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Virtual reality, Face Swap apps, self-driving cars:
We have so many things the future promised us. So why
is personal aviation still largely a pipe dream?
JACK NICAS checks in on the jetpack revolution—and beyond
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DAVID MAYMAN'S RIGHT THIGH IS COV-
ered by a skin graft, the aftermath of a jet-
pack crash. In 2010, a “rocket belt” he
bought in Mexico shot 1, 200-degree steam
down Mayman’s leg after he missed a land-

a 10-minute flight. The nine-person firmis
now seeking $2 million to 85 million to add

rocket-propelled parachutes—in case of
unscheduled landings—and bring its jet-

pack tomarket for about 250,000 a pop.

In New Zealand, Martin Jetpack has
the self-flving device closest to market—
it went on sale in Australia last year—
but furthest from the Rocket Man ideal:
The pilot straps himself onto the 7-foots

ing inAustralia, leaving him with third-de- “There's 50 much further we can take tall, 440-pound craft, not the other way .:5._
gree burns. Today, in an avocado orchard this,” Mayman says. “We want to raise around. Martin calls the device “an eco= ﬁﬂ

north of Los Angeles, the clean-cut, 53-
vear old Australian millionaire wears a
thick, black flame-retardant jet suit. He
asks the small crowd to don protective eye-
wear. Fire extinguishers are on hand.
Mayman flips a switch and the two jet
engines strapped to his back roar to life.
Heat waves and jet fumes radiate from the
twin turbines as the engines rev up. And
then, without warning, Mayman's feet
leave the ground. His upward progress 1s
slow and stable; 10 seconds after liftoff,
he's eye-level with a drone hovering at
20 feet. Mayman gives a thumbs-up for
the camera and then floats back and forth
over the field. It's thrilling to see and over-
whelming to hear; this long-promised vi-
sion of the future comes witha120-decibel
soundtrack—louder than achainsaw.
Anentrepreneur and aviation buff from
Sydney, Mayman retired early to dedicate
himself to flying with nothing but the
pack on his back. His company, JetPack
Aviation Corp., has spent about 10 years
and £10 million on this latest version: an
f85-pound aluminum and carbon-fiber con-
traption that burns 11 gallons of jet fuel for
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race Mayman with his jetpack—as well as

explore military and rescue applications.
“We candream everything, and we cango
forward on every crazy idea we have,” he
zays. “Why not?™

Well, several reasons. Jetpacks and
similar devices face major challenges
to becoming more than just a gimmick.
They're inherently heavy, deafening and
gas-guzzling. They offer flight times in
minutes, not hours. And they lack com-
mercial applications. (Jetpack backers’
go-to examples are fighting fires in sky-
scrapers and helping paramedics beat
traffic.) Jetpacks are also likely to inhabit
a slice of airspace that is too low for para-
chutes but high enough for a fatal fall. And
even if they hit the market as an expensive
toy, they'll cost closer to a Lamborghini
than a dirt bike.

Even Google couldn't make it work.

that money to fund the R&D. Because
somebody’'s going to do it 1f we don't.”

THE PROMISE OF PERSONAL FLIGHT HAS
for decades seduced aviation junkies
who—in the face of prohibitive costs and
the uncooperative laws of physics—have
tried to make Elroy Jetson's hobby a real
ity. While Mayman's prototype is the clos-
est to the comic-book ideal of the jetpack,
a handful of other optimistic tinkerers are
also competing for the market.

In Dubail, Yves “Jetman”™ Rossy, a 57-
year-old former Swiss Army fighter pilot,
drops out of helicopters and fires up his
so-called jetwing, a 7-foot carbon-fiber
wing with four small jet engines. It can
reach 200 miles per hour and fly for about
10 minutes. But the jetwing lacks a key ca-
pability in the eyes of jetpack purists: ver-
tical takeoff and landing.

nomic and practical alternative to tras
ditional helicopters,” with a maximum
flight time of 30 minutes and a price tag of
at least $250,000,

Martin Jetpack has letters of intent
with three Chinese companies for as many
a5 100 craft, and the Dubai Civil Defense
has agreements to buy 20 more for first
responders. Martin says it's also explors
ing opportunities in first responder, coOm-=
mercial and personal transport markets:
“There is some talk of having two jetpacks
on top of every skyscraper in China’®
Martin CEQ Peter Coker says, calling them
“high-rise lifeboats” for Chinese VIPS in
case of a disaster or attack.

And then there’s the Flyboard Air, @
hoverboard that runs on jet fuel. In April;
French jet-ski champion Franky Zapata
unveiled the device—effectively a pairof
snowboard boots attached to four smalljét
turbines—which he promptly used toshats
ter the Guinness world record for “farthest
flight by hoverboard,” surfing on air for
7,388 feet off the southern coast of France.
Zapata says he wants to launch a series

of hoverboard races—and even wants to

|

SET DESIGH BY BAARE K HE RES AGEMEY, GROOWING B

“The jetpack is a death trap because the
engines go off and you're dead,” says Astro
Teller, the head of X, the so-called moon-
shot factory of Google parent Alphabet
Inc. His team dropped the jetpack in favor
of a gyrocopter—essentially a backpack
helicopter that descends slowly thanks to
a rotor that turns naturally, like a maple
seed, asit falls. But X shelved the gyrocop-
ter, too, because it required four gallons of
fuela mile and, according to Teller, “it was
louder than a Harley.”

NELSON TYLER, MAYMAN'S PARTNER IN
Jetpack Aviation Corp., first discovered
jetpacks around 1945. He was lying in the
back of his father's car, listening to Buck
Rogers on the radio when Rogers and his
girlfriend emerged from a sleek spaceship
in matching flving belts. “Forever it"s been
burned in my mind,” he says.

Tyler, a sprightly 82-year-old with a
halo of thick white hair, made a career
inventing and operating mounts that
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keep movie cameras stable, mostly on
helicopters—work that earned him three
Academy Awards for technical achieve-
ment. He also invented an early jetski
(called the Wethike), a pressurized ther-
mal airship and a remote-controlled
bowling ball. But it"s the jetpack that has
consumed most of his life and his passion.

In 1965, Tyler began hanging around
Bill Suitor, an accomplished stunt pilot
who was in Los Angeles for a series of pro-
motional fights on a device known as “the
Bell Aerospace Rocket.” Built by defense
contractor Bell AerosystemsonaU.S. Army
research grant, the rocket belt converted
hydrogen peroxide into steam, which shot
out of thin nozzles at supersonic speeds,
burning through 47 pounds of fuel in less
than 30 seconds of flight. Citing the short
flight time, the military passed on the
rocket belt, which became a stunt device
for movies and live events, including the
halftime of Super Bowl I and commercials
for Pabst Blue Ribbon beer and Keds shoes,

“We were the shortest act in show busi-
ness,” Sultor says.

Suitor was wary of Tyler at first. “I
thought: This guy is a pain in the ass™
Suitor recalls. “He was there every day
wanting to have his picture taken with it.™
Suitor didn't realize that Tyler was hold-
ing a small engineer’s scale alongside the
belt as he photographed it, calculating its
dimensions. Tyler used the photos tobuild
his ownrocket belt from seratch, and hired
Suitor for Aving lessons. For the next two
decades, Tyler and Suitor flew the belt in
movies and TV shows, such as “Newhart®
and “The A-Team.” Shortlv after Suitor flew
at the 1984 Olympics, Tyler sold his rock=
et belt for $250,000 to the Copenhagen
amusement park Tivoli Gardens.

“Think of the rocket belt as the ultimate
drug,” Tyler says. “It makes you feel real=
ly good, but it only lasts 20 seconds. Now
you're hooked and it's so much fun. I want
that fun tolast 10 minutes.™

Chasing his jetpack fix put
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avman team up with Tyler,
+ho had visited just weeks be-

s1avman called him out of the
lue. “So I said, ‘I'll see youto=

that dav.” The two men met
n Los Angeles, where Tyler

jeronacrashcoursewith David Mayman,
+jayman learned to flyin 1978 at age 15,
¢ore he could legally drive. He retired at
after selling a thriving mining-con-
ring firm and making a few successfuyl
.5 on Australian Internet startups. He
. swum beneath the ice off Antaretica
withgreat white sharks off the coast of
svicn, He skydives, He owns his own he-
pter, W hich has left him unsatisfied .In
soter, he explains, “you're surrounded
cockpits and windscreens and controls,

;ad a dream of being able to fly without
oy of that.” Mayman began traveling the
corld tofind a turbine engine fora jetpack.

2005, an engine maker in Cambridge,
neland, suggested that

ro. Tyler was skeptical when

rrow, then,"™ Maymanre=
115, “And I jumped on a plane

| out the structure of their

ture. “I basically said, *You

ind it. I'll design it and build
I'vler recalls,

Mayman traveled to Asia, the
t.., the Czech Republic and, fi=
illy, Geldrop, a town of 28,000

ple in the Netherlands
here a firm called AMT was
ling a 25-pound turbine with
10 pounds of thrust—a com-
t but powerful engine in-
d for large drones. When

ngle turbine is attached toa
rsomn, its spinning blades cre-
1so-called gyroscopiceffect

it pushes the pilot off course,

Mayman paid AMT an addi-

1al $100,000 to make asec=

ond engine—a mirror image of the first—
that would cancel out the EYTOSCOpics.
Some jetpack engineers say the key to
Jetpack Aviation’s success is Mayman's
deep pockets. “It's just a matter of massag-
ing the right company or having enough
money,” says Nino Amarena, an engineer
for a surgical-robotics firm in Sunnyvale,
Calif., who built and flew his own rocket
belt. Amarena has been trying to build a
jet-turbine pack for years but can’t find
an engine. “I'm always hoping that some-
body's going to put a Tomahawk missile
engine on eBay and I'm going to be the
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first one that sees it,” he says. He has set
upeBay alerts.

It took a decade, but at 7 a.m. on a Sunday
in July last year, Mayman flew a few laps
above a pond outside Sacramento, Calif.,
leaving a wake in the water from his ex-
haust. “I like to call that place our little
Kitty Hawk,” says Stefano Paris, a Jetpack
Aviation AeroMechanical engineer,
referring to where the Wright brothers
first lewtheir plane. “We knew it was going
to be spectacular, but we had no idea how
spectacular.”

Mayman and Tyler then decided to re-
veal the jetpack to the public in a flight
over New York's Hudson River. “When I
saw the thing, I near soiled my
armor,” says Suitor, the for-
mer Bell rocket-belt pilot, who
watched from abarge. “He was
flying away with my dream.”

Federal Aviation Admin-
istration officials were also on
hand. “The mission was a com-
plete success,” an official wrote
to Mayman after the flight. “I
do believe that Lady Liberty
was smiling during one of your
passes; she who had witnessed
vessels of antiguity.” Such a
compliment reflects the rela-
tively easy pass FAA officials
have given jetpacks so far. The
agency deemed them “ultra-
light vehicles,” which don’t
require aircraft certifications
or pilot licenses. If jetpacks
hit the mainstream, however,
that stance may change. The
FAA largely ignored model
aircraft for decades until sen-
sors and computer chips made
them far smaller and easier
to fly. The FAA now has more
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