Then he thought he heard someone moving
through the house. He quickly squeezed back into the box, retied his
legs, fitted the broken cuff back to his wrist, and pulled the lid down
over himself.

On the following night, 3 December, Wentzel pulled Barker out of the
box to question him, and then left him on the floor while he went out of
the room. Barker worked the handcuffs free again, pulled the hood from
his head, untied his legs, and began to try to force the jammed window.
Eventually, the window popped open with a loud bang. Barker was sure
Wentzel must have heard the noise, so he sat down and pulled the hood
back over his head. When Wentzel didn't appear, Barker removed the
hood and pulled the window wide open. He squeezed through into a
side alley, tiptoed into the back yard, climbed a fence, and ran for his life.
Barker was free for the first time in eight days.

After running for two miles through the dark North Hollywood
streets, Barker came across a gas station. He found a payphone, picked
up the receiver, and made a collect call to his brother. Barker asked him
to check his son was safe, and then call the FBI. Barker then called Kinnie
Gibson, who told him to keep moving and get out of the area. A passing
good Samaritan stopped to ask Barker if he was okay, and then offered
him a ride to a nearby diner. Barker limped into the diner and called the
FBI. They were waiting for his call, and told him to stay put. He watched
nervously through the window, praying Wentzel wouldn't come after
him. Within minutes, a car pulled up and two men entered the diner.

'Mr Barker?' asked one of the FBI agents.
'Yes,' said Barker. And he knew he was safe.
Barker was malnourished and dehydrated. He had lost almost 30

pounds in weight during his ordeal. His hands were swollen and numb,
and his wrists were cut and sore from the handcuffs. He related to the
FBI agents the bizarre tale of the RB-2000, and explained he had been
lured to Los Angeles and kidnapped by men attempting to locate the
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rocketbelt. The agents drove him back to North Hollywood, and called in
backup as Barker attempted to direct them to Wentzel's house. Then,
about a block from the bungalow, Barker spotted Wentzel's car in the
rear view mirror.

'That's him!' Barker said.
Within seconds, Wentzel's car was surrounded by unmarked FBI cars.

This time it was Wentzel who found himself looking down the barrel of
a gun. Or, more accurately, looking down the barrel of several guns.
Wentzel was dragged from his vehicle, placed face down on the ground,
handcuffed, and taken away. His car contained two guns, and various
tapes and ties in what was described as a 'death kit'. If he had been look-
ing for the escaped Barker, it was fortunate he hadn't found him.

But for Barker the ordeal was finally over. The FBI agents took him to
hospital, where he was treated for his injuries, and the next day drove
him to the airport. The agents procured him a plane ticket, and Brad
Barker went home.
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Chapter 13
The Life Sentence

Brad Barker and Larry Stanley next faced each other on 25 April 2000,
in Van Nuys Superior Court in Los Angeles. It was the preliminary hear-
ing in the case of the State of California versus Thomas Laurence Stanley.
Stanley was charged with kidnapping for ransom, false imprisonment by
violence, and extortion. Christopher James Wentzel faced the same
charges. Wentzel's preliminary hearing had been held in the previous
month, on 6 March

Stanley had been charged two months previously, after turning him-
self in to the Harris County Sheriff's Department. He was then extradited
to Los Angeles, where he was jailed, with a bail bond set at $500,000.
That was eventually reduced to $50,000, which Stanley paid, with some
difficulty as his family's wealth seemed to be rapidly dwindling. He re-
turned to Houston and attempted to raise enough money to pay for a de-
fense attorney. He also fought extradition, as Los Angeles prosecutors re-
quested a warrant for his re-arrest. Despite his best efforts, Stanley was
eventually taken back into custody, and was forced to prepare to face his
former partner in the courthouse.

Brad Barker sat on a wall outside the glass-fronted courthouse looking
nervous as the hour of the hearing approached. He was wearing a dark
suit and a red tie, and he wrung his hands and gazed at the ground. He
was now 45 years old, and his once dark brown hair was salt and pepper
grey. The events of the last ten years had visibly taken their toll. He got
to his feet, lost in thought, and walked impassively past a bunch of re-
porters and a TV camera crew and into the courthouse.

The preliminary hearing was an opportunity for the court to test the
charges against Stanley. The prosecutors would present evidence and
supportive witnesses to the court to suggest probable cause to believe
that Stanley had committed the offences he was charged with. The de-
fense attorneys would then present contrary evidence and cross-examine
the prosecution's witnesses in an attempt to rule out probable cause.
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Then Superior Court Judge Paul I Metzler would decide whether the
case would be sent to trial, or dismissed.

Stanley was led into court in handcuffs. The courtroom was a modern
office-like room, with visitors and press sitting opposite the Judge's
bench. Stanley, like Barker, had aged dramatically since the beginning of
the RB-2000 project. He was now 55, his hair and moustache were grey,
and his wrinkled face sagged in a befuddled frown. He was seated facing
the Judge, and proceedings began.

First, Brad Barker took the stand. He told Deputy District Attorney
Peter Korn that Stanley and Wentzel had lured him to Los Angeles with
a job offer, then kidnapped him and placed him in a box for eight days.
He outlined the violent nature of his ordeal, and told how he was de-
prived of food and water. Barker said he had suffered physically and
mentally. Then he described the rocketbelt, and said Stanley and
Wentzel had tried to ascertain its whereabouts. Barker said the men had
threatened to harm him and his son if he did not comply.

Then Stanley's defense attorney, Leslie Abramson, questioned Barker.
Abramson suggested that Barker could not be trusted, citing the hammer
attack on Stanley, and the theft of the rocketbelt, as substantiation.
Abramson said Barker had colluded with Joe Wright in an effort to cheat
Stanley out of the rocketbelt's profits. On the whereabouts of the
RB-2000, Barker said that Wright had held it for about a year after the
partnership with Stanley dissolved. When asked where the belt was
now, Barker claimed he didn't know. Abramson implied that Barker was
lying, and said the kidnapping claim was a fabrication. In fact, said
Abramson, Barker had been legally detained by men acting as bounty
hunters, regarding the commercial burglary charge in Fort Smith, Arkan-
sas. Abramson loudly chastised Barker for being unclear about certain
details of the kidnapping.

'Like I said, I didn't sleep for eight days,' Barker explained. 'I was
pretty in and out.'

Judge Metzler stepped in, telling Abramson, 'If you were in a box for
eight days you'd probably have the same problem.'

'Yes, if I was,' replied Abramson, 'but I don't believe he was.'
'But if he was,' said the Judge, 'he doesn't deserve to be yelled at.

Please modulate your voice.'
At the end of the preliminary hearing, Judge Metzler decided that

there was probable cause to suggest that Stanley had committed the
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offences he was charged with. He ordered that the case go to trial before
a jury. Wentzel's hearing had generated the same result. Both Stanley
and Wentzel were released on bail pending trial. The case would not
come to trial for almost two years.

Brad Barker was due back in court before that, as defendant in the
commercial burglary charge relating to the incident at the Williams Tool
shed in Fort Smith in 1999. But, on 12 February 2001, the District Attor-
ney in the Greenwood District of Sebastian County, Arkansas, filed a
nolle prosequi (an entry made into the court records declaring that a case
will not be prosecuted). Essentially, the charges were withdrawn, but not
dismissed. Although Barker was a free man, he could still be indicted on
the same charges at a future date.

The reason for the non-prosecution of the case was never put on re-
cord, but it was suggested that one of the District Attorney's key wit-
nesses - Vinson Williams - had refused to testify against Barker. The DA
said Barker had threatened Williams and followed him. It was alleged
that Barker had taken to turning up outside Williams' house in the
middle of the night. Barker denied these claims, and said Williams had
refused to testify for fear of being implicated in the kidnapping plot.
Whatever the truth, Barker was a free man. The RB-2000, meanwhile, re-
mained out of sight.

Stanley, no doubt wary of the fact that he was on bail, seemed to re-
strain his attempts to find the rocketbelt. He concentrated on pursuing
legal avenues, and hired a new attorney to help build up a defense
against the kidnapping charges. Both Barker and Stanley managed to
keep low profiles in the run-up to the trial. Then the RB-2000 caper took
another extraordinary turn.

On 27 March 2002, 28 months after the incident had occurred, the kid-
napping case finally came to trial in Van Nuys Superior Court. Larry
Stanley and Chris Wentzel were present as co-defendants, and they
faced Brad Barker as chief witness for the prosecution. The press gallery
was packed. Pool reporters had given coverage to the RB-2000 civil case
and resulting $10.2 million judgment, and syndicated reports had ap-
peared in newspapers across the world. But the bizarre kidnapping had
really pushed the saga into the public eye, with big guns like the Los
Angeles Times now keen to report on the resulting trial.

In his opening statement, Deputy DA Peter Korn explained how both
Barker, now 47, and Stanley, now 57, were obsessed with the RB-2000, 'a
backpack-like device that can lift a person into the air, if just for a few
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seconds.' Korn outlined the allegations, describing how Wentzel, now 54,
had enticed Barker to Los Angeles. He said Barker arrived at Wentzel's
home on 26 November 1999.

'The next thing he knows, he's in a chokehold with a gun to his head,'
said Korn.

The Deputy DA went on to describe how Barker had been continually
interrogated and threatened, and forced to sign an affidavit waiving his
right to the rocketbelt. Korn said Barker was held for eight days, before
escaping on 3 December. He also outlined Stanley's involvement in the
kidnapping. Korn said he would show the jury email prompts sent by
Stanley to Wentzel containing questions for Barker.

Stanley was now represented by defense attorney Dale Atherton, and
Wentzel by Donald J Calabria. Atherton said Barker and Stanley decided
to build the rocketbelt together, and invested $94,000 each in the project,
but fell out in 1994.

'Mr Barker did not want Mr Stanley to fly the rocket-belt,' said Ather-
ton, adding that the pair fought over padded manufacturing costs.

Atherton told the court Barker had attacked Stanley with a hammer,
and stolen the rocketbelt. Despite Stanley winning a $10.2 million settle-
ment granting ownership of the belt to him, Atherton explained, the belt
had not been seen since 1995.

Atherton told the jury that the defendants had been acting as agents of
the J&J Bonding bail bonds company in detaining Barker, as he had
broken his bond by leaving the state for California. He said their action
couldn't be construed as kidnapping, because Barker had come to Cali-
fornia and Wentzel's house willingly.

Then Brad Barker took the stand. He recounted the details of the kid-
napping ordeal.

'It's the most scared I've ever been in my life,' he said.
He explained how he had been lured to Los Angeles, and kidnapped

by Wentzel. He said that Wentzel had repeatedly questioned him, and
threatened him with a gun, over the whereabouts of the rocketbelt.

'I thought he was going to murder me,' said Barker.
He then described how Wentzel and Stanley had told him, at gun-

point, to sign the affidavit.
'I did exactly as I was told,' Barker said.
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The notary, Elyse Hoyte, was next to take the stand. She confirmed
Barker had been handcuffed to a chair when he signed the affidavit.
Then a J&J Bonding employee testified that she had authorized Stanley
and Wentzel to detain Barker, under the false assumption that they were
acting as agents of a licensed bail bondsman.

Detective John Krulac of the Los Angeles Police Department testified
that there was evidence of correspondence between Wentzel and J&J
Bonding. Krulac said it was his opinion Wentzel had believed he was
holding Barker lawfully, but that had not been the case. He confirmed
Wentzel had not been licensed to hold Barker, and said evidence collec-
ted from Wentzel's house supported Barker's testimony.

Sebastian County Sheriff's Department Detective Bill Hollenbeck con-
firmed in his testimony that the commercial burglary charges that had
precipitated the bond had since been withdrawn. He said he believed
Barker had been lured to California.

Then the court heard the testimony of Nancy Wright, Joe Wright's sis-
ter. She said Stanley had been convinced Barker had murdered her
brother, and he had said to her that he would kidnap Barker, torture
him, and kill him, if the authorities did not arrest him. Bill Suitor, who
was also asked to testify, refused.

Throughout the trial, it became clear that both Barker and Stanley had
different agendas to those of the defense attorneys and public prosec-
utors. Stanley was keen to use the trial as a platform to help him find the
rocketbelt. And Barker used every opportunity during the trial to try to
exonerate himself of the murder of Joe Wright. Their hidden agendas, ec-
centricities, and foibles - and their obsession with the rocketbelt - became
clear to all present. But this court was not in session to find the rocket-
belt, or to solve Joe Wright's murder.

After the evidence had been heard, the jury had the task of deciding
whether Stanley and Wentzel had kidnapped Barker, or simply detained
him as agents of the bail bond company.

On 25 April 2002, the jury delivered its verdict. They found Thomas
Laurence Stanley and Christopher James Wentzel guilty on all counts of
kidnapping for ransom, false imprisonment by violence, and extortion.

Stanley and Wentzel were led from the court by a female corrections
officer. Sentencing was scheduled for 30 May. Both faced the possibility
of spending the rest of their lives in prison. The jury had decided that,
despite all of the twists and turns in the rocketbelt case, and the shady
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track record of the victim, Stanley and Wentzel had unlawfully kid-
napped Barker.

In a fashion that had become typical in the many court cases involving
the rocketbelt, the sentencing hearing was postponed for several months.
It was 22 November 2002 when Larry Stanley and Chris Wentzel finally
got to learn their fate.

Stanley and Wentzel were led into the court hand-cuffed together
wearing blue v-neck prison overalls. Stanley shuffled into the white-
washed room looking slightly confused, almost as if he couldn't under-
stand why he should be here. His hair was greyer than ever and his face
was pale, with an apprehensive frown. This was the moment of truth.
Wentzel looked less worried. He winked at a friend in the public gallery
as he and Stanley were seated behind a wooden bench for the
proceedings.

Wentzel was first up. He had entered into a plea bargain with the Dis-
trict Attorneys. He admitted to the charges of false imprisonment and ex-
tortion, in collusion with Stanley, but requested that the charge of kid-
napping for ransom be dropped. Peter Korn agreed, saying Wentzel had
been Stanley's lackey in the kidnapping.

'The worst thing that Mr Wentzel did was put Mr Barker in a box,' said
Korn. 'That was an inhumane and despicable act.'

Wentzel's attorney, Donald Calabria, asked the court to look kindly
upon his client. 'This is a different man than many of the people you've
sentenced,' Calabria told the court. 'If ever there was a man that would
never be back here again under any circumstances, this is the man.'

Taking the plea bargain into account, Judge Barry A Taylor sentenced
Wentzel to six years in state prison.

In contrast, Larry Stanley refused to admit his guilt. He had refused
two offers of plea bargains from the DA, which would have meant ac-
cepting a three-year prison sentence. It was clear to the DA that Stanley
was still obsessed with the rocketbelt, and would continue to pursue it
upon his release. As a result, Peter Korn demanded Stanley receive a
lengthy sentence, fearing he would re-offend if released within a short
period of time.

Stanley simply refused to accept he had done any-thing wrong, and
couldn't have expected the gravity of what was to happen next. He had
fired his attorney after the guilty verdict, and represented himself at the
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sentence hearing. Stanley sat alone at his counsel table while the sentence
was delivered.

The courtroom fell silent as Judge Taylor explained how he had con-
sidered the evidence brought before him. Then the Judge revealed his
decision. And it was a huge decision: Larry Stanley was sentenced to a
state prison term of life plus ten years.

Stanley slumped over in his chair and placed his head on the table. It
was the strongest possible punishment he could have expected to re-
ceive. His eyes welled with tears as he made a statement to the court.

'Your Honor,' he said. 'I never imagined that I ever did anything
wrong. I was just trying to be persuasive. Mr Barker was not harmed in
any way. I don't understand how this is a life sentence.' Eyes full of tears,
he continued, 'My search for the rocketbelt has cost me more than half a
million dollars and left my family destitute and on food stamps.'

Although not present in court, Brad Barker later declared himself to be
pleased with Stanley's sentence, but unhappy with that given to Wentzel.
'I thought Wentzel's was really light,' he said. 'Larry Stanley, I thought he
got what he deserved.'

Stanley was driven 400 miles north of Los Angeles to the California
State Prison at Solano, a 146-acre medium security facility designed to
hold 2,500 prisoners, but actually housing over 6,000. Two days later he
sat down to write a letter on prison notepaper to Deputy DA Peter Korn.
In the letter, for the first time, Stanley admitted his guilt.

'I owe you and the people of California an apology for taking so long
to recognize my problem,' he wrote. 'My persistence and determination
to obtain justice had become the obsession you spoke of in court on
Friday.'

Korn had never believed Stanley's crime deserved a life sentence, but
he had been frustrated by Stanley's refusal to accept his guilt. Now, with
that situation changed, Korn decided to go back to Judge Taylor and ask
him to reduce Stanley's sentence. It was an unusual move, but, under
California state law, sentences can be modified within 120 days of being
issued.

Korn returned to the Van Nuys Superior Court on Monday 13 January
2003. He told Judge Taylor he was confident Stanley would not re-offend
upon release now that he had admitted his guilt. He asked the Judge to
dismiss the charge of kidnapping for ransom.
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'My job is to do the right thing,' he said, 'and I think this is the right
thing.'

Judge Taylor agreed. He threw out the kidnapping for ransom charge
and quashed Stanley's life sentence, but the charges of false imprison-
ment and extortion were upheld.

The Judge reduced Stanley's sentence to eight years in state prison.
Brad Barker also claimed to have had some say in the reduced sen-

tence. After receiving a phone call from a mutual friend who told him of
the distress of Stanley's wife and children, Barker said he contacted the
deputy DA.

'I called Peter Korn and asked him to drop the kidnapping charge,'
said Barker. 'I said, “I'm not asking you to do this for Larry Stanley. I'm
asking you to do this for his two children.”'

Whether or not Barker's generous appeal had any bearing upon the
decision, Stanley was a very relieved man. He now knew he would not
have to spend the rest of his life in prison, although he would still have
to endure incarceration for up to eight long years.

In the meantime, Brad Barker was free to return to a life of relative
normality. He took a job as an electrician, hooking up instruments in
Progen power plants. 'It's boring as hell,' he said. 'I hate it. I'd rather be
building rocketbelts.'

And Barker hadn't forgotten about the RB-2000. Anything but. In fact,
Barker was preparing with his attorney for yet another court case. He
had filed a civil suit for assault and personal injury relating to the kid-
napping, and the trial was set for June 2004. This time Barker was set to
sue Larry Stanley, determined to win damages and have the 1999 civil
judgment reversed. Aside from attempting to clear the multi-million dol-
lar judgment against him, Barker was fighting for legal ownership of the
RB-2000. And Barker was confident of a positive outcome.

'Hopefully,' he said, 'since I will be in court this time and Stanley will
be in prison, the truth will be heard and things will maybe go a little
better.'

That wasn't the case. Things weren't about to go even a little better for
Brad Barker. After imprisonment, kidnapping, and accusations of
murder, things were about to get even worse.
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Chapter 14
The Final Verdict

For Brad Barker, his legal challenge seemed a final throw of the dice.
He had spent almost four years and tens of thousands of dollars building
his precious rocketbelt. It had worked, but he had hidden the device
away after falling out with Stanley and Wright. Then Wright had turned
up dead, and fingers had been pointed at Barker. A Judge subsequently
awarded legal ownership of the rocketbelt to Stanley, but Barker refused
to hand it over. So Stanley had him kidnapped. And the worst of it was,
after all that had happened, Barker was still unable to fly the rocketbelt.
Even with Stanley in prison, Stanley's family and attorneys were still
searching for the belt. It had to remain hidden. Legally, Barker couldn't
even admit to knowing its whereabouts. So, when asked if he knew
where the Rocketbelt 2000 was, Barker repeatedly claimed ignorance.

In fact, Barker knew exactly where the rocketbelt was. Since the break-
up of the partnership, the belt had been moved between various loca-
tions for safekeeping. Barker himself said during the kidnapping trial
that Wright had held onto the rocketbelt for about a year after the break-
up of the partnership with Stanley. Shortly before his death in 1998,
Wright had told Stanley that Barker had taken possession of the belt, and
had stored it in North Harris County. The northernmost town in Harris
County is Tomball, the place where Barker held a lease on a storage facil-
ity. But by the time Larry Stanley located the storage facility in Novem-
ber 1999, the rocketbelt had gone.

By that time, Barker was living in Fort Smith, working on Vinson Wil-
liams' flying can. According to Tom Wade, the RB-2000 was stored there,
and the men played around with it. Stanley had continued to follow the
trail of the rocketbelt, driving around Texas and Arkansas trying to catch
up with Barker, but he was always one step behind. Barker had moved
the belt to Dallas, then back to Houston, and then to a storage facility in
La Porte, 30 miles east of Houston. During his kidnapping ordeal, Barker
told his captors that the rocketbelt was being held by a friend as
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collateral in a loan deal. There was even talk of Barker burying the rock-
etbelt in a friend's backyard.

Eventually, Barker passed the rocketbelt to Rob Fisher, the karate in-
structor who had helped him out with the dispute at Stanley's oil field.
But Fisher became wary of keeping the belt on his property. He had be-
come nervous since hearing the details of Barker's kidnapping, and he
didn't want to get dragged into a similarly dangerous situation. So Bark-
er and Fisher came up with a plan. The rocketbelt would be broken
down into pieces and vacuum-sealed inside the specially-designed wa-
tertight containers. The containers would then be submerged underwa-
ter, at one of the many nearby rivers and reservoirs, or perhaps buried at
a local beach. The belt would then be entirely safe from detection by the
Stanley family, and Barker could truthfully state that neither he nor his
friends had possession of the rocketbelt. Once the court case had been
settled in Barker's favor, the parts could be reclaimed.

The plan was eccentric and didn't make much sense, and so was per-
fectly suited to be associated with the Rocketbelt 2000. In any case, Bark-
er held off from sinking his precious rocketbelt. His assault and personal
injury civil suit was coming to court, and he was very confident of a pos-
itive outcome. Barker expected to have the 1999 civil judgment over-
turned and be awarded legal ownership of the belt, plus receive dam-
ages from Stanley. He was wrong.

On 29 June 2004, Judge Martha Hill Jamison of the 164th Civil District
Court in Houston dismissed Barker's case for want of evidence. Key to
Barker's argument was the claim he had suffered damaging mental
trauma during the kidnapping. However, Barker and his attorney failed
to provide any corroborating evidence to that end. Normally in such cir-
cumstances a complainant would seek consultation with and testimony
from a psychiatrist. Such consultation and testimony were not sought.
As if the dismissal wasn't bad enough, the Judge also charged Barker
with contempt of court. Barker had never responded to the court's award
of $10.2 million to Stanley in 1999 and, specifically, he had never sur-
rendered the RB-2000 as required. Barker was ordered to appear on the
contempt charge in front of Judge John T Wooldridge, the original Judge
from the 1999 rocketbelt trial.

Following the mistake over the evidence in the civil case, Barker dis-
pensed with the services of his attorney, but he was not able to replace
him. So Barker duly appeared at the 269th District Court on 12 July 2004,
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but brought no counsel with him. Judge Wooldridge ordered Barker to
appoint a new attorney, and postponed the hearing by a week.

'The Judge was very kind,' said Barker after the court appearance. 'I've
got to go speak to an attorney. But the Judge was very nice to me, and ac-
tually kind of short to the other side it seemed like, so we'll see what
happens.'

One week later, on 19 July, Barker did turn up with a new attorney,
but claimed he had not had sufficient time to prepare. Judge Wooldridge
gave Barker a continuance order, and the case was reset for 13 August.
The Stanley family was present at the trial dates, and was irritated by
Barker's hindrances. So was Judge Wooldridge. Perhaps recalling the
delays that had beset the 1999 trial, the Judge gave Barker a stern warn-
ing. He ordered Barker to produce the Rocketbelt 2000 in court, or face
the consequences.

On Friday 13 August, Barker and his attorney turned up in court with
a large metal box, so heavy that it took several men to drag it into the
court room. Anticipation was high. Those present craned their neck for a
view of the contents, hoping they were about to get a glimpse of
something that had not been seen in public for nine years. Had Barker
considered the Judge's warning and finally handed over the rocketbelt?
No. The box was opened to reveal not the rocketbelt but a pile of spare
parts.

What Barker was trying to achieve by this frustrating move was un-
clear. If handing over a box of spare parts was intended as some sort of
conciliatory act, then it failed. It only succeeded in angering the Judge
and the Stanley family. When questioned, Barker offered the explanation
that he was having difficulty getting hold of the RB-2000. The judge was
unimpressed, but nevertheless set a new court date for 24 September,
again ordering Barker to present the rocketbelt in court. He also put
Barker and the Stanley family into mediation.

Nothing that is said in court-ordered mediation can be used in trial.
So, Barker was free to admit to the Stanley family that he had possession
of the rocketbelt, something that they already believed to be the case.
Therefore the discussion concerned not whether Barker had the rocket-
belt, but whether he would hand it over. Mediation discussions between
Barker, the Stanley family, and their attorneys lasted over six hours, and
initial progress was made. The Stanley family offered to release Barker
from the $10.2 million judgment, and give him what they considered to
be a fair percentage of the future profits if he handed over the RB-2000 in
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flight-worthy condition with all related parts and components. But Bark-
er refused. He said he would consider nothing less than a full 50 percent
share in the rocketbelt. The Stanley family's counsel dismissed this, and
closed the mediation.

After all that had gone on, and with Larry Stanley in prison, the Stan-
leys were understandably sick and tired of the Rocketbelt 2000. Clearly,
they were prepared to go to great lengths to ensure that Barker would
not keep hold of the rocketbelt. But were they still keen to get their
hands on the troublesome device? Larry Stanley's attorney, Michael Von
Blon, said his client would pursue entertainment bookings for the belt in
order to recoup his tens of thousands of dollars worth of investment into
the project. But the Stanley family had other ideas. They declared that,
once they reclaimed the belt, they would offer it up for sale because of
the painful memories it held for them.

In truth, Barker couldn't have spent much time considering the Stan-
leys' offer. In September 2004, just weeks after the mediation broke
down, he headed to Rob Fisher's house and reclaimed the rocketbelt. If
he was planning to go ahead with the plan to submerge the belt, he
didn't let on to Fisher. He simply loaded up the belt into his truck and
drove off, just as he had after the public flight in 1995. Whether or not he
dumped his prized rocket in one of Houston's many waterways re-
mained unknown.

The court date of 24 September was rescheduled by the Judge for un-
specified reasons, and instead the case resumed on the afternoon of 8
October. Barker and the Stanleys were present in court on that date, but
the Rocketbelt 2000 was again conspicuous by its absence. Barker main-
tained that he did not know where it was. An exasperated Judge
Wooldridge had now had enough. Larry Stanley's civil suit had been
filed in 1995, nine years previously. Over those years, Judge Wooldridge
had become very familiar with Brad Barker's face, and had regularly
been forced to reschedule court dates due to Barker's delaying tactics. No
more.

Judge Wooldridge found Barker guilty on three charges of contempt of
court. He then gave Barker one full week, until noon on 15 October, to
present before him the Rocketbelt 2000 and all associated components.
And he offered Barker a stark ultimatum. Should he not surrender the
rocketbelt as ordered, he would be fined $500 and immediately taken in-
to custody. Judge Wooldridge told Barker he would serve six months in
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jail for each charge, a total of 18 months behind bars, and this sentence
could be extended indefinitely until he handed over the rocketbelt.

Now Barker was in a real bind. He stated once more that he did not
have the rocketbelt. But he had been seen with the device just weeks pre-
viously, when he had picked it up from Rob Fisher's place. Indeed,
Barker's attorney said his client would honor the Judge's request, and
therefore must have believed that Barker did have the rocketbelt. And
even if Barker did not physically have possession of the device, it was
most likely that he knew where it was hidden. It was quite possible that
the belt was stashed either at the home of another friend or family mem-
ber. Even if Barker had gone through with the plan to submerge the belt
underwater, he could still go about retrieving it. Barker had a simple
choice: give up the RB-2000, or go to jail. He had already spent several
months behind bars in relation to the rocketbelt caper, and had hated be-
ing separated from his son. The decision seemed obvious.

The Stanley family seemed to think so. Of course, they wanted Barker
to give up the rocketbelt, but they also expressed sympathy for Barker's
son, and said they did not wish to see Barker incarcerated. This was des-
pite the fact that the feud between Barker and Larry Stanley over the
rocketbelt had seen Stanley jailed. They were cautiously optimistic that
Barker would hand over the RB-2000.

Yet Barker remained defiant. Judge Wooldridge had ordered that he
hand over the rocketbelt and its associated components, including the
fuel laboratory trailer. But Barker did not have the trailer. That had been
taken by Larry Stanley when he came across it in Fort Smith during his
search for the rocketbelt five years earlier. Barker claimed that the Stan-
ley family would be aware of that, and therefore it was an impossible de-
mand. He planned to offer this fact to Judge Wooldridge, and was con-
fident this would see the contempt charges dismissed.

So, Barker turned up in court on Friday 15 October empty-handed,
and offered up only excuses. Judge Wooldridge was entirely unim-
pressed. He called Barker's refusal to surrender the rocketbelt, 'a blatant
attempt to subvert this court's jurisdiction and enforcement of its lawful
orders.' Then Judge Wooldridge signed an order for Barker to be held in
the Harris County Jail until such a time as he decided to surrender the
rocketbelt.

Barker, now 50 years of age, was immediately taken to the nearby jail
and locked away. What was going through his mind could only be spec-
ulated upon. Although he made confident noises ahead of the court
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appearance, he must have known that, if he refused to give up the Rock-
etbelt 2000, he was going to end up behind bars. Yet he decided not to
surrender the belt. He would rather go to jail indefinitely than hand it
over, such was his love for the rocketbelt, and his hatred for Larry
Stanley.

If Barker and Stanley could see clear blue sky from the windows of
their respective jail cells, then maybe they would still dream of flying
free by the power of a rocketbelt. Joe Wright, buried in Michigan, could
no longer dream such dreams. And the RB-2000, the amazing machine
that had driven these men to distraction and beyond, was hidden away,
perhaps buried or submerged under water. It had flown only once in
public. Where was it, and would it ever fly again? Only Brad Barker
knew the answer to that question, and, sitting alone in his Houston jail
cell, Brad Barker wasn't answering.
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Chapter 15
New Chapter

Brad Barker was into his sixth month in Harris County Jail when the
call went out: 'Barker ATW.' Sitting in his jail cell, Barker ignored the
call. 'It just went in one ear and out the other,' he said. Under the terms
of his incarceration he could be held indefinitely, and Barker was
resigned to a long stay. 'I just wasn't expecting to get out,' he said. 'On
contempt they can keep you in forever. And I'd really pissed that Judge
off.' But 'ATW' meant 'All The Way'. It meant Barker was going home.

A guard peered into the cell and confirmed the news: 'Barker, get your
shit. You're out of here.'

'I don't know why the Judge decided to let me go,' said Barker. 'After
he put me in jail I wrote him a three-page handwritten letter basically
telling him that what he did to me was a bunch of bullshit. That probably
didn't help much, but I'd had enough of his shit. I told him the way this
whole thing was handled was a joke. I told him the Harris County
Sheriff's Department was as corrupt as hell. It probably wasn't a smart
thing to do, but I was tired of being screwed with.'

It was April 2006 and, after five and a half months in jail, and despite
his letter to the Judge and his contin-ued refusal to surrender the Rocket-
belt 2000, Brad Barker was a free man. He began to pick up the pieces of
his life, spending time with his son, and returning to work, but the
RB-2000 remained at the forefront of his mind. Barker was preparing for
another round of court-ordered mediation, and this time he was seeking
resolution.

Barker was now represented by attorney Jeff Haynes. Although Barker
and Haynes hadn't been aware of the fact at the time, the two men's
paths had crossed before. Back in 1999 when Barker was in the Sebastian
County jail on commercial burglary changes, Haynes was incarcerated in
the same facility. Haynes had been going through a hard time following
the death of his wife. He'd quit practicing law, got involved in drugs
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and, in his own words, 'my life was basically out of control.' He eventu-
ally ended up in jail after being busted for drugs. As a criminal defense
attorney he'd made some enemies in law enforcement, and Haynes
claimed he'd been set up and forced to plead guilty to avoid trumped up
charges being leveled at his sons. So Barker and Haynes were in the
same jail at the same time, although they didn't properly meet until they
were introduced several years later in Haynes' law office. 'I find this to
be a rather strange coincidence,' said Haynes.

Barker and Haynes were determined to free the rocketbelt from its leg-
al wrangles. Barker seemed willing to offer some concessions to the Stan-
leys in mediation, in the hope that the rocketbelt could one day fly again.
Haynes thought it was entirely possible that the situation could be re-
solved, 'but due to the nature of litigation in this country you don't ever
have a clue exactly what's going to happen.'

Barker said he was sick of the whole affair, and said he no longer
dreamt of flying the rocketbelt. 'It's a nightmare,' he said. 'I just want it to
end.' But, with mediation hearings being continually postponed and re-
set, it didn't look like the nightmare was going to end any time soon.

Then Barker was waylaid by another turn of events, this time in-
volving Stan Casad - the acquaintance who had helped lure Barker to
Chris Wentzel's home in advance of the kidnapping affair.

Casad was in trouble. He had been providing testimonials for a com-
pany called HEE Corp regarding a supposed miracle cure for diabetes. In
2004, Casad and an associate named Ron Brooks had, it was claimed,
travelled to the United Arab Emirates to undergo treatment for the con-
dition. They had subsequently reported that their blood sugar levels had
fallen 'dramatically to levels normally seen with non-sufferers'. Press re-
lease agencies and stock trading message boards were blitzed with news
of Casad and Brooks' remarkable progress. HEE's profile soared, and its
shares were labeled as hot tips.

But Brooks and Casad's testimonials were hardly impartial. Brooks
was revealed to be a major shareholder in HEE, and in 2005 Casad was
named as the company's new president. The pair spent company pro-
ceeds on property, cars, a helicopter and a Gulfstream II passenger jet.
But the spending spree didn't last long. Brooks became embroiled in an
investigation over the theft of $500,000 worth of HEE products, the com-
pany was hit by a civil judgment and unpaid tax warrants totaling al-
most $1 million, and the US Food and Drug Administration issued a
warning against selling unapproved drugs. Then, in early 2006, the
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company's entire board resigned. As HEE Corp collapsed, investors were
said to have lost around $40 million. Brooks and Casad were wanted
men.

Casad needed to cover their tracks, and he called Brad Barker for help.
When Barker refused, he says Casad threatened his life. Barker ended up
driving Casad to the airport, believing he was flying off on a business
trip. It turned out Casad was fleeing the country. He was thought to
have ended up in Ukraine, telling friends he would never be coming
back. Barker was less than happy. If Casad did ever return to the US, he
would have to deal with both the authorities and a very angry Brad
Barker.

It was yet another twist in an extraordinary tale. Barker admitted that
his story was 'crazy' and had all the elements of a Hollywood movie, but
who would he like to see play him onscreen? 'Pee Wee Herman!' Barker
said. 'Or maybe Brad Pitt. You can't go wrong with Brad Pitt.'

Larry Stanley's sentence ran until 2010, and state law ruled that prison-
ers convicted of violent crimes must serve at least 85 percent of their
term. He had been moved from state prison to a medium security Cor-
rectional Training Facility in Soledad, and had subsequently applied to
be transferred from California to a facility in Texas to be nearer his home.
Stanley had expressed regret for his obsession with the rocketbelt in or-
der to have his original life sentence reduced, but had he really put the
affair behind him? When asked in a letter whether he would continue his
search for the RB-2000 upon his release he declined to answer.

Joe Wright's murder, meanwhile, seemed no nearer to being solved.
Although Barker remained a suspect, there was no evidence to link him
to the murder. He had been evasive, and his alibi did not quite fit, but
that did not necessarily make him a murderer. Stanley had no apparent
motive, but had revealed disturbing characteristics during the kidnap-
ping debacle. Again, however, there was no evidence to link him to the
crime.

But the timing of the murder - just hours after the speakerphone meet-
ing with Stanley, and days before the scheduled start of the civil trial -
strongly suggested a link with the Rocketbelt 2000. Could Barker or Stan-
ley have hired another individual to kill Wright? Or did the murder have
nothing whatsoever to do with the RB-2000 after all?

Wright's friends had also named bookmaker Mike Bowman and drug
dealer Wayne Johnson as suspects. Wright and Bowman had fallen out
over money, but, as a bookmaker, Bowman must have been used to that
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sort of conflict. Wright had also fallen out with Bowman's employee
Johnson. Again, however, as an employee of a bookmaker, Johnson must
have been used to dealing with non-paying clients. Killing Wright would
not have helped in recovering the debt, but Johnson and Wright were in-
volved in drugs, and this murky factor could have precipitated a deadly
situation.

The gambling ring angle remained equally unclear. It was alleged that
Bowman's illegal gambling ring involved members of the Harris County
Sheriff's Department. Wright, a friend of both Bowman and a Lieutenant
in the Sheriff's Department, had allegedly drawn up a file containing in-
formation about the gambling ring. The existence of such a file could, in
theory, have provided Bowman with a motive to kill Wright, and en-
couraged the Sheriff's Department to bury the investigation. The file sup-
posedly disappeared while in the custody of the Sheriff's Department.
But the FBI were investigating Bowman and Johnson as part of an invest-
igation into illegal gambling. Surely they would have uncovered any
such gambling ring, and related conspiracy?

So little was known about the suspect known only as 'Diane' as to be
useless to the investigation. Why did she not come forward after
Wright's murder? It was suggested that she might have been Wright's
crystal meth dealer, but with no one else able to confirm her identity,
and with Wright leading such a secretive life, did 'Diane' really exist at
all?

There were also suspicions over Wright's former partner, Bryan
Galton. Galton did have a history of violence against Wright, and had re-
cently returned to the Houston area. But he could not be questioned with
regard to the murder. Galton was dead - apparently suffering a massive
drug overdose not long after Wright was murdered. It was alleged that
the overdose was a suicide. Could it have been driven by guilt?

The Wright family continued to push the Sheriff's Department and the
District Attorney's Office to reinvestigate the case. Then Wayne Johnson
was arrested on charges of driving under the influence and assault with
intent to murder. Johnson had been involved in a car accident while
drunk, and had beaten up his elderly father when he came to offer assist-
ance. Johnson, 49 at the time of his arrest, had a long criminal record that
ran back more than 20 years and included assaults, drug offences, driv-
ing offences, and other misdemeanors. He also drove a black Toyota
Avalon, which matched the description of a car seen outside Joe Wright's
house on the night of the murder.
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While in custody, Johnson was questioned for the first time about
Wright's murder. Detectives said he appeared nervous, and refused to
take a polygraph test on the advice of his attorney. Johnson was bailed
and secreted into rehab before the investigation could continue. The as-
sault charges were dropped. His car was never searched. Another trail
ran cold, and the murder of Joe Wright remained unsolved.

And then there was the rocketbelt, the amazing invention around
which the whole caper had revolved. It had not been seen in public since
the demonstration flight at the Houston Ship Canal in June 1995. It
seemed likely that Barker still had possession of the rocketbelt, or at least
knew where it could be found. Was it hidden away, perhaps buried or
submerged? Would it ever fly again? The whereabouts and future of the
Rocketbelt 2000 remained a mystery.

Fifteen years after Brad Barker, Larry Stanley and Joe Wright first set
out to build their rocketbelt all that was left were ruined lives and un-
answered questions. It seemed unlikely that the truth about the murder
of Wright and the location of the rocketbelt would ever be known.

Larry Stanley's civil attorney, Michael Von Blon, reflected upon the
caper: 'One man is dead, one man is in prison - whether or not he is
guilty I don't know - and the other man, who has never done anything
right in any of the chapters of this story, is running free.'

Doug Malewicki worked closely with Barker, Stanley and Wright on
the rocketbelt project. 'Larry Stanley let his hate for Barker get the better
of him and he ended up with an eight-year prison term,' he said. 'He
should have just let it go, and got on with his life. Too bad.'

The most distressing aspect of the story remained the death of Joe
Wright. 'I will remember Joe for the rest of my life,' said Wright's close
friend Maurice Heimlich. 'He was a wonderful person. He would do
anything to help out people that he knew and cared for. We were great
friends and I still can't believe that he is gone.'

Nancy Wright and her family were left to pick up their lives without a
beloved brother and son. They remained hopeful, but not optimistic, that
the truth about his death might one day be revealed, and justice might be
done. In the meantime, they watched what little money Joe Wright had
left disappear at the hands of his creditors. 'There was nothing left in
Joe's estate,' said Nancy Wright. 'He had lost everything. The bank took
his house and his car. But they never went after Brad. He is hard to track
down as he has never had a real address or a real job. I think that is part
of the reason Larry had him kidnapped. Larry had tried to go after Brad
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legally and won, but nothing happened, so he took matters into his own
hands.'

Bill Suitor knew Barker, Stanley, and Wright very well, having worked
and lived with them during the building of the RB-2000. He became par-
ticularly close friends with Wright. 'Joe Wright was one of the kindest,
most generous people I ever knew,' said Suitor. 'I cannot think of one
bad thing to say about him. Nor one good thing to say about Brad Bark-
er. As for Larry Stanley - what a loser. Barker and Stanley were obsessed
and blinded by the notion they were both going to learn how to fly and
become rich and famous. And that's all they cared about - being rich and
famous. So much so that now Joe is dead. And none of them is rich or
famous. If anything, they are infamous. As for me, it was the dumbest
thing I ever got involved in. The dumbest. I do not normally grant inter-
views on the subject, and that will be all I will ever tell you about that
sad chapter.'
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Chapter 16
The New Rocketeers

The RB-2000 might have been grounded, but it was not the only rock-
etbelt in the world. Kinnie Gibson's company, Powerhouse, now owned
three rocketbelts, including the original Tyler belt. Powerhouse contin-
ued to make promotional flights around the world, although Gibson
himself had retired from flying rocketbelts. He continued to fly hot-air
balloons, competing successfully in international balloon races, and con-
tinued to be involved in dramatic incidents.

In November 2003, Gibson was one of four passengers in a twin-en-
gine Cessna that crashed on landing at Fort Worth, Texas. The plane was
struck by a strong gust of wind as it came in to land, and hit the ground
50 yards short of the runway, bursting into flames. The passengers sur-
vived the crash, but found themselves trapped inside the burning plane,
struggling to open the pressurized cabin door. Then Gibson stepped for-
ward, and kicked the door three times, bursting it open. He led the pas-
sengers to safety as, behind them, the plane became engulfed by a fire-
ball of such intensity that the aircraft quickly melted into a puddle of
molten metal and plastic on the ground. None of the passengers were
injured.

Gibson continued to own Powerhouse and Rocketman Inc, but he
handed over the flying duties to Eric Scott and Dan Schlund. Scott, from
Montana, was an ex-US Air Force Paratrooper. He moved into profes-
sional stunt work after leaving the armed forces, and also worked in act-
ing and special effects for the film and television industries. He held the
record for the highest human flight with a rocketbelt, soaring to 152 feet
in London in 2004. Schlund, from Valencia, California, was another
stuntman, and a former emergency paramedic. Schlund estimated
Powerhouse had performed around 1,200 flights since the mid-1980s.

Since the disappearance of the RB-2000, Powerhouse had owned the
only commercial rocketbelts in the world. If you wanted to hire a rocket-
belt, Powerhouse was your only option. Kinnie Gibson even outlined
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plans - subsequently foiled - to register the word 'rocketbelt'. His com-
pany held a monopoly on the lucrative rocketbelt demonstration market.
But then a rival rocketbelt company emerged.

Troy Widgery was the founder of Go Fast Sports, a company that had
supplied skydiving equipment to Kinnie Gibson. A former world-class
skydiver himself, Widgery, from Denver, Colorado, had also been in-
volved in a plane crash - he was one of the few survivors of a tragic
training flight crash that killed sixteen people in California in April 1992.
Having made millions from his sports company, Widgery had launched
a Go Fast energy drink, and in 2003 he decided that a rocketbelt would
make a great promotional tool. He set up a company called Jet Pack In-
ternational and spent three years and a million dollars building the Go
Fast Rocketbelt. It was lighter than any of its predecessors, and it was
claimed that it could fly for 33 seconds and to an altitude of 300 feet -
longer and higher than any other rocketbelt. Then Widgery poached
Powerhouse pilot Eric Scott to fly for Go Fast.

Both Powerhouse and Go Fast performed rocketbelt flights around the
world, although both encountered problems. A Powerhouse flight in
Australia ended with Dan Schlund crashing to the ground on his knees.
And a Go Fast flight in Mexico disappointed thousands as Eric Scott and
his rocketbelt failed to lift into the air. But there were triumphs as well as
disappointments. Dan Schlund's flight at the 2007 Los Angeles Tourna-
ment of Roses parade was broadcast around the world to millions. In
2008, Eric Scott successfully flew across Colorado's 1,500-foot Royal
Gorge, and he also received huge media coverage when he performed
demonstration flights at the first International Rocketbelt Convention, at
the Niagara Aerospace Museum in New York.

The Rocketbelt Convention, first held in September 2006, attracted en-
thusiasts from around the world - and saw Eric Scott meet up with fel-
low rocketbelt pilots Hal Graham, Bill Suitor, Nelson Tyler, Peter Kedzi-
erski and John Spencer. The convention was organized by Kathleen Len-
non Clough, daughter of Bell cameraman and test-rig pilot Tom Lennon,
and by Peter Gijsberts, proprietor of the exhaustive rocketbelt website
www.rocketbelt.nl.

Gijsberts managed a corporate transport service in the Netherlands,
but hours of research in his spare time made him a walking authority on
the history of rocketbelts. 'I have a memory of seeing two guys flying
rocketbelts over some woods from my childhood,' he said. 'For a long
time I thought that might have been a dream. But then a couple of years
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ago I found out about the reality of rocketbelts, and I began to investig-
ate and build a website.'

Gijsberts proceeded to telephone, fax and email scores of rocketbelt en-
thusiasts in an effort to find information and photographs for his site. He
discovered that a small band of dedicated enthusiasts in workshops and
garages across the world were attempting to build their own rocketbelts.
All believed that one day they would fly through the air with a rocket-
belt strapped to their back. And so they dedicated large sums of money
and countless man-hours - and also risked severe injury in both the
building and testing phases - in the hope of one day owning their own
amazing rocketbelt.

Frank Dickman, a mechanical and aerospace engineer who worked as
a consultant with Boeing and NASA, was one such rocketbelt enthusiast.
'As a university student, I had considered building a rocketbelt,' he said.
'Unfortunately, I had no money, no practical experience, and no industry
supplier contacts. But in the intervening years after college I gained ex-
perience in all the industries required to design and build an improved
version of the Bell Rocketbelt. After a week or two of research, I con-
cluded the rocketbelt could possibly be built better, cheaper and faster
than at the time of its invention.'

Dickman set about building his rocketbelt, with the trademarked name
EagleOne, in his living room. He had uncovered a raft of information, in-
cluding the original rocketbelt patents and construction plans, but found
a lot of it to be incomplete and unreliable.

'It's a trail of the cryptic notes and sketches and unwritten concepts in
the minds of long dead engineers,' Dickman said, 'and perhaps it is a
trail littered with the souls of dreamers.'

Stuart Ross, a Boeing 767 airline pilot from Surrey, England, began to
build a rocketbelt with the aim of flying it at paid bookings around the
world. He planned to offer the belt up for air shows, corporate events,
and even as an extra special entertainment for birthday parties. But mak-
ing money was of secondary importance to Ross. Building his rocketbelt
was a labor of love.

'I'd always dreamt of strapping on something like this and just flying
around,' said Ross. 'I've always loved flying. I've clocked up ten thou-
sand hours of flying planes now, but a rocketbelt is completely different.
A lot of my colleagues at work get involved in flying old restored fighter
planes and things like that, but I thought, sod it, let's go for something a
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bit different. I've always wanted to do something like this, so off I went
with it.'

The testing of the rocketbelt was delayed to accommodate Ross's wed-
ding. His wife-to-be didn't want him hobbling down the aisle in a body
cast. 'She wouldn't have that,' he said. 'So I had to knock the rocketbelt
on the head for a couple of months. But it would have been fun to turn
up to the wedding on it!'

In preparation for flying his device, Ross sought advice from the UK's
Civil Aviation Authority (CAA). 'The CAA were very interested in the
rocketbelt, and quite positive about it, but they thought I was a bit crazy,'
said Ross. 'At the end of the conversation they said there was another
chap who wanted a quick chat with me. It was a psychiatrist from their
medical unit.'

Some of Ross's friends and colleagues also doubted his sanity. 'I get
emails from guys at work telling me that the best place to test the rocket-
belt is in the car park of the local hospital, because then I'll not have far
to go if something goes wrong,' he said. But for all the difficulties and
dangers Ross encountered during his building of the rocketbelt, one sac-
rifice hurt most of all. 'The hardest thing so far has been cutting out the
beer,' he says. 'Losing the beer gut means you can carry more fuel, so
you have to cut out the beer!'

Ross suffered peroxide burns and sore ears from the incredible noise
generated by his device, and other rocketbelt projects proved no less
problematic. Stunt-man Tom Edelston designed, built and tether-tested a
rocketbelt in 2001. The testing didn't always go to plan and, on one occa-
sion, an overflow in the rocketbelt's engine caused H2O2 to spill from
the exhausts and set fire to Edelston's leather boots. Then a fire broke out
in Edelston's workshop, and his rocketbelt and associated equipment
went up in flames.

Gerard Martowlis caught his feet in the exhaust of his rocketbelt, suf-
fering huge blisters. But Martowlis, from Rahway, New Jersey, per-
severed with his $50,000 project, and successfully tested it on a tether.
Referring to himself as a non-sponsored 'private rocketeer', Martowlis
was aiming to perform his first free flight before the end of 2009.

Ky Michaelson had been building rocket-propelled vehicles for more
than 50 years when he decided to build a rocketbelt. He had been part of
the first civilian team to launch a rocket into space, but he took time out
to attempt to build a replica of the Bell device that had inspired him
many years previously. He hoped to fly the finished belt himself, and to
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'show the world that you can build your own rocketbelt for less than the
cost of a new motorcycle'.

Many rocketbelt builders began their quest with the information and
plans contained in a much sought-after book, Airwalker by Derwin
Beushausen. By his own admission, Beushausen's book contained inac-
curacies, but it was only ever intended as a starting point for prospective
rocketeers. Beushausen subsequently set up enthusiast community the
Rocketbelt Society, and planned to publish a new rocketbelt construction
book.

But even with a full set of plans and instructions, building a rocketbelt
seemed a daunting task. What if you could just go out and buy one?
Nino Amarena of Thunderbolt Aerosystems in Los Angeles claimed to
have built a new generation rocketbelt, called the Thunderpack, which
he would make available for purchase by the general public. Amarena
said that his R2G2 Thunderpack could run for 45 seconds in standard
mode, and 75 seconds in 'dual-fuel' mode. Amarena's project was given
credibility when he recruited Bill Suitor to test the device in tethered
flights.

Another company offering rocketbelts for sale was Tecnologia Aer-
oespacial Mexicana. TAM, owned by Juan Manuel Lozano, began offer-
ing 'a complete turn-key package of a flying rocket belt, custom-made to
the pilot's weight and body size.' Complete with a fuel lab and training,
the price was $250,000. Lozano had been building rocketbelts for several
years, and said his TAM design had been fully tested and proven. Other
companies sold rocketbelt parts and plans via the internet, but Lozano
offered a stark warning: 'Be aware of people that offer plans, parts, or a
rocketbelt that has not flown and tested because you could be killed.'

Lozano claimed to have flown one of his belts himself, and had built
one for his daughter Isabel - the world's first female rocketbelt pilot. He
admitted that financing the project had pushed his bank account into the
red. But he was confident that enough people would be tempted to buy
the TAM rocketbelt. 'It could be a goldmine in the right hands,' he said.

Then Troy Widgery announced he would sell copies of his Go Fast
Rocketbelt for $155,000. He also invited pre-orders for a brand new jet-
belt, the $200,000 Jet Pack T73, with a claimed flight time of nine
minutes. But the T73 was still in development and, when completed,
would only be sold to 'qualified individuals'.

With no evidence of any sales, it seemed that both TAM and Go Fast
found it difficult to sell their rocket-belts. Despite these commercial

112



versions being made available, the rocketbelt remained too expensive
and too limited in terms of flight time for general use. The idea of strap-
ping on a rocketbelt to commute to work remained a fantasy. So when
would the general public finally get an affordable, reliable, working
rocketbelt?

'Probably not in ten years, but possibly in our life-time,' said Frank
Dickman. 'Theoretical physicists are working on a variety of new propul-
sion systems, most of them very exotic, and theoretical. If you are young
enough, you may get to see them.'

'I personally don't think these gizmos will be widely available in the
future,' said Peter Gijsberts. 'They'll only be used in the entertainment in-
dustry, due to high expense, high danger, and the difficulty of building,
testing, and flying the things. And the flight times are too short. After 28
seconds or so, the thrill is gone.'

So could the rocketbelt design be improved to make the device more
practical? In the many years since the invention of the Bell Rocketbelt not
much had changed at all. The very latest rocketbelt designs showed no
great technological leaps beyond those of the Bell device.

'The limitations of the rocketbelt are a result of the laws of physics,
which, unlike other laws, are difficult to evade,' said Frank Dickman.
'The thrust required to hover, in a rocketbelt or a Harrier jet, requires no-
toriously high fuel consumption in comparison to aerodynamic flight.
The rocketbelt consumes fuel faster than a Boeing 747 passenger jet. You
could improve the rocketbelt, at great cost, but the best result would only
offer around sixty seconds of flight.'

So the rocketbelt is unlikely to ever fulfill its iconic expectations, re-
gardless of technological advances. The unsuitability of the rocket engine
means the rocketbelt is fundamentally flawed. What about alternatives?

'I think jetbelts have a brighter future,' said Peter Gijsberts. 'With small
jet engines they'll be lighter, and have a flight time of around ten
minutes. But they still won't be available to the public. You won't be able
to buy one in Harrods.'

'Small turbofan jet engines, like those used in cruise missiles, are avail-
able,' added Frank Dickman, 'but they are not much improved from
those used in the Bell Jetbelt. They offer a considerably longer flight time,
but are complex, expensive, and heavy. The Bell pilots could not carry
the weight of the old jetbelt unless the engines were running.'
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Rocketbelt pilot Bill Suitor was relieved that personal flying machines
had not become publicly available and was pleased to see rocketbelts re-
main as entertainment attractions. 'I hope they never become common-
place,' he said. 'Nobody would be safe. One collision over the neighbor-
hood, and down your chimney they would come like an unwelcome
Santa Claus. Then there is the question of telephone and power wires. I
know firsthand how dangerous wires are. You just can't see the things. I
had several close calls, and almost sliced myself up like a big ripe brick
of stinky cheese.'

So the reality of the personal rocketbelt continues to intrigue and elude
us. It is possible to buy an airline ticket and fly over mountains and
oceans to the other side of the world. But it remains impossible to strap
on a rocketbelt and fly over congested sidewalks and traffic jams to the
local grocery store. For the time being, those who covet their own rocket-
belt will have to remain with their feet firmly on the ground. Perhaps
that is no bad thing.

'Can you imagine every moron who could afford one zooming all over
the sky with a rocketbelt?' said Bill Suitor. 'God help us!'
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