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Mary and Sarah Chamberlain sat in the VIP box, at the 2006 Macy’s Thanksgiving Day 

Parade.  They were special guests of Macy’s, a popular department store chain in the United 

States.       

It was a cold blustery morning.  Freezing rain and strong wind gusts whipped through the 

crowds.  Despite the poor weather, over three million spectators showed up to watch the famous 

parade.             

As Sarah and Mary waited for the show to start, thoughts returned to last year’s parade.     

At three o’clock in the morning on November 24, 2005, the Chamberlain family packed 

into their family’s van.  They traveled from their home in Albany, New York to watch the 

Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade.  The sisters, 11-year-old Sarah and 26-year-old Mary, were 

excited to see the huge helium filled character balloons. 

The family arrived in New York City at 6:30 am.  It was raining and still dark out.  The 

family hurried to find a good viewing spot on the 2.5 mile parade route.  They found a place in 

the middle of Times Square.   

Dressed in warm clothing, the sisters ate donuts and sipped hot chocolate.  They watched 

trucks turn traffic lights, to clear the way for the balloons and floats.  TV crews were setting up 

equipment to broadcast the three hour event 

At 9:00 a.m., the sisters saw a man cut a red ribbon on the Times Square large video 

screen.  The show had started!   



Breakaway Balloon, Jenny Bailey, page 2 

 

 

 

Sarah cheered and waved when she saw the first gigantic balloon.  It was the 34 foot tall 

Toy Soldier.  The next balloon to float pass her was the 60 foot tall SpongeBob SquarePants 

balloon. His nose was as big as her dad!   

Kids cheered and waved at the 66 foot long Super Grover balloon.  The balloon handlers 

made Grover bob up and down by pulling on the ropes attached to him.   

During the parade, the winds grew stronger.  Wind gusts up to 20 mph made it difficult 

for balloon handlers to manage their enormous balloons.  The handlers gripped their spools of 

rope tightly.  

In Times Square, 60 balloon handlers assigned to the 50 foot tall M&M Chocolate 

Candies balloon were caught in a tug of war with the heavy winds.  The winds tossed the 800 

pound balloon back and forth across the street.  The handlers fought to pull the balloon down. 

But a few of the ropes snagged a lamppost that stood near the Chamberlain family.  The 

ropes pulled off the lamp head and it crashed on the pavement below.  The lamp shattered into 

pieces, causing minor injuries to Sarah and Mary.   

At first, the sisters didn’t know what happened.  “There was this huge noise that sounded 

like a gunshot and I just fell to the ground,” Sarah said.  

Macy’s and New York City officials were stunned when news of the incident reached 

them.  How could this happen?  There were safety guidelines in place to protect everyone.  They 

decided to team up and form a task force to investigate the incident and improve safety 

guidelines.   

The task force spent a year evaluating the incident.  They concluded the 2005 incident 

occurred because the 39 foot passageway was too narrow for the 30 foot wide M&M balloon.     
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New safety guidelines were implemented in 2006.  The guidelines include refining how 

the widths of passageways are calculated and installing seven wind-measuring devices at the 

windiest intersections along the parade route. The devices transmit up-to-the-minute wind 

readings so the handlers can adjust the height of the balloons.  Handlers also receive in-depth 

training on how to guide the balloons around obstacles, such as lampposts.    

Macy’s and New York City officials closely monitored winds at the 2006 parade.  They 

allowed the balloons to fly. 

“Because of weather conditions, all balloons are flying lower,” said Office of Emergency 

Management Commissioner Joseph Bruno. 
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