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AMERICAN TOUR
TURNING THE CHRONOGRAPH over revealed the rea-
son for our rendezvous with the team. Emblazoned on 
the caseback is a logo – a circle in red, white and blue 
bounded by the seven jets of the BJT in the upper left, 
red stripes in the upper right and white wings on its lower 
half buttressed by the words “American Tour”.

A common sight at airshows across Europe annually, 
the Breitling Jet Team has also toured Asia and Russia. 
This year, the team spent the spring and summer flying 
over American cities and air bases for the first time. The 
limited edition (500 pieces) Breitling Jet Team American 
Tour Chronomat 44 Blacksteel is the timekeeping em-
blem of the historic occasion. 

I was on hand for the debut stop on the American tour 
in April at the SUN’nFUN International Fly-In and Expo 
in Lakeland, Florida, just east of Tampa. One of the larg-
est aviation events in the nation, the annual airshow has 
served as a kick-off for the domestic air show season 
since 1974 and it was the stage for the long-awaited pub-
lic debut of the Breitling Jet Team. 

Breitling’s U.S.A. Aviation Consultant Jim DiMatteo and 
the team spent more than year pulling off this aviation 
coup. With the full support of Breitling, he and the team 
pioneered a reciprocity agreement between the FAA and 
other countries to allow the BJT and other foreign pilots 
flying foreign-registered aircraft to perform in American 
airspace. This long-desired framework is a major step 
forward for sport aviation and the international airshow 
industry.

I watched from the flight line as the BJT flew its first 
performance over American soil and were on hand as the 
team’s seven L-39C Albatrosses taxied in after landing. 

BREITLING USA PRESIDENT Thierry Prissert 
removed a striking black steel chrono-
graph from his wrist and handed it 
across the tabletop. I smiled as I held it 
in my hands, not simply because of the  
satisfying weight and solidity of the 
watch or its unique motif. 

To my right and left, up and down 
the long dining table were identical 
examples wrapped around the wrists 
of the men this special timepiece pays 
tribute to — the pilots of the Breitling 
Jet Team (BJT). In several hours I’d 
know the significance behind its black 
and yellow dial intimately. The next 
morning I’d be airborne, in tight for-
mation with the BJT, the world’s larg-
est and most professional civilian jet 
display team.

 At 9 a.m. the following morning I joined several others 
also preparing to fly with the Team. We donned black flight 
suits decorated with “Breitling Jet Team” across the back. 
Three-quarters of an hour later, after a helmet fitting and 
a preflight briefing, I climbed into the rear cockpit of BJT 
Number 5 and strapped into the ejection seat. 

Up front, pilot Georges-Eric Castaing – call sign “Geor-
gio” – went through the engine-start procedure for the 
L-39 with us. Capable of 405 knots (466 mph) in level 
flight and stressed for +8/-4 Gs, the Albatross is a product 
of the Cold War - a jet trainer developed in Czechoslovakia 
in the late 1960s by Czech aerospace firm Aero Vodochody. 
Generations of Russian and Soviet-Bloc pilots underwent 
advanced training in the L-39C before graduating to fight-
ers including the MiG-29, SU-27 and other tactical jets. 

Minutes later, we lined up on runway 9/27 with Num-
ber 3 piloted by Christophe Deketelaere on our left and the 
other five BJT Albatrosses directly ahead. Leader Jacques 
Bothelin gave the command to takeoff and the group be-
gan accelerating in three elements. 

Georgio pulled the nose up as we passed through 120 
knots and to our left, Deketelaere rotated simultaneously. 
In less than two seconds our element lifted off. Gear up, 
flaps-up, we began a shallow climb, accelerating toward 
the aircraft just a couple hundred yards ahead. 

In a few more seconds the rest of the BJT was literally 
just above our canopy, feet away. The letters B-R-E-I-T-L-I-
N-G came into brilliant focus on the underside of the L-39s’ 
fuselage as we slid into the second slot position at the right 
rear of the formation. 

It was an absolutely gorgeous sight.
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Six thousand feet above the beautiful central Florida 
highlands, we headed southeast toward a maneuvering 
area. During the transit, Georgio and I talked flying and I 
had a moment to reflect. 

I’ve been fortunate over my career to do some very fun, 
very dynamic flying in military and civilian aircraft. I’ve 
flown formation--- before but nothing like this. It’s magic 
and, incredibly, I’m not experiencing it with a military dis-
play team. 

The BJT is the world’s largest, most professional civil-
ian jet aerobatic team – and it operates under corporate 
agency, not a military structure. This isn’t the Blue Angels, 
the Thunderbirds or even the Patrouille Suisse. A Swiss 
watch brand is responsible for this magnificence. It’s mind-
blowing! 

But it’s in keeping with Breitling’s unmatched dedication 
to aviation. 

3 GS, 360 DEGREES
HAVING REACHED the maneuvering area, the pilots adjust 
their position in the formation and we accelerate in a left 
bank. 

Georgio cues the mic, “Now we pull… 3 Gs!”
The formation rotates as one into our first maneuver – a 

smooth, arcing barrel roll. Moderate G-forces drive my own 
tail end firmly into the ejection seat as the horizon tilts to 
the right then spins inverted, continuing through 360 de-
grees as the L-39s all around us maintain position. 

We roll out straight and level briefly then climb slightly 
before all seven jets point their noses toward the earth. 
Team leader Bothelin is flying the formation downhill to 
gather speed for the next maneuver, a big graceful forma-
tion loop.

We accelerate toward 400 knots and bottom out. 
“Up we go and… pull!” says Georgio. 
The stick comes back into my lap, the G forces hit harder 

(my brain/G-sensor tells me it’s close to a 4G pull up) and 
there’s a bit of buffet on the way up. As the jets pull vertical 
as one and as we go over the top, it occurs to me that ap-
propriately enough for this Breitling-sponsored team that 
executing a loop is like the sweep of a seconds hand.   

LEADER AND MANAGER of the Breitling 
Jet Team, Jacques Bothelin—nicknamed 
“Speedy”— is one of the world’s most ex-
perienced aerobatics pilots. He has clocked 
more than 11,000 flight hours on 145 types 
of planes, and performed 2,900 demon-
strations in thirty-eight countries. As man-
ager, he handles the flight team’s schedule 
and defines the show program. As leader, 
he heads the formation, flying plane No. 1.

 WHAT MAKES THE U.S. AIR SHOW DIFFERENT? 
This year is our first in North America. The United States is a 
country of aviation, so air shows here are very much devel-
oped. We have strong support from people here, especially 
among veterans. We feel this much more strongly here, 
even more so than in Europe, where maybe the memory is 
not so strong. We meet a lot of friendly people at the shows. 

HOW DO THE UNITED STATES SHOWS DIFFER FROM  
OTHERS YOU DO AROUND THE WORLD?
We change the routine because the FAA doesn’t have the 
same rules as elsewhere. I don’t think it’s a matter of better 
or not, just different. We try to keep as many of the routines 

standard however because we don’t want to vary our rou-
tines from what we are so familiar with. 
       I think we bring a European flavor of showmanship here, 
and the audiences react to that. The first thing we do we 
want to be sure of is that something is happening every ten 
seconds. We don’t want to fly patterns where for twenty or 
thirty seconds nothing is happening in the air. We are using 
more parallel maneuvers to vary the patterns. If spectators 
see a maneuver two times, they feel as though they have 
seen it ten times. So we really have to develop this original-
ity, which is what we have spent many years developing in 
Europe. 

The Breitling Jet Team is unique. Breitling has given us 
the ability to set up a professional civilian team that is com-
parable to any national team or military team, and we want 
to play in the same level. This is unique in the world. We look 
forward to meeting our fans. We want to share our passion 
for what we do, and we do get to meet them when we have 
autograph sessions during the shows.    

ANY FAVORITES AMONG THE U.S. SHOWS YOU’VE DONE 
THUS FAR? 
Each show is different. We enjoyed them all. But, I must say 
the overflight of Manhattan was amazing. I came here five 
years ago with my wife and daughter as a tourist.  And we 
went to the Statue of Liberty, which is a strong symbol to 
me. It’s my primary perception of the U.S., and to me it’s 
very important. I said to myself that one day I will fly over 
the Statue of Liberty. When I finally flew it, it was like a 
dream, definitely one of the highlights of this season. It was 
nice to do it, and nice because of the symbolism.  

I think that next year we are going to try to come to Coney 
Island because New York is special. Doing shows in this area, 
and as a Frenchman who is bringing my team here, is some-
thing magical. Having traveled the world, and even among 
any criticism, everyone is dreaming about America. You see 
that everything is copied from here. The energy is incredible. 

HOW AWARE OF THE TIME ARE YOU WHEN YOU’RE 
FLYING? 
We are governed by the time. As I said, something has to 
happen every ten seconds. Also, we need to know the times 
for the display. If we are two minutes late, then the next guy 
will burn his fuel waiting for us to finish. It means that it’s our 
responsibility to stick to the timing. When I do a maneuver 
I have some ten seconds plus one second for wind effect to 
do my pattern and to come back to where I need to be. For 
me then, I need information at a glance, and readability is 
very important for me. Of course,  so is precision. These are 
real qualities for us. 

HOW LONG HAVE YOU OWNED BREITLING WATCHES? 
For Breitling, I was a fan before as a pilot. I bought my first 
Breitling’s then, and it feels natural to be an ambassador. I 
have seen Breitling stores all over the world, and I still enjoy 
seeing the new models. Believe me it’s not just because I am 
ambassador that I say that.

AT THE
FRONT 
WITH 
JACQUES 
BOTHELIN
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“WE WANT TO BE SURE SOMETHING IS 
HAPPENING EVERY TEN SECONDS.”  
TK CAPTION TO GO HERE PORIBUSA 

CONSEQU ATIISSIN EXPLABO. DUNDA 
NUSA VOLES IUSAM, A NEMPEREM IL IN 

"A SWISS 
WATCH 
BRAND IS 
RESPONSIBLE 
FOR THIS
MAGNIFICENCE. 
IT’S 
MIND
BLOWING!"
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