The New Yorker,

DEPT. OF HOBBYISTS
LP IN THE AIR
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n& recent Sarurday morning, in a
5ubu.rb of Washington, D.C., an
eight-year-old boy named Ethan "v[m
ners and his father, José (“as in table
manners,” the father said), arrived ar a

party whose invitation read “Do you
want to build your own drone?” The
Manners contingent was undecided.
“We're in warch-and-learn mode,” José
said, explaining that he and Ethan were
drawn by the mission of the party's
hosts—the ID.C. Area Drone User
Group—to promote “the use of flying
robore for recreational, humanirarian,
and artistic purposes.” Before they in-
vested in their own drone kit, made in
China {and swailable online for around
three hundred and n'.r:nt}r-six r]ull.us},
they wanted to observe. “Moving from
building Legos to drones—ir's like mak-
ing the switch from the N.C.AA. to the
N.B.A.," José said.

By 11 A.M., two dozen men were
seated at two long tables. Ken Druce,
torty-seven, who flew Blackhawk heli-
copters in Iraq and, mere recently, pi-
loted a recreational drone over his fa-
ther-in-law’s Christmas-tree farm to

check for thirsty spots, stood in the front

of the room. “Let me tell you a secret of

-::h'n:-]ll:rm.ﬂs:.ing:1 he said. *An Altoads box
5'5 }'Uur h:sl‘ frid:r.l.v.‘]. ItI].I. I'II:'].P }'DL'I ]-.Il:I].rl. .-IJ.I.
theze lirtle tiny parts.” The participants
began unpacking their scldering guns
and hobby knives. Among their ranks
were 4 retired F.B.L agent ("] was in a
prison riot in Louisiana once, and, boy,
could we have used a drone”™), a wedding
photographer (“lmagine a shot of the
whaole reception from way up above, in
some histerical location”), and an archi-
tect (“We could fly over a big field where
we might want to build and have movie-
trailer-quality idea sessions with the
tootige” .
The dmne party was held in a “Mak-
ers.pace "called Mowva Labs, in Beston,
Virginia. In the toyer, a sion asked “Thd
You Make Something Neato?” Nirvana's
*Come a5 You Are” Pl.l_:,."l:l:]. from Epcak—
ers. As ‘l‘hl::,-' worked, the drone buffs
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discussed the imminent Senate hearing
on “The Fumre of Drones in America.”
Mart Fleck, the architect, acknowledged
feeling “very uncomfortable” with the
Jhama Administration’s use of Predater
drones to kill alleged terronists, as well as
some civilians, in Yemen and Pakistan.
“It's extrujudicial,” he said. Christopher
Vo, a grad student in compurer science
and the group’s director of education,

paused while delivering a saldering les

son. “The other day, peoplewere protest

ing at C.LA. headquarters with signs that
said “Dirones Kill Babies," " he sad. “We
want ro show hew drones can be used tor
things like anti-poaching efforts and sur-
veving disaster sites to help find victims.”

Diruce added thar flyving robots are
villue neutral: “You can use thern for spy-
iy, on B-ril:n::.-' Sl:cars sunhat]'ljng l'.rl.- her
swimming pool, or for solving major
world problems.”

Jim Kellner, a bespectacled ecolo-
gist, looked decidedly nonlethal as he
hunched ever his four- rotor drone, which
resemnbled a giant tamntula. Kellner in-
tended to use his drone “for remote sens-
ing" in the rain forests of Panama, where
he planned to fly it among more than
two hundred species of birds and fifty
types of bat. “A drone is subar’lntlall}
cheaper than manned aircraft,” he said.

Rich G , d defens=e contractor
with blond hair and a Buz Lightyear
jawline, said that he hoped his drone
would help get his lacrosse-player son
into college. “Recruiters don’t come to
high-school games anymore,” he said.
What you heve to do 15 malke your owrl
I thourht T could

FI'L"I:‘]"I!‘I i.l']'LLl'I! 'L"idl:ﬂ. wa

get some amazng shots from up above”

Others were looking to make money,
aware that by 2015 the Federal Aviation
Administration plans to allow the use
of commercial drones in U.S. airspace.
“Hely crap! It's 8 huge business opportu-
nit_}r," Drruace said. He's hatdﬁng a busi-
ness plan ta monitor the Keystone XL
Pipeline—"1 would love to zip along,
seeing if there are any problems, showing
thern a live feed.”

At three o'dock, Vo mave Diruce a sly
smile. “Wanna fly?” he asked, and the
two men ran out to the parking lot,
drones in hand.

Using a remote control, Vo sent his
vehicle whizzing skyward, then let it
hover directly above a red Ford truck. “Tr
bias a lot of thrust,” he said.

Diruce's drone, :-:luiPPnd with sonar,
did not take flight bur wobbled on the
pavemnent like a drunken Jabberwock. He
dido’t mind. *1 love this ctuff,” he said.
“I miean, really, drones are cool!”

Inside, the sombre discussion contin-
ued. Fleck wormed about “moromic” hob-
byists breaking safety rules, like the guy
who sent his drone dangerously close
JE.K. airspace last month, “This could
ruin it for everyone,” he said.

Jerry Richards, the retired F.B.1. agent,
acknowledged that drones could easily
tumn into & version Df“ig Brother in the
sky. “Bur if you're going 1o regulate
drones rlwmegl.ﬂa:ebum-mlm he zaid.

Ar the end of the afternoon, eight-
year-old Ethan and his father declared
their intention to order a drone kar. Fdan
had listened im'vl:ntl:,':I but declined to
w:igh in on the debate, “If's very mlhp]i—
cated,” he zaid. “1 think it will be easier
when I'm ten.”

—Sarah Stillman



