
1    Drachen Foundation Journal    Spring 2003

K  I  T  E
THE  DRACHEN  FOUNDATION

J  O  U  R  N  A  L

Pierre Fabre Flies a Classic Kite

No. 11 Spring 2003

One of the world’s premier kitemakers, Pierre Fabre lofts his No. 9 kite at Colorado’s 
Great Sand Dunes National Monument, a wonderful place for flying and buggying. 
The occasion was a kite caravan to dramatic kite-flying locales in the American 
Southwest in the year 1993, organized by another key  figure in kiting, George Peters, 
of Boulder, Colorado. Requiring a strong wind to fly, No. 9 was here photographed 
by a French filmmaker on its launch by Fabre. The kite is typical Fabre----large 
and with reduced graphics, to make just the right esthetic statement. Now living 
and working in Paris, Fabre reports that his No. 9 kite had many adventures, but 
a sad ending. “It broke all its bones after drowning in the strong currents of Lakes 
Entrance, in Australia. It looked so pitiful, other fliers gave me a death certificate for 
it.” More photographs of classic Fabre kites start on Page 9.
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About Our Contributors
Tal Streeter has been a kite enthusiast since childhood and has traveled the world in search of 
kite lore. He writes about his findings in a new book (reviewed on Page 38) and in a research 
article on the migration of the Indian fighter to Japan (Page 53).

Inventor Peter Lynn is a roving ambassador for kite traction sports. He 
remains king of kite festivals round the globe, with his imposing array of giant kites that tend 
to shrink beaches (Page 41).

As part of his studies at Emory University, Stephen Weyer went to India to learn Hindi. A kite fancier, he 
studied the flying scene there, with a particular focus on the business aspects. (Page 48)  A recent graduate of 
Emory, Weyer is now studying farming as a possible vocation.

The Journal Staff

Editor and major contributor to the Drachen Journal, well traveled Ben Ruhe regularly 
contributes articles to special interest publications on subjects as diverse as boomerangs, tribal 
art and flint-knapping.

Scott Skinner, president of the Drachen Foundation, is a former pilot 
instructor at the U.S. Air Force Academy. He has been a kite enthusiast 
for two decades–designing, making, flying, collecting, and teaching about 
kites. 

Ali Fujino is the administrator of Drachen. A museum specialist since 
age 19 when she began work at the Smithsonian Institution, she has long 
been fascinated with anything that could become airborne. Fujino has  

            recently been elected a member of the prestigious Explorers Club of  
            New York City in recognition of her 25 years of cultural work in Third  
            World countries.

The Drachen Foundation:
Kite Archives, Science and Culture

The Drachen Foundation is devoted to the increase and diffusion of knowledge about 
kites worldwide. A 501(c)(3) private nonprofit corporation, Drachen views kites from the 
standpoint of art, culture, science and history. It uses an integrated program of exhibitions, 
education, research, collections management, and publications to promote learning about 
kites. The archive it maintains is freely open to the public for research. 

 STUDY CENTER LOCATION

1905 Queen Anne Avenue North / 200
Seattle, Washington 98109-2500 U.S.A.

OFFICE HOURS

Monday–Friday 9 a.m.–5 p.m.

RESEARCH LIBRARY

By appointment only: 206.282.4349
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X Marks the Spot, or Does It?

        Kite Art as a Visual Double Take
By Ben Ruhe

Arriving at Curt Asker’s house in the south of France at night, in the 
dark and rain, a visitor sees a small, white kite flying over the town. 
“The kite bids you welcome,” says Asker. It is the nicest possible 
touch.

Later, he says, “I’ll bring the kite down now. It needs to sleep.” More 
charm.

A Swede, Asker has made a considerable reputation in the world of 
Western art with his wind sculptures-----kites, objects suspended by 
kites, indoor creations that hang from the ceiling or are mounted out 
from the wall and move with wind currents. His economical art is 
strange, original, profound. It captures the imagination.

Asker early on made kites that suggested the boggling work of the 
Belgian artist Rene Magritte (boots with toes, painted apple huge 
enough to fill a room). He made a kite in the shape of a motorcycle 
and photographed it climbing the edge of a cloud. He made kites in 
the shape of a dog’s foot pad, had them march down the beach, then 
climb into the sky-----making a vertical plane upward to infinity. 
This made the sky look like a horizontal surface, a beach where the 
dog was running. The whole landscape was unreal,  a hallucination, 
a visual double take.
 
He went on from there to his breakthrough creation, a large flying 
cross. The cross itself was transparent and invisible, defined only by 
scalloped white edges suggesting the edge of a cumulous cloud. The flying line was invisible. Was it a kite or not, 
was it there or not there? X marks the spot, in other words, only where is the spot, and for that matter where is the 
X? It was the visual paradox of the visible and invisible, the seen and unseen, the empty and the full-----operating 
at the clashing edge of perceived realities.

Asker worked out a technique to make small sculptures which are now his hallmark. He walks the fields and 
woods outside his hilly village of Lacoste, with the Luberon mountains in the distance, and makes drawings as 
images present themselves to him. The quick sketches are abstracted, although based on images in nature. Back 
in his studio, he lays the drawings on the floor and after musing over them picks one. He redraws it using an ink 
pen. The pen leaves raggedy lines.

The image is shipped off to a Swedish firm that specializes in making precision audio equipment and there blown 
up to several times its size, before being etched in thin (.4 mm) but very strong and stiff spring steel. The edges 
come out like those of a saw blade, only very irregular in shape. Asker paints the sculptures grey, buff, tan, black-
----neutral colors. Using an almost invisible pin, he mounts the resulting work two inches from the wall

There it sits casting a shadow and moving gently with any slight wind. If the sculpture is white it may become 

Curt Asker
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Curt Asker
invisible in certain light, although the shadow behind it is plain on the wall. Spooky!

Asker uses these small steel sculptures in another intriguing way. He dangles them from kites into surprising, 
often esthetically beautiful spots, like caves, then photographs them there. They are a weird presence. Asker is an 
extraordinary photographer of his own work. He needs to be, since he also creates ephemera------ink paintings on 
snow------which need to be recorded before vanishing.

He also uses kites to dangle other wind objects he constructs made of fabric, reeds, or other materials. In addition 
to the cross, he likes these shapes: oval, triangle, spiral, slash. Asker finds his materials in nature or by prowling 
supply stores, such as marine suppliers. His fabric is cheap, strong fiberglass toile (“it takes paint beautifully”) 
used to cover plants to protect them from frost. “It’s almost looks like Japansese washi paper,” he observes. He 
made one arresting disc kite (“an overture,” says Asker) that takes its camber from washed up, naturally curved 
seagull feather quills. Strong, four-foot reeds that amazingly don’t sag even if placed in a horizontal position are 
another favorite construction material.

Everything he does is confident, spare, understated, graceful. His craftsmanship is always impeccable. His scale 
tends to be small. “I can pack a whole exhibition of my work in one art director’s carrying case,” he says.

Asker lives in a medieval townhouse with nosebleed steps in the center of Lacoste, and owns the adjacent structure 
which he uses as a studio and gallery. His wife Lotti is an abstract painter of note. They are parents of a 6-3 blonde 
son Jacob (“he’s the star soccer player in town----look at those long legs for running,” says Curt). The Askers also 
maintain an atelier in Paris and a house in the south of Sweden where they spend summers. “The house is right on 
the water and that’s where I keep most of my kites and fly them,” he says.

Asker has lived in Lacoste for decades, after residing and working for a time in Paris. He knows, or knew, many 
of the greats of Western art, including such as Brancusi and Henry Moore, who tried to hire him as an assistant, 
but he is now rather reclusive, except when traveling to his exhibitions around Europe. He has six of them 
scheduled this year, so he keeps busy. Asker’s real renown began when he represented Sweden with a one-man 
show at the Venice Bienalle in l984. His standing in the art world is conveyed by a book on his work published 
by a consortium of national museums in France. Others covered in the series include Picasso, Matisse, Tinguely, 
Leger, Chagall, Dufy------bright stars.

In addition to his native Swedish, Asker speaks German and of course French. His English is so perfect he sits at 
a dinner table making up aphorism after aphorism, like a Simone Weil.

“The kite is a sculpture and also a sign on the sky, a part of the sky, which has a connection to me. I’ve sent it 
away, like a letter.”

“I work with the sky, I don’t impose on it.”

“Kites are not a given. There is only their technical construction. Then they can be filled with very different 
contents.”

“I’m interested in scale. The kite is a metaphor for the situation in between, between distance and what’s near, 
between material and immaterial.”

Ending the discourse, Asker quotes: “But that which is born creates the use.” He gives due credit: “Lucretius.” 
Then adds softly: “ I like that very much.”
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Curt Asker

Curt Asker is an artist of the visible and invisible, specializing in the double take. When he flies this cross kite, 
X marks the spot in the sky, only where is the spot, and for that matter where is the X? “I work with the sky,” he 
says, “I don’t impose on it.” 
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Curt Asker

An ethereal Curt Asker wind construction anchored by an unseen tether floats in front of the Pompidou Center in 
Paris. It’s “a pose for the eye,” says the artist. He notes that reducing kites and wind sculptures to their essentials 
increases their visual power against the vastness of the sky. As with this creation, Asker’s work is marked by 
economy and rigor.
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Curt Asker
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1. A multiple bridle line leads the eye to Asker’s dramatic ovoid kite. 2. A dog pad kite 
establishes a vertical plane leading straight upward to the heavens. 3. Street scene in 
Lacoste, in Provence, Asker’s home of many years. 4. On his daily walks, the artist 
makes impressionistic drawings from nature. 5. Choosing an image he likes, he redraws 
it larger and has the result etched into a metal wind sculpture.
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Curt Asker
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1. All of Asker’s work is marked 
by exacting workmanship. 2. A 
Roman bridge near the artist’s 
home. 3. Suspended over a 
crevasse by a kite, a painted steel 
sculpture provokes an imaginative 
response by the viewer. 4. An 
early motorcycle kite by Asker 
leaps heavenward from a cloud. 
5. Another early kite, a truck 
with suspended ladder, invites 
surrealistic speculation. 
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Eric Muhs Gains 15 Minutes of Fame
    South Pole Poses for Its Picture
Bright, white, dry, high. That’s how Eric Muhs of Seattle characterizes the South Pole, which he visited for two 
weeks late last year. A teacher in Seattle, Muhs was there doing cosmic ray research under the National Science 
Foundation’s ongoing Teachers Experiencing Antarctic program. When he wasn’t doing research, Muhs flew 
kites. He was sponsored in this latter activity by the Drachen Foundation. 

About the four words he is using to title his video production of the pole: Bright. “Much brighter than the Baja 
desert,” he says. White, “Because the ice crystals at the pole are reflective and there is sun 24 hours a day in 
December, the light is like a welding torch.”  Dry, “The high arctic plateau is the driest place on earth. You are 
instructed to carry a large bottle of water with you and drink almost constantly, otherwise you get sick.” High, 
“The pressure, or physiological, altitude is 10,800 feet and you have to take high altitude medicine. Getting off 
the plane from McMurdo Sound, you see a long movie on safety. The reason it’s so long is to force you to slow 
down and relax, otherwise you collapse.”

After having trouble with various rigs he carried, mainly because the temperature was routinely minus 55 degrees 
Fahrenheit, Muhs hit on a winning combination for kiteflying that embraced 16- and 30-inch Sutton Flow Form 
kites rigged together in a simple branch train, 100 feet of 500-pound black Dacron line on a reel, and a photo rig 
anchored by a Sony autofocus camcorder.

While flying, he wore standard issue Antarctic gear against the cold----inflatable boots, etc. Because he’d get 
frostbite if he took off his gloves for more than 30 seconds, he wore a mitten with fingers cut off and a glove 
liner underneath that. Providing adequate safety from the cold, the liner afforded suitable touch for handling 
equipment.

Although the wind in December is typically 8 miles an hour, Muhs discovered this was insufficient for kiteflying, 
since at high altitude (the South Pole is at 9,500 feet) pressure is half what it is a sea level. Thus he had to wait for 
windier weather to fly. “I learned to pay attention to the forecast,” he says. 

“When conditions were correct, and the rig was aloft, I just pointed the Sony straight down, got it rolling at 30 
frames a second, and walked around. The advantage was I got a lot of pictures; the downside was there wasn’t 
great resolution. Because the camera was so big, it resisted the cold very well and I was able to film for up to one 
hour.” 

Muhs did some of his shooting at the ceremonial South Pole, marked by a plaque in the ice and flanked by flags of 
the signatory nations to the Antarctic Treaty. The true pole is 60 feet away. Both polar markers move 30 feet per 
year, as the ice underneath shifts. “In my view, the South Pole is to a certain extent a state of mind,” says Muhs. 

Because of the extreme cold, even routine kiteflying was exhausting. “But,” says Muh, “because I had the proper 
gear to wear, it was amazingly easy to get used to the cold. I wouldn’t dream of flying a kite in Seattle when it’s 
45 degrees, but at the pole, with the temperature 100 degrees colder, I enjoyed it.”

One of his kite photos showing the pole and flags, with himself  in view, had a great if transitory success. It was 
used on the front page of the Antarctic Sun, must reading at Amundsen-Scott Base at the pole. “My reward? 
Fifteen minutes of fame. Oh yes, and I was ‘Kite Guy’ at the South Pole.”
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Eric Muhs

As part of his teaching job at Seattle’s Roosevelt High School, Muhs did two live webcasts from 
Antarctica, each some 35 minutes long. They were archived and can be viewed at www.TEA.Rice.Edu. 
Kite pictures and movies can be viewed on the Drachen website at www.drachen.org.

With camera aboard kite, Eric Muhs (top right) photographs South Pole and encircling flags.
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Pierre Fabre Portfolio
Pierre Fabre, of Paris, makes spectacular kites, not just for their large size alone but for their images too. Classic 
examples on these pages, chosen from Fabre’s own photographic portfolio of 30,000 images, taken mostly in 
the Asian countries of Japan, Malaysia, Thailand, India, Indonesia and China, as well as Brazil, make the point 
graphically. 

Fabre (pier.fabre@wanadoo.fr) hopes one day to do a book using a selection of these shots, which include wind 
constructions. He also proposes an atlas of kites of the world. As an ex-illustrator, he would not only picture kites 
but describe them, add maps, and make drawings as needed. He also plans research trips to document specific 
kites. One that caught his eye on his travels is the Kasuza Tojin-dako found in a community near Tokyo. Large and 
oddly shaped----it’s an oval surmounted by two circles and musical bow, with complicated bamboo architecture--
----the kite is made exclusively by locals. No professional makes the kite. The Tojin-dako, Fabre comments, is an 
example of the locally indigenous kites which make Asia so fascinating for kite lovers.

Tails. “This is a rendering for an installation using long black and white tails,” says Fabre. “The way kites can 
occupy the air and create a unique environment is one of the most important issues any kite artist should deal with. 
Too often I have concentrated my efforts on the design of a kite as a single object. However, a flock of simple kites 
will always be more effective in the sky than a single intricate one.”
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  Pierre Fabre

His next projects? After making back-ordered specialty kites, Fabre wants to branch out into installations using 
kites and wind musical instruments. He plans an inflated forest of giant trees for placement outdoors. These would 
be closely related to kites, only an ensemble. “I want to occupy space rather than make single objects,” he says. 
“Size still matters. I like things big.”

As a reporter for the now defunct Kite Lines magazine, Fabre made an impact on the world kiting community 
with his fine writing. “His articles were inspiring,” says Scott Skinner, president of the Drachen Foundation and a 
keen student of the world kite scene. “He did a great service, going on exploratory trips all over the world, mostly 
at his own expense. He examined things with a technician’s viewpoint and also an artist’s sensibility. He had the 
detail. He asked the right questions and got the answers, very difficult to do in the East. He has great credibility 
in the kite world.”

Red Cloud. “This 
minimalist kite was initially 
fitted with more than 40 bridle 
lines 160 feet long,” says 
Fabre. “The idea was to make 
them become an almost more 
important part of the kite than 
the sail itself. Some Japanese 
Edo kites have extended bridling 
lines which act as a long curved 
track guiding the eye up to the 
kite’s painting. However, Edo 
kites have barely more than a 
dozen lines. I soon realized that 
my pretentious 40 lines were 
impossible to keep untangled; 
after wasting so many hours 
to sort this mess out and three 
unsuccessful attempts to adjust 
everything, I decided a flying 
kite with shorter bridles would 
be a better achievement than 
one that could not fly at all. I 
resigned myself to shorten all 
the lines to a more reasonable 
length, which also made the 
whole thing a lot lighter. (This 
reminds me of the story of a 
Dr. Seuss bird who wanted to 
have bigger feathers on his 
tail……..)”
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  Pierre Fabre

Barcinus. “Here is the kite on its maiden flight on a very narrow beach in 
Barcelona,” says Fabre. “Barcinus was designed for the Barcelona Estels Club and 
the only specification I was given when I received the commission was that the kite had 
to be the longest in Spain. Fifty meters long with tail, it was designed in the style of the 
traditional Balinese Janggan kite. It proved long enough to do the job.”
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  Pierre Fabre

Wind Totem. Designed 
as a central landmark for 
the entrance to the kite 
village at the Dieppe Kite 
Festival in France, this 
kite-related construction 
showed wind direction and 
strength through multiple 
weathervanes, windmills, 
windsocks, and hummers.

Pierre Fabre
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‘Time Will Give More Answers’
      Muna Cave Painting Is Hard to Date
The hope that a cave painting in Indonesia might shed light on the antiquity of the 
kite globally (Drachen Journal No. 10, Page 18) has been stalled, at least for the 
time being. What is needed is scientific verification of age, a possibly complicated 
and expensive matter, although dating possibilities are numerous and wide-ranging. 

Robert Bednarik, president of the International Federation of Rock Art Organizations 
responded on the issue of dating the painting after receiving an illustrated article 
by Wolfgang Bieck. In it, Bieck claimed a cave image of a man flying a kite on 
remote Muna island, Sulawesi, was the oldest rendering of kiteflying in the world. 
The Chinese traditionally have claimed to have invented the kite some 2,400 years 
ago. Bieck’s article included a number of site photographs, including one of the kite 
image. Bednarik, an Australian, wrote:

 “Thank you for advising me of your find in Sulawesi.

“The paintings are clearly in a limestone cave, apparently close to the entrance. The probability of dating these 
figures convincingly is very low.

“Pollen are irrelevant; we have no pollen spectra for the region and there is no guarantee that the paint residues 
contain pollen.

“The best bet is to try AMS (accelerated mass spectrometry) dating, about $1,200 per date, after determining the 
presence of organics, but this is clearly a specialist task and requires the collaboration of at least one laboratory. 
Moreover, from a research point of view such dates would be fairly pointless. 

“We don’t encourage sampling of rock art unless there is a major research design. Wanting to know the age of 
rock art is not sufficient reason to damage a motif, and I need to remind you that all rock art dating methods are 
experimental.”

Disappointing! Bieck, however, persevered.

After Bieck told him a question of authenticity had been raised about the painting, in other words was it a 
recent fake painted to enhance tourism, and after Bieck had sent him a high resolution photograph of the image, 
Bednarik responded a second time:

“I think that you can safely assume that your cave art is genuine, that it is not a modern fraudulent attempt to 
create such art.

“Concerning the age, it is certainly not possible without a microscopic examination by a specialist to say anything 
beyond that: the art is certainly much more than six years old.

“Finally, concerning the interpretation, I cannot say anything. As a scientist, I have no interest in interpretations 
except those of the indigenous people who would know the correct meaning of rock art. Interpretation by cultural 

Computer rendering of 
Muna cave painting, by 
Tomas Jeckel.
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Muna Cave Painting
outsiders, such as you or I, only reflects our thought patterns and methods of visual perception. It is of no use in a 
scientific study. Besides, our knowledge of Indonesian rock art is very limited (I have worked there myself).”

A teacher from Bad Bevensen, in Lower Saxony, Germany, Wolfgang Bieck heard about the kite find from an 
Indonesian, Suarnadi Makuta, at the Berck-sur-Mer kite festival in France in 1997. Makuta is director of tourism 
for Muna Island. Initially deterred for a number of reasons, Bieck and wife Mong Hie finally made the pilgrimage 
to Muna last July to see for themselves. It was a long, expensive, often difficult trip. Muna is in a jungle and the 
painting in a cave atop an almost sheer, several hundred meters high limestone outcrop. Climbers are obliged 
to use vines and other vegetation as handholds during their scramble. Guided by locals, the athletic Biecks (he 
teaches physical education at his school) duly attained the cave and took photographs. Bieck believed he had 
made a major discovery. The kite image was stylistically different and its ocher a different color from that of  
paintings nearby. Whether these differences implied greater or lesser age was unclear to him. 

Bieck subsequently learned that two other Europeans, French kite expert and historian Philippe Cottenceau of 
the scholarly Les fils des Vents association and German professional photographer Hans Silvester, had viewed 
the kite painting in 1999, three years before he did, but had not published their find. Cottenceau and Silvester 
were there studying the traditional leaf kites used in Muna for fishing and bat catching. Scholars such as Clive 
Hart and Tal Streeter believe these leaf  kites still used in the Malay archipelago and in Oceania predate Chinese 
kites by centuries, but no dates for them have emerged. This is why the Muna find captured the attention of many, 
including Indonesian journalists, when word about the discovery filtered out. Here, it seemed, was an opportunity 
to get an actual date for a possibly ancient kite.

In his article, enthusiastically titled “The First Kiteman” and published in a modelcraft magazine, Bieck 
supported his antiquity claim with undated folklore about the site told him by Suarnadi Makuta, as well as 
information from an Indonesian archeologist named Harry Truman Simanjuntak. Simanjuntak, who is associated 
with the University of Jakarta, messaged him that a painting of a horse within a kilometer of the kite image has 
been dated to the Mesolithic period, or the Middle Stone Age; this puts its age somewhere between 11,000 and 
7,000 years before present. This proves that at least one or more of the images in the Muna karst complex of caves 
are indeed quite old.

Bieck says the image of the kaghati, or kite, which he explored is weatherworn and has a distinct age patina and 
this convinces him it is of quite substantial vintage too. 

Despite Bednarik’s somewhat ambiguous comments, quoted above, Bieck’s interest in the painting remains strong. 
He vows to carry on his research and hopes to find a definitive dating technique that will not in any way damage 
the kite painting. 

These alternative techniques range from iconography to style and technique analysis, from patination and 
weathering to superimposition studies, from radiocarbon analysis of mineral accretions to analysis of inclusions 
in the accretions, from luminescence dating to lichen analysis. 

Bieck sums up this way: “The Muna painting is prehistoric and unique. It is apparently old or oldish, and if 
hundreds or up to two thousand years old, it constitutes a valuable historical record. If, on the other hand, the 
image can be scientifically dated to more than 2,400 years, thus surpassing in age the oldest recorded date for a 
kite in China, it would apparently prove that the Malay archipelago and adjoining Oceania was the region----a 
vast region-----where the kite was invented. This would make the painting a major global treasure.”  

About the documentation question, Bieck says: “Discovery just begins. Time will give more answers.”
(Ben Ruhe)
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Bieck can be contacted at wbieck@t-online.de.  Bednarik’s remarkable web site is 
at http://mc2.vicnet.net.au/useers/aura/index.html

Closeup of the  kite painting on Muna Island, Indonesia, by Wolfgang Bieck.

Muna Cave Painting
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Airborne, Underwater, Cyber Flying
   The World of Kite Artist Jackie Matisse

Ever the kiteflying pioneer, Jackie Matisse, of Fontainebleau Forest, France, late last year collaborated on the 
first high-bandwidth art piece ever created by computer. Working with the Amsterdam Science and Technology 
Center, Matisse contributed 12 of her very long, beautifully decorated kite tails to the project. Because wind 
speed was added to the equation, extensive calculations were required for these real-time kinetic art pieces (kites). 
Computer operations, mainly at universities, around the world each took on a single one of the dozen tails. The 
computers were located in Chicago, Canada, Japan, Singapore, Virginia and elsewhere. 

The simulation took place in Amsterdam in a three-by-three meter room known as The Cave. Three-dimensional 
computer-generated stereo images were projected on the walls and floor. Visitors viewed the images with special 
glasses, allowing them to experience data in exceptional ways.

The test was dubbed “kites flying in and out of space” because the project was actually an illusion of sorts. A 
viewer could put his hand right through a flying, fluttering kite.  

So what did the successful demonstration prove? One answer was this: the flying kites were a visual metaphor for 
high speed networking performance, an important harbinger of things to come globally.

Matisse takes a longer view. “The kites evolved from my use of the sky as a canvas and because they are hard to 
fly in all conditions, I have experimented with alternate spaces in the past, including under the water and on video. 
This virtual reality networking enabled me to compose and fly many more kites than I would have been able to 
fly in real space.”

Only granddaughter of the artist Henri Matisse and stepdaughter of Marcel Duchamp, two of the four most 
influential artists of the 20th century (the others are Picasso and Pollock), Matisse came to kites as her unique, 
chosen art form after raising a family of four in Paris. Daughter of New York art dealer Pierre Matisse, she had 
been reared and educated in the U.S. “Kites have helped me maintain my independence, to express what I feel 
about art through making ephemeral art works in the sky. Kites are a magical, never ending story and that’s 
why I cling to them. Whether putting kites into the air, or under the water, or into cyber space, I’ll continue to 
experiment with them.”

Jackie Matisse feels Duchamp helped her find kites because of his tolerant gaze. For her and for artists all over the 
world, he flung open the door to unheard of materials and potential directions for art. She says she took up kites 
after buying a 22-foot Thai snake kite which she unfurled in the wind and soon lost. But it was a Pandora’s box 
for her; the image of this long kite flying in the air and creating unpredictable movement and color captured her 
imagination. She has been making and flying kites ever since.

Her view is that “the sky is a vast celestial canvas, offering the artist an unexploited working space. Kites sculpt 
the air, they play a game of freedom, they tell a mysterious story. They allow an expression of the infinitely 
variable interplay of movement, light and color.” 

One commentator has called her kites a form of aerial painting. It has been observed they can be viewed as site 
specific choreography for the sky. Another observer nicely compares them to Tibetan prayer flags inscribed with 
mantras, fluttering in the wind and connecting with the moving spirits of the air, thus dispensing the mantra’s 
benevolent power.
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Jackie Matisse
“Her work is inspired, comments 
Scott Skinner, president of 
the Drachen Foundation and 
a student of kite making 
and flying worldwide. “Her 
interest seems to be with the 
environment as much as with 
kites. She provides a different 
way of seeing kites. She turns 
a kite into a functional object in 
which to view the environment. 
Her water pieces, involving 
mysterious movement, dappled 
color, implied sound, are 
particularly powerful.  We all 
like the unexpected, and she 
provides it.”

In the l970s, Matisse became 
associated with a loose 
association of visual artists who 
happened to use kites in their 
art-----not kitemakers turning 
out art kites, a significant 
distinction. Others in the 
group included the American 
Tal Streeter, the Swede Curt 
Asker, and the Hungarian Istvan 
Bodoczky. What the group had 
in common was a modernist 
sensibility. The emphasis was 
on the use of simple, sometimes unorthodox material, on unpretentiousness, accident, the transitory. The collective 
viewed kiting as participatory, kinetic performance art.

Over the last two decades or so, Matisse’s airborne kites led her to more domesticated works----assemblages 
composed of box-like wire armatures that support strings of small floating found objects and tiny sails of painted 
paper or spinnaker cloth. Rescued detritus is transformed into magical, elegant table pieces. Her swimming tails 
led her to water-filled bottles in which suspended arrangements of small, shaped tails of various materials became 
miniature studies for her large scale underwater kite art.

Matisse even figured out a way to put movement into her long kite tails while hanging them indoors. She hangs 
them up on rollers and powers them into motion via small electric motors. Simple but effective. One of these 
hangs in the living room of her comfortable old house in the middle of a village. Complete with its own large 
courtyard graced by two large chestnut trees, the house has lots of paintings and sculptures. “Family and friends,” 
she says of the artists represented. That their names reverberate in Western art history is just the way it happens 
to be.

Matisse’s kitemaking studio is elsewhere in the village. It is two stories high and nicely organized. A notable prop 
there is a kite reel crafted for her by the artist Jean Tinguely. Although utilitarian, it is a work of art in itself.

Jackie Matisse’s lovely kite tails fly in cyberspace.
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Amid Henri Matise drawings and Duchampian chess paraphernalia and two of his readymades (the famous bottle 
rack and the bicycle wheel mounted atop a stool, both reproductions), Jackie Matisse gathers in front of the fire 
with two of her sons. They discuss Duchamp who they admired and adored. Matisse adds a small note of reality to 
the talk. “Yes, he was wonderful of course but he did smoke cheap cigars. When he played chess, he was wrapped 
in smoke.” One of her sons adds: “We still use the boxes they came in. A family vignette.” Jackie Matisse points 
out that despite the cigars, Duchamp lived until he was 82.

 At a time in life when some would contemplate retirement, Matisse remains busy and fulfilled. She maintains a 
large household, tends to her family (three sons and a daughter, grandchildren, two dogs and a cat), has a large 
and devoted group of friends around the world. She exhibits her own work (most recently a one-person exhibition 
at the Mingei International Museum in San Diego). And, importantly, she helps represent the family in dealings 
with the Henri Matisse and Marcel Duchamp heritage----meeting with curators and scholars, overseeing a journal 
devoted to the Duchampian legacy, attending the still frequent exhibitions of their work around the world.

Then of course when she can make the time, there are always her kites to keep her absorbed in art creative work. 
Jackie Matisse has this final comment: “Why do I make flying art? It’s soothing to the soul.” (Ben Ruhe)

Jackie Matisse

Having flown her long kite tails underwater, 
Matisse domesticates the concept. Here paper 
debris moves sinuously when the bottle in which 
it is suspended is shaken.

A functional kite reel crafted for Matisse by the 
Swiss artist Jean Tinguely.

Keeping watch.
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Jackie Matisse

Self-portrait 
in ink by 
Matisse’s 
grandfather 
Henri, one 
of the major 
artists of the 
20th century.

Jackie Matisse

Bathtub in guest quarters.

Marcel Duchamp’s chess set and table

One of Duchamp’s famous 
“readymade” sculptures.Matisse’s kite studio, at center.
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A New Poland, No Joke

Can one little logohead change a country’s image 
from the land of cold, sadness and vodka to the 
home of youth, playfulness and hope?

An advertising agency in Warsaw, commissioned 
by the government to design one promoting tourism 
and trade, believes so. It has come up with a logo 
featuring a kite because, in the words of the agency, 
the “kite stands for youth, freedom, playfulness, 
and hope----in any language, in any country.” 

The design is a red-and-white slimmed down Eddy 
model whose tail is held by a dancing stick figure 
that doubles as the K in the word Polska (Poland). 
The red-and-white design on the kite is a checkered 
pattern, reminiscent of the emblem on Polish 
warplanes.

So why does Poland need a logo in the first place? 
The answer is that Spain pioneered in the field two 
decades ago with a splashy, sunny national emblem by artist Joan Miro to promote tourism  and that the 
success of this image conveying wine (Rioja), movies (Pedro Almodovar) and art (Miro) squashed previous 
emblematic thoughts of Franco, the Spanish Civil War, and Don Quixote. Other nations followed suit in 
creating national logos, including Italy, Portugal, and Holland.

Foreigners and Poles themselves, when quizzed to free-associate about Poland, came up with descriptive 
words such as “gray, poor, unsmiling, brave, boring, chaotic, vodka, sentimental, hard-working, Catholic, 
argumentative, Chopin, Auschwitz, creative, chauvinistic, sad, romantic, irrational, disorganized.” How 
to turn the tide?

“The kite is post-political,” says a British observer. “It represents a break from the past. It is joyful, 
modern.” Another commentator noted: “It’s capitalist. It says life is a holiday.”

Will the Polish kite take off? Who knows. What is clear is that what sets the kite image apart from other 
national logos is that it is painfully, almost pathetically, honest about what is expected from it. It clearly 
expresses the hope that the kite will lift Poland up and let it float gently away from its past, and toward the 
prosperity of Europe. 
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          Kite Fisherman Speared by Own Catch
Kite fishing and its perils received an airing on prime time television when ESPN Outdoors last fall 
showed a personal adventure by George Poveromo, a network correspondent. Poveromo told about a 
Florida sailfishing outing.

Poveromo and a pal were using live bait under fishing kites to tempt the West Palm Beach area’s feisty 
sailfish during their migration swim. The fish are very shy so bait presented from the sky and unassociated 
with an intrusive boat is effective. 

“It was the first strike of the morning,” he recalled. “A sailfish came up and took one of the kite baits. I 
set the hook and he made a series of jumps and then started swimming full speed towards the boat. My 
instinct told me to wind on line as fast as I could to keep slack from developing in the line where the hook 
might fall out.

“I’m there winding on line as fast as I can to stay tight to this fish. The fish is racing toward the boat and 
he decides to make another series of leaps. Unfortunately, the boat is in the way. I look up and see the 
sailfish about to fall on me. It’s frightening. I no more than turn around when he nails me with his snout 
in my backside.” 

Poveromo was knocked to the deck and the sailfish flopped around. Suddenly, the fish kicked hard and 
went back overboard. Hardcore fisherman that he is, Poveromo grabbed the rod, discovered the fish 
was still hooked, and fought him. “Meanwhile, I could feel the red stuff running down my leg,” he says. 
Poveromo reeled the fish back to the boat. “But I just wanted him out of there, so I released him.”

The damage to Poveromo? It took five stitches to close the gash he received and he required a tetanus 
shot. The injury might well have been worse had the fisherman not been wearing five layers of clothing 
against the chilly weather.

Victorian Writer Views Japanese Kitefighting
“This afternoon has been fine and windy, and the boys have been flying kites, made of tough paper on a bamboo 
frame, all of a rectangular shape, some of them five feet square, and nearly all decorated with huge faces of  
historical heroes. Some of them have a humming arrangement made of whalebone. There was a very interesting 
contest between two great kites, and it brought out the whole population. The string of each kite, for 30 feet or 
more below the frame, was covered with pounded glass, made to adhere very closely by means of tenacious glue, 
and for two hours the kitefighters tried to get their kites into a proper position for sawing the adversary’s string 
in two. At last one was successful, and the severed kite became his property, upon which victor and vanquished 
exchanged three low bows. The people silently watched this exciting contest. The boys also flew their kites while 
walking on stilts------a most exciting performance, in which few were able to take part-----and then a larger 
number gave a stilt race. The most striking out-of-door games are played at fixed seasons of the year.” (Isabella. 
L. Bird, Unbeaten Tracks in Japan, 1880)
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Flying With Snowy the Shredder at Hand

It was a fine, breezy Saturday afternoon when I decided to drive the family to the park---me for some quality 
flying time, wife Sandra and daughter Kathryn for a duck-feeding frenzy.

We duly arrived at the slightly soggy park and got ourselves sorted out into the variety of walking boots, coats, 
gloves, and scarves that are part of the dressing up procedure for  winter weather. Hand in hand, Sandra and 
Kathryn headed off to the pond to feed the mass of ducks and geese that eagerly await such visitations.

I set myself up ready and launched my Nitro kite into the steady breeze. I was just getting used to the wind 
window when a ballistic blur arrived from the direction of the pond. Snowy, the Shipley Park kite shredder, had 
arrived. A filthy, mostly white terrier with mongrel blood, Snowy had a particular liking for kites; wherever the 
kite went, Snowy followed. 

After a few minutes, the Snowy support team in the guise of two children and their mother appeared. That’s when 
I learned the creature’s name.

So now we were into disaster recovery mode: how to get the dog away so I could fly in peace. My first plan was 
to tire Snowy out by flying from one edge of the wind window to the other, back and forth, as fast as possible. I 
employed this tactic for 10 minutes, but still the animal gave chase.

Plan two involved capture. I held the kite steady at stall point on the top of the window while the support team 
tried to catch him. Snowy was not interested in being caught. Failed attempts with children and friends diving on 
the dog finally led to success. The lead was fixed and the creature walked away in a shower of admonishment. 
Right! Back to the business at hand, lots of flying, but with less time now to do 
it.

But oh no! Snowy had slipped the collar off his neck (which the owner told me 
was impossible, but obviously not) and the saga started again. This time Snowy 
was wiser and even more evasive. 

Eventually, after about 45 minutes of trying all methods to take the creature 
away, the owner and children walked away home, leaving Snowy on his own, 
still chasing my kite. Shortly after, Sandra and Kathryn retured from their 
exertions, also ready to return home. Snowy was not interested in giving up so 
I passed the straps to Sandra and wearing gloves ran down the lines to bring the 
kite down. Snowy and I met face to face at the kite in a challenge of ownership, 
a battle Snowy was destined to lose and a victory at last for me. 

Having packed up, we spent time trying to catch the beast to give to the park 
rangers to look after until the owners, hopefully, returned to lay claim, but Snowy 
continued to evade capture so we left him to his own devices. He may still be 
roaming.

Editor’s note: Martin Harris of the British Midlands Kite Fliers holds forth on the travails of flying a kite 
when an energetic dog is in hot attendance.
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Joan Montcada of Barcelona a Bright Star
    Kiting Is Alive and Well in Spain
Not much about the Spanish kite scene seems to be known in the United States, but that doesn’t mean there isn’t 
a fair bit going on. Rather, it seems to be a case of the Spaniards keeping a low profile. 

Joan Montcada, a Catalan living in Barcelona, is an avid kitemaker and flier, and he explains the silence as 
being a function of his country’s mid-20th century history. Civil war in the late 1930s and then severe repression, 
particularly in Catalonia where Catalan culture and language were proscribed under the dictatorial regime, taught 
people to go about their business and pleasures without attracting undue attention to themselves. 

Montcada’s first name, by the way, is pronounced something like “Jo-anh.” It’s Catalan for “John.” This is 
explained by his spirited daughter Marta, who translates for him and collaborates in his art activities and kiteflying. 
Besides her native Catalan, she speaks Spanish and other Latin languages, is fluent in English, and is currently 
studying Japanese. By profession, she is a printmaker, painter and arts teacher.

A professor of art for a half century, Joan Montcada has been an a fervent kiter since age 20. With an outgoing 
personality, manifest gifts, and globetrotting proclivity, he is perhaps the best known Spaniard in the world kite 
scene.

Montcada’s studio, which he is pleased to show off in detail, aided by Marta and wife Merce, must be one of 
the better art workshops in the kite world. It is immense and two stories high, has windows front and back 
with panoramic views. A wealth of cabinets, closets, and racks store Montcada’s lifetime creative output and 
collections, all neatly arranged and labeled.

He has no trouble locating two of the very first kites he ever built. They are three-foot flat hexagons with colorful 
sails. These are dead ringers for the kites flown in Cuba today, not surprisingly an ex-Spanish colony. 

Apart from the big paintings on display here and there, the centerpiece of the studio is a large modular kite 
consisting of two superposed cubes. This 51⁄2-foot boxkite with transparent skin shows off the autographs of 
hundreds of kiters, starting with the kite’s debut fly at a Sagara, Japan, kite festival in l989. It was there the Catalan 
met global kite luminaries Masaaki Modegi, Peter Lynn, Scott Skinner, Ketil Olav Sand and others. Using a pulley 
system, Montcada lowers the kite to the floor so a kiting visitor can add his signature. Because there are so many 
names and comments after more than a decade, the problem is finding a place to write. This particular model is 
his pet and supplied him with the image for his logohead. He calls it a transeolic------combining the Latin prefix 
trans (which means through) and eolic (from Aeolus, the Greek god of winds).

A convert to Hargrave-style modular construction early on, Montcada’s boxkites use a framework of carbon fiber 
rods or beechwood struts for strength, stiffness and lightness. For sails, he uses very thin polyester or colorful 
nylon. A purist, he makes it a point to use just a single bridle point.

A transparent kite permits the viewer to see both the structure and the other side of the kite skin, Montcada points 
out, “and it shines in the sky like a jewel.”  He feels such a kite is more complex and poetic than an opaque kite. “I 
like to fly my kites at sunrise or sunset, or even under a full moon. That way, the spectrum of colors is visible.”

Over the years he has made many types of kites, including a colorful tubular model measuring 43 yards in length 
and elaborately decorated with drawings. His array of kites, both flat and three-dimensional, permits him to use 
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Joan Montcada’s signature 
superposed cube kite (top left), 
with signatures and comments 
from fellow kiters around the 
world. He uses the sun clock 
(right) painted on his chimney 
to tell accurate time, aided by 
an adjacent correction chart 
(bottom left). Montcada’s 
favorite double box kite 
furnishes him with a logohead 
image (below).

Joan Montcada
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various flying techniques. A devoted mountain hiker, Montcada likes to fly on peaks so he can test his skills under 
difficult wind and terrain conditions. Single line kites permit him to detect with precision any change in the wind’s 
direction or intensity. 

After a long period investigating both art and kite building, Montcada, 77, feels his drawings and paintings of 
modules flying in the sky, some quite large, have an obvious link to his modular kites. “Like a painting, a kite has 
to have a clearly enunciated structure,” he says. “Like art, making a kite requires taking basic concepts and putting 
them into a functional whole.”
  

Montcada shows off two of his earliest kites, built when he was 20.

Joan Montcada
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Kiteflying as a tradition goes way back in Spain. Barcelona being a seaport, there is fairly good year round wind. 
In the mid-18th century, Barcelona was still a walled city. While it was too crowded inside the walls for flying 
kites, the area just outside (the glacis) was perfect because fields were kept clear so enemy soldiers could be 
detected and repulsed.  Many illustrations in old books show this flying, both for fun and aerial fighting. For the 
latter sport, flying lines were equipped with steel hooks or blades or with pieces of broken glass to grasp and haul 
down or to cut the line of other fighters. In those days, kites were made of Mediterranean bamboo (“Different and 
not as good as the Japanese kind,” he says) or splinted reeds. Strong but lightweight paper or cloth was used for 
sails. For tails, scrap cloth was knotted onto cord. With the steady expansion of Barcelona, kiteflying by the start 
of last century had pretty much shifted to roof terraces. But then mishaps caused the city to ban such sport. 

Across Spain and adjacent islands, kites are known by various names. In Catalonia, where Barcelona is located, 
the words are estel and grua. In the nearby Baleric Islands the name is miloca. In Valencia it is catxerulo. For the 
rest of Spain it is cometa.

When and how kites arrived in Spain seems to be undocumented, or at least is unknown to Montcada, something 
of a scholar on kiting. He wonders whether the Indian-style fighter kite used to some extent now in the country 
wasn’t brought from Nagasaki by Portuguese traders. 

Today, he says there are quite a few annual kite festivals scattered around Spain, including a big one in Barcelona 
as part of a general festival week. He names painter Arturo Martinez of Valencia, one of his kite mentors, as an 
important figure in Spanish kiting. From him he learned kites could be disassembled and how to do it. For two 
decades, Montcada, Martinez and friends gathered on weekends in the mountains north of Barcelona to fly kites 
and especially to test out protypes.

The late Joan Miro, a Catalan by birth and one of the major Western artists of the last century, was interested in 
kites and pictured them in some of his canvases. In Alicante today, Juan Miguel Suay Belenguer is so involved 
in the subject he is working toward a doctoral degree on a kiting theme. His thesis topic is the role kites played 
in the invention of the airplane.

Montcada’s studio has a large, glorious outdoor patio overlooking the city and here evidence can be found of 
his polymath interests. Ever the collector, he has it well stocked with clay pots, glass jugs, rocks, and fossils. 
Greenery includes an array of potted strawberry plants still bearing fruit in wintertime. During a tour of inspection, 
Montcada announces to a visitor it is 11:15 a.m. The visitor looks at his watch and confirms this is indeed the time. 
Marta Montcada then reveals her father was able to give this exact reading----to the minute-----from the sun clock 
he has painted on his chimney, with correction charts adjacent to it. “He doesn’t even use a watch,” she says of 
her largely self-trained astronomer father. “In fact, Joan is less interested in telling the time with his clock, than 
with knowing how the sun moves in space. He is very interested in shadow designs. Changing shadows made by 
kites flying over the beach or a field are a linked interest for my father. This is poetry to him.”

Painter, draftsman, muralist, ceramicist, worker in stained glass, photographer, filmmaker, amateur astronomer, 
kite expert, mountain hiker, philosopher, world traveler-----Montcada is an authentic Renaissance man. Not 
surprisingly, he is verbally adept. “There is always someone who doesn’t react to kiting, who does not take it 
seriously enough,” he comments, concluding deadpan, “Maybe it is difficult for that person to look up into the 
sky.”

Joan Montcada sums up his feelings about kites and kiting: “The kiteflier’s dialogue with the changing mood of 
the wind in space makes his emotional subconscious react in joy and freedom.” Has it ever been put better? 
(Ben Ruhe)

Joan Montcada
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Joan Montcada

Marta Montcada, daughter and colleague of Joan Montcada, poses with one of her father’s 
abstractions. The painting has an obvious link to his modular kites.
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                News Briefs From Around World
Norwegian Bjoern Ludvig Moen was flying a ski-sailing kite recently when a strong gust of wind made it seem 
more like the kite was flying him. 

The giant kite lifted the 25-year-old some 30 feet off the ground until he let go and crashed onto a gravel playing 
field below. Wearing bulky cold weather clothing, he was battered but amazingly did not suffer any serious 
injuries.

“The trip through the air lasted just seconds,” said Moen from a hospital bed in Trondheim. “There was hardly 
time to think.” Girlfriend Wenche Bjoernbeth added: “He just took off, then fell. It was unreal.”

Moen was practicing ski-sailing so his kite could pull him across, rather than above, the snow.

A Norwegian-American living in Corpus Christi was less fortunate. Peter Nordby, 43, an experienced 
kiteboarding instructor, was killed when a very strong gust of wind upset his balance while he was making a 
turn offshore on his board, with the kite aimed downwind toward the nearby shore.  Not wearing a quick release 
mechanism, Nordby was dragged by the kite rapidly toward the shore and up onto the beach. He slammed head 
first into a pole on a parking lot and was declared dead after a helicopter evacuation. 

There are many interesting kite websites around the globe, including quite a few from Japan. But Kirsten Sauer’s 
revamped pages, aided mightily by her partner, the computer wizard Tomas Jeckel, reach some sort of new 
esthetic plateau. For a look at this sparkling German contribution, key in http://kisa.de/d_kiteworks.htm. Not to 
be outdone, Kisa’s sister Anke has revamped her own pages and they are very much worth a browse too. View 
http://kisa.de/kite/y-anke/anke_sauer_drachen.htm

Photographer Nico Chorier reports he is working on a project for a big Mediterranean fishing consortium. He has 
been commissioned to conceive a system using a kite-carried video, pulled from a boat, to detect tuna fish shoals. 
The rig includes a computerized analysis board and an array of other specialized components. “What I’d really 
like to do would be to shoot African wildlife from the air,” says the Frenchman.  “As I envision it, the kite would 
be only a few meters above and a small ‘bip’ sound played just before the shutter snapped would get the lions, 
hippos, giraffes, and water buffalo to look upward at the camera. At least that’s my idea. This is challenging!”

Kite aerial photography in color by a team of scientists has proved itself quite useful in studying patterns in 
Estonian bogs. In a report by the Finnish Peatland Society, a team of four scientists, including two from Emporia 
State University, Kansas, says that intricate patterns of emergent, floating, and submerged vegetation are portrayed 
clearly, and boundaries defined sharply. The photos are said to provide an excellent basis for the mapping and 
analysis of complex bogs.

Juan Muguel Suay Belenguer reports he is hard at work on a doctorate at the University of Valencia, in Alicante. 
His thesis will address the scientific and technical uses of kites throughout history. A civil engineer employed by 
the emergency fire brigade of Alicante, Suay began his Ph.D. project in 2000. He has been studying, building and 
flying kites for some 15 years. He has published extensively on the subject and can be contacted at
jm_suay@inves.es.
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Policy for Staff: ‘Play With the Toys’
   Kite Store Owner Recalls the Glory Years

His senior year in college, Chuck Bernstein encountered kites being sold and flown in Maui, Hawaii, and became 
an instant convert. Originally drawn to the joy of the sport, he quickly saw kites as a great business opportunity. 
Buying $100 worth of equipment on the spot (“That was a lot of money then,” he says), he learned all about flying. 
The owner of the High as a Kite shop was John Harvey, who also had an establishment in Sausalito. Harvey took 
a shine to Bernstein and invited him to come visit him in California, work a week, learn the business. There was 
a kicker: “Then I’ll wholesale to you.” 

Moving from Michigan to Washington D.C., Bernstein used funds his parents had promised him as a graduation 
travel present to set up his own kite store, with his sister and brother-in-law as silent partners. In trendy Georgetown 
in 1976, the Kite Site was off the main drag and held only 365 square feet of display space, but it did enjoy good 
timing. There was excitement in the kite world----new Space Age materials for building kites and new types to 
fly, notably the Peter Powell and Steve Ediken two-line stunters.

“The concept was good, but the space not right,” recalls Bernstein of this first store, and after two years he moved 
to nearby M Street where the real action was. He acquired 2,000 square feet of display space----five times what 
he had. “The rent tripled, but so did my sales,” he says. 

Seeing merit in volume, Bernstein opened a second store in Ocean City, New Jersey, picking up on Bill Osche’s 
success with a kite store on the beach in Ocean City, Maryland. Soon Bernstein opened a store in Myrtle Beach, 
North Carolina, and eventually one in Boston. “I had expansion fever,” Bernstein recalls. “I wanted to be a 
distributor so I could acquire kites cheaper. The strategy worked, but the satellite stores lost money and eventually 
I had to close them.” Bernstein cites less than prime locations, high overhead, a limited sales season, and the 
simple fact he couldn’t easily supervise four widely separated retail shops plus a wholesale business. 

As an adjunct to the usual kites, 
Bernstein sold kitemaking materials 
in his shops. And he was the first to 
sell such materials via mail order, 
starting with a two-page ad in an 
early issue of Kite Lines magazine. 
In addition to the traditionals such 
as bamboo, he handled the new 
high tech materials such as ripstop 
nylon, Mylar, fiberglass tubing, 
and tough new flight lines such as 
Kevlar. Things could get ridiculous 
though. “I bought Tyvek in 400-
pound rolls, but sold the stuff by 
the yard. Overall, I didn’t make a 
lot of money with materials,” he 
recalls sadly. But in usual upbeat 
fashion adds, “But I did enjoy 
myself.”

The Kite Site, as it was in Washington’s posh Georgetown. Not that 
imposing, the 19th century building was however wonderfully located 
on a main drag. When the rent rose stratospherically, Chuck Bernstein 
was forced to move out.
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Chuck Bernstein
Bernstein soon expanded from kites to anything aerial he could get his hands on, 
including balloons, wind socks, banners, frisbees, ornithopters, model rockets, 
puddle jumpers, even boomerangs. He was also one of the first to commercially 
sell really big kites, 12-foot Deltas and French Military kites by John Rausch. 
“They were made of ripstop nylon and jointed tubular fiberglass, with flatfeld, 
double-stitch seams. People took a look and said ‘Oh, wow!’ I displayed them 
front and center.” To promote sales, Bernstein pioneered in showing the kiteflying 
videos he pressed manufacturers to make available. “I always had one playing in 
the window of the store to bring in customers, as well as one playing inside,” he 
says. “They ran so much some of my former employes can probably still recall 
them verbatim.”

“The Georgetown store kept chugging along,” he recalls. “We were open seven 
days a week, until midnight most nights. Ninety-six hours a week. I needed two shifts of employes and the payroll 
was huge.” As staff, Bernstein recruited students, Capitol Hill interns----“terrific people.” One advantage he 
held in recruiting was the smiling aspect of the store. “I had one rule for staff: they had to play with the toys. On 
Thursdays I had a paid meeting for employes out on the Mall where I supplied takeout dinner, then we all flew 
kites, threw boomerangs, tossed Aerobies. I’ve maintained many wonderful friendships from the hundreds of 
employes I had over the years.” 

In time, the store acquired landmark status. It was mentioned in Margaret Truman Daniels’ Murder in Georgetown. 
In David Wise’s The Children’s Game, Wise has a character buy a kite at the Georgetown shop and go out on the 
Mall to fly it. “That was us,” recalls Bernstein.

“People appreciated the store. It was like a clubhouse. We had a tremendous amount of fun.”

What with all his intelligence, imagination and energy, Bernstein one year managed to get total sales volume up 
near the half-million-dollar level. Some years, however, the corporation lost money.

The shop was finally done in by Georgetown’s continuing boom as a tourist attraction. With crowds came sky 
high rents and Bernstein, faced with an impossible hike to $8,000 a month (“the landlady was gouging me”), 
moved across the street to an unhappy second floor location, above a bag store he had opened. By the early 
l990s, he decided to close down both businesses. “My lease had expired, my equity had been eroded by the 
recession of 1990, I was divorced by then, I had lost my house and had no mortgage to pay, there were no kids, 
no entanglements. It was time for a change.”

Being an avid cook and having written about food for magazines as a sideline, Bernstein turned to writing as a 
career and he got a job with an environment advocacy group. Eight years later, he is now editorial communications 
director of the National Environmental Trust, which lobbies and educates on issues such as global warming, the 
cleanup of power plants, marine overfishing, the need for renewable energy, preserving wild areas in national 
forests.

“I had to get out of the kite business before I lost more money,” he says. “When it was going well it was wonderful, 
but the downturn was tough. Later on in the ‘90s people got carried away with two-line stunt kites which never 
could have worked as my bread and butter. Mail order and then the Internet cut into retail store sales. I also went 
through a personal burnout. As an entrepreneur, I had to be salesman, buyer, bookkeeper, merchandiser, personnel 
manager, repairman, shipper, advertising designer, decorator. On some days I was all of these. Yes, I learned a lot. 
And no, I don’t regret the experience. It was an instructive, entertaining 17 years.”

Chuck Bernstein
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Chuck Bernstein

Kite Mishap, With Happy Ending
Adam Vance of Seattle was kite surfing well out in Puget Sound some months ago when his harness line broke. 
As his $1,200 kite blew away, Adam found himself stranded in the middle of the bay. He got back to land 
safely only after a long, arduous swim.

With Vance out of sight, the kite was spotted in the water by a ferry crew and retrieved by a yachtsman. Hoping 
to find the owner, the yachtsman placed an advertisement on the Seattle Times’ Website vaguely describing the 
find, but crucially adding the date the kite was fished out of the water.

A fellow surfer in far away Maui, Hawaii, who had heard of the incident, saw the ad and guessed the kite 
belonged to his friend. He messaged Vance, who had been unsuccessfully searching the north Puget Sound 
shoreline for days.

Vance was able to retrieve his valued possession just blocks from his workplace in downtown Redmond. 
In a full page ad, the Seattle Times trumpeted its Website: “Classified ads make amazing things happen.”

A youth group 
learns about kites 
and related aerial 
devices, including 
boomerangs, at 
the Kite Site. The 
store was much 
more than just a 
retail operation. 
Rather it was a 
kind of ongoing 
aeronautics forum 
and clubhouse.

Highway Confusion
A recent survey of motorists in Britain shows, according to the Midland Kite Fliers newsletter, that many road 
signs still baffle drivers. The sign indicating a crossing for migratory toads was interpreted by some to indicate 
a French restaurant was in the vicinity. A “Be aware of cattle” sign meant to many there was a foot-and-mouth 
disease problem locally. Some even read the warning for strong side winds---a windsock flying at a right angle to 
the ground---incorrectly, interpreting it to mean there was a nearby area for kite flying.
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Foundation Sponsoring 7 Books
Drachen Foundation administrators have been busy these days with imaginative publishing projects. 

Scott Skinner, president, and Ali Fujino, administrator, made a flying visit to Phnom Penh, capital of Cambodia, 
to celebrate publication of a study of Cambodia’s 26 types of kites. The volume is an extensive reworking and 
expansion of a preliminary photocopied volume put out in l994. Issued in Khmer, the language of Cambodia, the 
well-illustrated new volume also has been put out in English, with a grant from Drachen, and in French. It is one 
of the first books written and issued in Cambodia on that country’s culture since the Khmer Rouge holocaust of 
the late 1970s which took some 1.5 million lives, almost half of Cambodia’s population. Since the educated and 
professional classes were targeted, classic Khmer cultures such as dance, kiting, even haute cuisine were virtually 
erased from the national memory. 

Sim Sarak, director general for adminstration  and finance of the Ministry of Culture and Fine Arts, aided by his 
wife Cheang Yarin, had the vision to restore kiting to the position of prominence it traditionally held. Kites date 
back at least 2,000 years in Cambodia. Sim (his surname) staged kite festivals in Cambodia and made himself 
known internationally by attending the Dieppe festival and other major flies. 

Paying a courtesy call on Prince Sisowath Panara Sirivuth, secretary of state, upon arrival, Skinner and Fujino 
then attended a press conference announcing the new book. Both Sim and Skinner gave talks. The Drachen pair, 
Skinner and Fujino, were subsequently given tours of the national museum and royal palace, visited important 
kitemakers in their homes, participated in a national kite festival attended by numerous members of Cambodian 
royalty, and sat in on a Khmer gastronomy festival. They consulted with Cambodian officials on a proposed kite 
museum to be established in Phnom Penh, and Skinner said, “The foundation will give aid, if it can, in establishing 
the museum,” adding, ”we will certainly be involved.”

Commented Fujino on the hectic weekend halfway around the globe: “The encounters were enchanting. It was a 
proud time for Scott, myself and Drachen to be a part of the Cambodian cultural rebuilding process.”

Drachen has embarked on several more publishing projects. 

It has commissioned four monographs on Samuel Cody, the American flight pioneer in England. Drachen has the 
largest extant collection of historic Cody kites, documentation and memorabilia, much of it purchased from the 
family at Sotheby’s in London. Jean Roberts is doing a photo book, Paul Chapman a study of Cody and his various 
aircraft, Achim Kinter a study of his kite construction techniques, and Jan Desimpelaere an analysis of Cody’s 
multiple, ingenious aerodynamic creations-------kites, gliders and aircraft. Roberts and Chapman are English, 
Kinter German and Desimpelaere Belgian.

In another Drachen publishing initiative, kitemaker Stormy Weathers of Portland, Oregon, will detail how he 
makes his wonderful kites in a 77-page book.

A long overdue volume, now in the works under foundation sponsorship, is a biography titled Brother of the 
Wind: Domina Jalbert. In it, Tal Streeter will paint “the rise of the contemporary kite scene around the engaging 
genius, Domina Jalbert, inventor of the Parafoil.”

In an eighth project, Skinner will himself personally fund a monograph on his private collection of 80 masterpiece 
Japanese kite prints, which show kabuki theater and ukiyo-e (“floating world”) images from the pleasure quarters 
of Edo, now Tokyo. The 18th and 19th century prints draw a colorful picture of the kite culture existing at that time. 
A university press is to be chosen to distribute the volume.
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    Collecting Old Japanese Woodblock Prints

      A Culture Obsessed With Kites
In addition to his extensive trove of contemporary and historic kites, Scott Skinner, president of the Drachen 
Foundation, has numerous kite-related collections----stamps, porcelains, paintings, books, monographs, photos, 
illustrations, pins. His easy favorite in these sub-categories is colorful, skillful Japanese prints of kites or kite-
flying from the 18th and 19th centuries, of which he has compiled some 80 specimens.

The prints focus on the world of the kabuki theater and of the related ukiyo-e or “floating” world, the segment 
of society focused on pleasure. They were turned out by a culture obsessed with kites. The mania for kites at 
one period was so intense laws were passed to enforce restraint and encourage subdued behavior. Kiting and 
everything associated with it continued unabated. 

Skinner found his first Japanese woodblock print in an antique store in Provincetown, Rhode Island, probably 
carried there by a Yankee trader two centuries before. “This opened my eyes,” he says, “and on my trips to Japan 
since, nearly every year, I have hunted for these collectibles. I know where the stores are and have rarely been 
shut out. Since a kite image is ordinarily not the favorite view of an artist, the print is relatively inexpensive, in 
the $200 to $400 range. If a spectacular image and the condition is good, the woodblock may sell for $3,000 and 
up. These prints are pricey, but they are rare.”

Skinner also buys from dealers----there’s an excellent one in Munich for instance----who contact him and from 
catalogues from Japan. About half of his prints have kites themselves or kite-flying as the central image, the other 
half show kites as a backdrop. The collection includes a number of multiple images, diptichs and triptychs. 

Although a print will be credited to a given artist, say Hiroshige, in fact, Skinner notes, numbers of people were 
involved in the production. The artist did a sketch, carvers translated the image to woodblocks, and publishers 
arranged for issuance of the poster. If the image proved popular, it was run off a second or third time. The prints 
were churned out in vast quantities, but being ephemeral tended to disappear just as quickly. Finding a print in 
mint condition, with its color undimmed by age, is the goal of all collectors.

Skinner notes he’s at the point where he is upgrading his holding of these woodblocks. If he finds an image in 
better condition than one he owns, he may buy it as a replacement, trading the old print to another collector or 
dealer. Although small, the market remains a lively one.

Any work of art that is popular is susceptible to forgery, as the art world has learned over the centuries, but Skinner 
feels modern day copying is not a problem in this particular realm of kite collectibles. He cites the scrupulous 
honesty of reputable Japanese antique dealers as one element in his trust.

Depictions of the Yakko kite are Skinner’s particular love. The face and garb typically depict a beloved kabuki 
actor and thus are often not prints of kite-flying at all. He also likes bird kite images, usually whimsical, often 
surreal. His favorite woodblock, though, shows an Edo kite store, complete with 20 different types of kites, 
materials for flying, the dealer, customers, and so on. It’s as good as a documentary photograph.

Because the prints are fragile, preservation remains a battle. Purists keep their kites in portfolios, to be examined 
periodically and briefly. Collectors wanting to enjoy their prints as display items hang them on the wall, but 
degradation of the image is a very real threat.

So as to share his collection of Japanese woodblocks with the public, Skinner had his collection professionally 
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photographed and allowed the Drachen Foundation to mount a traveling rental exhibition of large photocopies, 
with extensive text. The highly portable show of reproductions debuted at the Japanese garden of the Portland Art 
Museum last summer, in connection with a larger exhibition devoted to the Meiji period in Japan, and has been 
traveling since then. Because the images shown are copies and not originals, insurance and other security costs 
are low and the rental fee to museums wanting to exhibit the trove is low. Information on renting the exhibit is 
available from the Drachen Foundation’s Web site.

Skinner notes that the woodblocks are visually wonderful because of their subject matter. “They make the 
generally austere art of Japan seem friendlier,” he says.

“Kite images are obscure enough that they are a delightful discovery for those who have seen Japanese prints 
before. As a bonus, many are like documentary photographs, showing the interesting Japanese culture of the 
time.” 

Skinner says that one of his favorite themes is crashing kites----kites hurtling down to the ground, kites stuck in 
trees. Another  theme is the depiction of women. “Kiting was basically an activity for male children in Japan, as 
the images show,” he says. “But women are commonly in the scene too: they are the mothers or the other female 
care givers.”

Among the most popular kites in Japan were 
those with images of kabuki theater characters 
that embraced the poster-like ukiyo-e woodblook 
print colors and drawing style, as in this print 
by Yoshiharu dated 1864. (Only a small portion 
of the triptych is reproduced.) Wildly popular, 
kabuki was a must-see for citizens and visitors 
to the capital city of Edo, present-day Tokyo. 
The most frequented theater in Edo bore the 
name Kabuki-za. Built in 1660, it stands today 
and is a popular as ever. In addition to scenes 
from everyday life in pleasure quarters, ukiyo-
e woodblock prints were joined by the most 
glamorous images in popular Japanese culture-
---entertainers and historical and mythological 
figures. These subjects are still popular today. 
Although the grimacing warrior portraits and 
lavish attire we still see depicted on traditional 
Japanese kites appear to be highly stylized, 
they are in fact fairly realistic renditions of the 
elaborate makeup and extravagant clothing 
worn by kabuki actors. Kitemaking as a 
business was good enough to support more 
than 100 kitemakers in 18th century Edo alone.

Japanese Prints
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A popular and traditional kite shape of the Edo (Tokyo) region, the Yakko kite 
here portrays a kabuki actor in full garb (center image of a triptych). The 
artist is Kochora. The actor is doing a dance (odori) poking fun at the self-
important antics of the footman (yakko), lowest ranked retainer of a feudal 
lord. A probable development of the kite is its natural dance on the wind, 
mimicking the yakko-odori dance. The T-shape of the Yakko may be the oldest 
kite shape in Japan. The pocketed wings and short tail are a stable flying 
platform that can depict not only human shapes but birds and insects as well. 
Typical Yakko-dako kites are in the shape and character of the footman: head 
bowed, hapi coat over a bare chest, fringed shorts over bare legs.

Japanese Prints
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A large wan-wan kite 
decorated with lion 
and peony motifs, 
the Fukuroi kite is 
typically found today 
in the Tokushima 
prefecture. In the 
l930s, the kite 
crazies (tako-kichi) 
of Naruto built the 
world’s largest kite, 
an oval-shaped wan-
wan that measured 
24 meters  (78 feet) 
across and weighed 
2,500 kilograms 
(5,500 pounds). In the 
distance in this print 
by Hiroshige Ando 
(1826-1869) is a 
Machijirushi kite from 
Hamamatsu. Every 
year on Children’s 
Day, May 5, teams 
from the 49 districts 
of Hamamatsu 
gather for giant kite 
battles. Teams include 
children playing 
trumpets and drums, 
teenage boys as 
runners with kite line, 
adult men to man the 
kite winch, and the 
most respected adults 
to bridle the kites and 
advise on their flying. 
Team tents around 
the huge flying fields 
house stacks of the 
large kites, one being 
flown for each new 
baby in the district.

Japanese Prints
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Japanese Prints

We see close ties between kites and male children in Japan in this print by Kunimasa 
IV from the late 1880s. The militaristic and patriotic spirit of the time is reflected in 
the military uniforms worn by the boys as they prepare to launch an Edo kite. Even 
the title of the print, “New Year’s Games to Win,” reflects the mood of the day: games 
to win and not games to play.
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New Streeter Book Is ‘A Kite Smile’
In his new book The Philosopher’s Kite: Essays and Stories (12 Second Press, New York), Tal Streeter roams the 
kite world and far beyond in his inimitable fashion. Part autobiography, part travelogue, part speculative treatise, 
part imaginative tale telling, the volume eloquently extols the pleasures of  kiteflying and all things related to it.

Two of Streeter’s earlier kite books focused on Asia, The Art of the Japanese Kite and A Kite Journey Through 
India, but this new, slim paperback focuses on Streeter himself. He tells why he turned from making huge steel 
sculptures in New York City to delicate kites, his life in Japan on a fellowship where he discovered the living 
national treasure kitemakers that became the subject of his first volume on kites, his development of the five-mile 
Flying Red Line kite.

A discourse on why things fly gives way to a reminiscence on his discovery of the moon orchid leaf kite in 
Indonesia that Streeter speculates may be the earliest sort of kite ever made, going much further back in time 
than even the oldest Chinese claim of antiquity.   He tells about experiencing Afghan kiteflying in both its native 
country and in California, about sky art as a concept and artistic movement, about travels in India. Then, going 
back in time to his own beginnings, he recalls his childhood in Kansas. Finally, he lets his imagination really roam 
and takes kites in particular and aeronautics in general from the ground upward into deep space.

It’s a tour de force and anyone who has read Streeter 
with pleasure and even excitement in the past will 
enjoy this small volume. Casual with trivia such as 
typographical errors  and the odd misspelling, the 
self-publishing Streeter is-----and this is all that 
really matters----- heavy with profundity and joy 
of life. Not to mention that this volume is elegantly 
written and intriguingly illustrated. Recommended!

“The feelings transmitted from the kite, through the 
flying line to the hand, are for me beyond art;” he 
writes, “real, not representations or approximations 
of reality. Perhaps closer to the physicality of dancers 
giving voice to their spirits through their bodies, 
dancing. If only we could hold on to a little thread 
tied around a dancer’s waist or a gossamer thread 
affixed (ever so lightly) to a butterfly.” 

And, “Kites provide us with pleasures of the most 
exalted sort. There is nothing quite like the feeling 
projected down along the flying line from a kite 
flying overhead in the sky. The physical tug of the 
kite, alive in the wind, connects not just our hands but 
our souls to the infinity of space and distant galaxies. 
Call it whatever you like, but for me, the kite smile 
is a reflection of one of the highest planes of pure joy 
and peace of mind attainable.”

Streeter’s environmental sculpture Breath Cloud for 
Friends Who Suddenly Disappeared was exhibited in the 
Neuberger Museum in 1977. 
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Tal Streeter

Larger than a football field, the Jalbert-style Parafoil, 
designated the X-38, is a soft, stickless wing designed for 
crew return to earth from the International Space Station.  
Depending on how it is deployed, the Parafoil can be used 
as kite, parachute, or wing. 

A renowned visual artist as well as writer, Streeter 
was signally honored when the Museum of Modern 
Art in New York accessioned three colored pencil 
drawings of his kites in 1970, including this one, Kite 
Red Line in the Sky.

“Bedraggled and worn,” writes Streeter, “this orchid 
leaf kite made for me by a villager in Mutan, Sumatra, 
Indonesia, is still in my mind a noble predecessor of all 
flight that followed.” 
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                                Einstein’s Kite
                               Following is an excerpt from Tal Streeter’s book The Philosopher’s Kite.

On Albert Einstein’s 70th Birthday
“Ma’am! Ma’am!”

A group of scruffy nine-year-old boys and girls stood on the front porch of Professor Einstein’s Princeton, New 
Jersey, home one summer weekend. The tallest, apparently appointed leader, had called out rather than ringing 
the doorbell. They had been there before.

After a minute, a large woman in an apron appeared, looking down at the boys through the screen door.

“Yes?” she responded.

“Ma’am. Can Albert come out an’ fly kites with us?” the leader of the group asked.

“He’s expecting you,” Einstein’s housekeeper said, turning to call out loudly back into the house. “Professor! 
Your friends are here!” Turning back to the children, “He’s getting his kite. He’ll be right down.”

On Another Occasion
Once upon a time Professor Einstein was confronted on his front porch by an overly concerned woman who 
sought advice on how to raise her small son to become a successful scientist. In particular, she wanted to know 
what kinds of books she should read to her son.

“Fairy tales,” Einstein responded without hesitation.

“Fine, but what else should I read to him after that?” the mother asked.

“More fairy tales,” Einstein stated.

“And after that?”

“Even more fairy tales,” replied the great scientist, and he waved his pipe like a wizard pronouncing a happy end 
to a long adventure.

                                                           * * * * * *

One of these stories is true and the other made up. Which is which? Prove your guess by turning to Page 65.

Tal Streeter
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Plain Talk From Down Under
 Editor’s note: The author of the following essays is a noted kite designer and international 
            exhibition flier. He lives in Ashburton, New Zealand.

A Shower for Inventing Things In
By Peter Lynn

At least from when Archimedes yelled “Eureka, I have found it!” while running down the street naked, baths have 
played a key role in invention. I for one have always been a fervent believer in bathing, evidence to the contrary 
that my best friends have never told me about notwithstanding. It has always seemed to me that for the inventors, 
showers are neither contemplative enough nor conducive to doodling-----until now, that is.

Nop and Michelle Velthuizen, my usual home away from home when in Holland, have just rebuilt their bathroom 
and have a shower wonderfully adapted for inventing things in. No cold drafts and the water temperature doesn’t 
vary or suddenly go cold, which makes for a relaxing atmosphere, and, best of all, a heavy glass door that fogs 
up in a most satisfactory manner, quite perfect for finger doodling. They have also thoughtfully provided a rubber 
squeegee-type blackboard eraser for when all available door area has been filled with sketches.

The pace of innovation is relentless, however, for no sooner had I noticed the possibilities of this new inventing 
tool and resolved to be an early adopter than I was faced with a kite sailing competition from Nop who had the 
advantage of perhaps three weeks use of it before I even arrived. He had built a new four-hulled kite sailing boat 
using parts from a l994 “kite surfer” three-hulled, planing boat that was still lying around in parts. For speed, 
especially in rough water, even his first generation new model is very hard to beat (and no doubt there is a second 
generation, esthetically zebra-striped exotic wood version already gestating). 

Well, powered up on one of our very best kite-sailing, planing catamarans, I couldn’t catch him, not even after 
kilometers of hard chasing. Until he broke up, that is. After gloatingly continuing on course for another hundred 
meters or so just to cement the victory, I then did the gentlemanly thing and went back to pick him up. (Don’t get 
concerned, just a temporary aberration of behavior, I’m sure.) While clambering aboard, he tangled my kite, so I 
released-----a recent fatality in Germany being fresh in mind. Nop then departed at high speed on my boat, leaving 
me sans kite and adrift adjacent to the remains of his.

I wonder if he thought this move up while in the shower also? I’ll definitely have to get one of these.

‘Suitable for Handyman With Bulldozer’
About August, all of us kitefliers here in New Zealand start thinking bad, unpatriotic things about our own country, 
not at all helped this year by Stefan Cook sending haa-haa-ing emails from the south of France. It’s cold here and 
there’s usually no wind, which isn’t entirely bad because when there is wind it’s very cold.

We are by no means the only ones to have ever had negative thoughts about this great little country: Dutch 
explorer Abel Tasman, the first European known to have sighted New Zealand, had very bad things to say. In fact, 
the locals were so unwelcoming that he sailed away muttering into his Grolsch without setting foot.
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    Peter Lynn
Charles Darwin was also less than complimentary when his tour ship (HMS Beagle) made a stopover in the 
1830s: “We were all glad to leave New Zealand, it is not a pleasant place” (talking about the inhabitants, both 
colonial and indigenous) and later, “Neither is the country very attractive.”

But W.C. Fields, the 20th century movie comic, gets top prize for country abuse. He said of our southernmost city, 
“I’d rather have cancer than spend another night in Invercargill.” 

And while on this theme, here’s a little something I picked up that I thought I might share with you all: Samuel 
Marsden, an early l9th century pioneer European missionary, wrote home from New Zealand in 1848: “Mrs. Hill 
is very low spirited and a few days ago she cut her throat and has not been able to swallow anything since.”

I came across this graffiti at the place we have by the beach in Christchurch. It is described in real estate-ese as 
“a beach house with character and great development potential, suitable for a handyman.” Meaning, it is a leaky, 
drafty, semi-derilect collection of joined-together huts put together by weekend campers before there were eco-
Nazi town planners and suitable for a handyman with a bulldozer.

The beach place is at New Brighton, a suburb of Christchurch. It is 100 meters from the tide line on a 17-
kilometer-long hard sand, crescent-shaped beach, with smooth and reliable prevailing onshore 10 to 30 kilometers 
an hour wind. And yes, there is a small spare bedroom for visiting kite people (Christchurch has an international 
airport). 

Redevelopment plans include extensive accommodations, large kitemaking and engineering areas, and a roof 
garden with a 360-degree panoramic view for after-match functions. Sounds okay? Yes, I take it all back, 
notwithstanding winter blues and the impressions of earlier visitors. New Zealand is the place to be.

I’ve been able to put some time into bringing our business up to the latest management practices; that is, I’ve been 
doing an Enron.

On account of having to clear out the company’s record room because we are redeveloping the building it is 
in (as soon as any financial indigestion this causes has subsided, we plan to pull down the beach house and 
redevelop that site as a purpose-built kite development center). Every bit of paper that agents of the kleptocracy 
have required us to keep since the original family woodworking business started in the 1940s was there. So far, 
I’ve burnt four tandem trailer loads-----about three tons. It was the definitive answer to the winter willies, sitting 
comfy by the bonfire indulging in occasional nostalgic rereading of correspondence from the l970s-end of our kite 
business. Some gems there, too. One day I may share them with you----when the statute of limitations is in effect 
and defamation laws are repealed. Maybe.

Kite Sailing on the Verge

I’m totally convinced that kite sailing will take off, and let me tell you why, or not, because I’m going to tell you 
anyway.

There are two key developments that have emerged in the last year or so that will, I believe, prove to be the 
breakthrough elements.

First, thanks to developments that kite surfing has paid for, kites are getting much better. Surfers demand and get 
performance from kites that seemed to be technically impossible just five years ago, like 50 percent power control, 



44    Drachen Foundation Journal    Spring 2003 45    Drachen Foundation Journal    Spring 2003

automatic recovery from 30 degree overflies, and sharp steering from huge kites. Isn’t the market mechanism a 
wonderful thing!

Second, motor launching. One day in a very light wind on a two-person boat that is cleverly designed with the 
maximum number of line-catching protuberances, the kite never failed to relaunch promptly on the numerous 
times it collapsed windlessly to the water. Upside down, twisted, folded----it didn’t matter; as soon as a bit of pull 
came on the lines from the motor (1.5 kw Honda) idling in reverse, it could soon be sorted out and launched. Once 
when it was down and ingested five kilograms or so of water in one tip, it still re-launched as soon as I motored 
back against it, and then I motored around for five minutes while the kite dried out. 

Oh, and just in case you find the use of an internal combustion engine offensive, electric outboards also do the 
job. (Like electric cars, battery electric outboard motors are more polluting than the real thing when you take 
into account that electricity is generated from nukes of fossil fuel in the first place, then add in the line, charging, 
discharging, motor and mechanical inefficiencies-----plus some day having to dispose of the nasty heavy metals 
that batteries are made from.) And if even this isn’t pure enough for you, a single line pilot kite can be used to drag 
the main kite out downwind and hold it nose up until inflates and starts flying. The pilot kite is then retrieved. This 
system takes a bit longer but works reliably, also.

But, larger kite boats will have motors for getting out of the marina, for no-wind periods, and for safety, whether 
they are used for launching or not, so why not?

Bulletproof, 100 percent reliable, problems solved. Hell’s teeth, what am I going to do with the rest of my life 
now?

Well, it’s possible but it hasn’t been done yet. I’ve started on an eight-meter monohull, with cabin, which will 
be the Wright Flyer of kite sailing. Now, all I need is for the world to leave me alone for long enough to get it 
working.

    Peter Lynn

A kite is a victim you are sure of.
You love it because it pulls
gentle enough to call you master,
strong enough to call you fool;
because it lives
like a desperately trained falcon
in the high sweet air,
and you can always haul it down
to tame it in your drawer.

A kite is a fish you have already caught
in a pool where no fish come,
so you play him carefully and long,
and hope he won’t give up,
or the wind die down.

A kite is the last poem you’ve written
so you give it to the wind,
but you don’t let it go
until someone finds you
something else to do.

A kite is a contract of glory
that must be made with the sun,
so you make friends with the field,
the river and the wind,
then you pray the whole cold night before
under the traveling cordless moon
to make you worthy and lyric and pure.
                                          Leonard Cohen

A Kite Is a Victim
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A Tradition in the West Indies
     ‘Singing’ Kites Surface in Seattle

George A. Peters is a West Indian living in Seattle who has made a 
satisfying career for himself as carpenter by day, musician by night, and 
kiteflier over the weekends.

He likes doing all three jobs, but it is the kites that are his great 
passion. 

“Kites are uplifting, fun. They relieve stress. You combine paper and 
sticks, string and glue and that thing goes up in the sky. What more 
pleasure can anyone get? I love making kites, teaching how to make 
them, flying them. That’s my satisfaction in life.”

All this in a mellifluous English, learned on the island of Grenada in 
the lower Caribbean, where he grew up. Grenada is a lush, green island 
famous for its spices and its steady trade winds, perfect for kites. 

One of 20 children, counting half brothers and half sisters, Peters was 
raised by a great aunt. He discovered kites at age 9. Towering over his 
hometown of Gouyave was Bricky Mountain, 1,500 feet high, with a 
small cleared spot on its crest. There’s where the area boys gathered to fly their kites, day and even night. The east 
to west winds blew a steady 20 mph right through 24 hours.

There were two kinds of kites on Bricky Mountain, “flexes,” made with springy coconut ribs and used by the little 
kids, and “bamboos,” or “singing” kites, used by the older boys. The big kites were equipped with hummers and 
thus made a buzzing or moaning sound when flown: they “sang.” These “bamboos” are flown elsewhere in the 
region and are widely known as “Mad Bulls” because the sound they make can be quite loud and threatening.

Because they must cope with high winds, the singing kites are strong and heavy. Peters remembers them being 
flown in a show-off manner. There was great excitement in the flying. A boy might brag: “My kite is louder than 
yours.” Or he might claim his was prettier. Or that it flew better. Or that it flew further outward.

Some fliers, older boys mostly and some of them bullies, equipped the tails of the kites with razor blades or pieces 
of broken glass, to cut the lines of other kites. “This was seen as malicious more than sporting,” Peters recalls. 

The Easter period was the important symbolic time to fly, linked as it is in Christianity with the ascension to 
heaven by Christ. “My younger brother Roystan and I would run away from home and fly our kites day and 
night,” remembers Peters. “You couldn’t see them at night but you could hear them. The wind blew through the 
night unabated.”

The flying field had precipitious dropoffs and the boys had to be careful in the dark not to plummet over the sides, 
Peters says.

Peters from the beginning made his own kites. He recalls that the Caribbean tradition is not to teach. Rather a boy 
observes, then plunges right in. If his kite doesn’t fly well, the older boys will tell him how to fix it. Eventually, 

George A. Peters
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George Peters
the art of making and flying is 
perfected.

As a teenager, Peters was pretty much 
on his own, but he did learn joinery 
and other vocational skills. One of 
these was music, at which he excelled. 
By l970, Peters was a member of 
the 30-man Grenada Police Band, 
a prestigious government musical 
organization. He played saxophone 
and flute. The band played calypso, 
reggae, marches, classics, whatever 
was needed. “It was a ubiquitous 
band,” says Peters.

Specializing in calypso, Peters 
entered an island-wide competition in 
that genre in 1980, writing the song 
he would sing in the competition. “I 
competed under the name Mighty 
Survivor,” says Peters. “I had had a 
hard life.” It was his first go in the 
championship but he beat 100 others 
and became the island’s King of 
Calypso. He says he is remembered 
on Grenada to this day.

About this time Peters adopted what 
he terms a “revolutionary position” 
because he viewed it “as a way to 
make progress, to be productive, as 
an incentive to survive.” When the 
United States Marines invaded the 
island in 1983 to seize a Cuban-
sponsored airfield seen as as threat 
to America, Peters was promptly 
denounced as a leftwing subversive 
and lost his job. Hard times came to 
him. He says he survived only by 
playing parties with his band.

Sick of being unfairly treated, as he viewed it, Peters emigrated to the U.S. and supported himself in the Bronx 
with carpentry, music and sign painting. Eventually he was able to bring his wife and three of his four children to 
America. By ’94 he was divorced and living in Seattle, where he remarried, to a teacher. He reports he already has 
four grandchildren, although he says he passes for early 30s in age. Pointing at his temple, he notes. “I have some 
white here now, so people are beginning to add the years when they guess my age.” He is in fact, he says, 56.

Peters made a good living in the ‘90s working for dot.comers building big homes, but his revolutionary view 

A view from the top of two Mad Bull kites. Note hummer (top photograph) 
attached to line used to tension nose of kite. The frame (bottom) shows how 
the top section of the kite is bowed to make a nose for stability in flight.
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comes to the fore when he recalls some of the extravagant homes he helped build. “Filthy, dirty, stinkin’, 
overflowing rich,” is how Peters recalls some of his clients. “They were so nasty you could smell them.” All of 
this is delivered with a smile and Indies charm. Peters conveys he only half means it anyway, and goes on to praise 
his clients in general.

His music has been a solace. He says he not only plays a lot but composes many songs. 

Kites, however, are his big passion. Some years ago Peters was recruited to teach Caribbean-style kitemaking 
at the renowned annual Fort Worden, Washington, kite weekend, where he was a hit. He subsequently became 
known at the big festival at Long Beach, Washington. This small fame in kiting has now permitted Peters to 
leverage his teaching skill into weekend kite workshops in the Seattle area. He teaches the making and flying of 
small and large Grenadian-style kites, with the guarantee each one will fly well. He hasn’t had to refund yet. 

The larger kite is a Mad Bull 2 1⁄2-by-3 feet, made of  birch lath, glue, string and butcher paper. A second, colorful 
sail of brightly colored tissue paper is laid over the butcher paper in whatever fancy design the maker desires. 
While the kites are heavy, Peters says there is no problem in the Seattle area with finding a place with sufficient 
wind. He has been so successful in whipping up enthusiasm for kites the Drachen Foundation has taken to co-
sponsoring his workshops. 

Peters sees himself as a typical Grenadian. “It’s a melting pot there,” he says. “We made our own culture. 
Grenadians have lots of talent, lots of energy and drive. We never rest. Creativity is our life.” For him, kites fill 
that creative urge in a big way.

About the Mad Bull, Or
‘I Couldn’t Sleep Last Night’
The traditional island kite in the lower Caribbean is hexagonal, but slightly elongated. The top section is bowed to 
make a nose for stability in flight. The line which tensions the nose is where the hummer---the Mad Bull’s voice---
is attached. The hummer is made from either tissue paper or cellotape and attached to the bowline, which vibrates 
in the wind, or “sings.” 

Bob Harris, of Dancing Frog Designs, Inverness, California, who along with his wife Jennifer Snyder has 
taught kitemaking in the Caribbean, is the source of excellent information on the Mad Bull. See his Web site at 
www.bhc.com.

He notes that a long tail, in about a 20 to 1 ratio to the length of the kite, is attached to the bottom of the kite. 
The tail is attached to a line that hangs from the lower two points of the hexagon. Normally made from strips of 
cotton fabric, the tail is tied in knots to form the length needed. Two or three tails, even four, are normally used, 
depending on the size of the kite.

A three-point bridle, or “compass” in island terminology, is used, with the two top points being attached to the 
top two corners and the third point attached to the center. If bamboo is used for the framework, the kite is bridled 
higher because bamboo flexes. If strips of wood are used for the framework, the kite is bridled lower to make the 
kite more stable and pull harder.

George Peters
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A variation of the Nose kite is the 12-point, fully symmetrical 
Moon kite. It is circular and also has a bowed nose. This kite is not 
nearly as common as the Nose kite, or Mad Bull.

Kites are flown on nylon fishing line. Fliers measure how far out 
the kite is by the number of balls of line used.

The winder is usually a simple stick. Line is wound in a figure eight 
in the middle of the stick, followed by two or three circular wraps 
at the top of the stick, followed by another figure eight around the 
middle, then two or three more circular wraps at the bottom. Both 
adults and children routinely use this wrapping technique, notes 
Harris. So natural is it to them it clearly is learned at an early 
age.

Good Friday on some islands is celebrated with kite flying. Kites 
are tied off and left flying for days, all “singing” on 1,500 to 2,000 
feet of line. The downside of this is the comment Bob Harris heard: 
“I couldn’t sleep last night. There was a Mad Bull flying over my 
house all night.”

As Harris points out, it’s an unusual sensation to be able to hear 
kites before seeing them.

Another expert on Caribbean kites is Dr. Judith Johnson, a 
professor of anthropology at Adelphi University in Garden City, 
Long Island. Dr. Johnson investigated tropic kiting as part of her 
doctoral work at Harvard. She studied various cottage industries in 
the context of her interest in the economic role of island women.

A particular expert on Trinidad, which she visits yearly, Dr. 
Johnson learned that kitemaking and flying in the lower Caribbean 
is related to sugar cane production. After the cane is cut, there is 

space and time to fly. Both native Carib Indians and immigrant East Indian laborers, formerly indentured laborers 
and often Tamils from south India, fly kites. The East Indians taught the sport to the blacks from Africa and mixed 
race inhabitants who also live in this melting pot region.

A poor man’s sport, kiteflying is carried on enthusiastically in Guyana and Suriname. In addition to Trinidad, 
Tobago and Grenada, the traditional six-sided kites are flown in Martinique, Barbados, Cuba and elsewhere.

Since Africa does not have a kite tradition, the genesis of the Mad Bull remains unknown. It does not resemble the 
traditional square, maneuverable, ultra-lightweight fighter kite of India and does not appear to have European 
roots either.

Made to be flown in a fairly high wind, the 
Mad Bull lends itself to colorful decoration. 
After the frame is covered with butcher paper, 
a second layer of bright tissue is applied, in 
whatever fancy design the maker conjures.

George Peters

Definition

Kite---a light frame covered with paper or cloth and flown in a breeze at the 
end of a long string in the hands of a highly enlighted person.                              
                      Anon.
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A Look at the Kite Business in India

By Stephen Weyer

My research in India focused on the manufacture of Indian-style fighter kites, known as patang, outside of the 
standard kite flying seasons. Most of the work was conducted in Jodhpur, Rajasthan. Much has been published in 
periodicals on the two major yearly Indian kite celebrations. But to the best of my knowledge, there has been no 
study of off-season kite production.

I received much assistance from Tal Streeter’s book A Kite Journey Through India.  Part travelogue and part 
research journal, Streeter’s book delivers a wealth of information on Indian kite manufacturing. Consequently I 

will not detail the processes of manja-making and kite production.  (Manja is the glass-coated line used by kite 
fighters to cut opponents out of the sky.)

The local experts on kites are the patang-wallahs (kitemakers). Fortunately, I had a reliable and informative 
contact in Asghar Belim, owner of Belim Kite Manufacturing Company and president of the Belim Kite Club. 
Asghar claims his company is the largest producer of handmade kites in India. He calculates his firm turns out 1.5 
million kites per year. This would make him one of the largest kite manufacturers in the world.

Eager to assist and fluent in English, Asghar was an invaluable source for my research in Jodhpur. I met him 
frequently inside his shop on Ghas Mandi Road and would sit with him for a couple of hours in the afternoon, 
shaded from the desert sun. Our discussions meandered from topic to topic, slowly filling in the details of my 
research.

Editor’s note: With bachelor’s degree course work at Emory University in Atlanta completed and  
scholarship money still available to him, the author went to India on a whim in 2001. He found the kite 
business in the state of Rajasthan fascinating and wrote an academic paper about it, from which this is 
excerpted.
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Kite Business in India

For the kite enthusiast, the 
high point of the year comes 
early. January 14 is the most 
important day for kiting in 
India. It is the Hindu festival 
of Makar Sankranti, marking 
a change of seasons. The 
holiday is celebrated across 
India, with the biggest single 
kite festival occurring in 
Ahmedabad, in the state 
of Gujurat. Others are held 
in Jaipur, in the state of 
Rajasthan, and elsewhere.

A second major kite holiday 
is celebrated on Independence 
Day on August 15. I was told 
that the flying of kites on that 
day is seen by “the common 
man” as the perfect way to 
celebrate India’s freedom.

Both Hindus and Muslims 
fly from the rooftop terraces 
of houses in the periods on 
opposite sides of Makar 
Sankranti and Independence 
Day. Estimates varied, but 
each season lasts about one 
month. One thing that people 
agreed on, however, was that 
each year the season gets 
shorter and shorter.

My observations, interviews, 
and casual discussions 
with enthusiasts led me to 
discover that Muslims are 
more likely than Hindus to 
fly kites year around. These 
days the Hindus feel flying is 

a seasonal activity, linked to holidays. They view it as a celebration-cum-social activity. Except for a hiatus from 
flying during the month long celebration of Ramadan, Muslims on the other hand view flying more as a pastime 
and hobby, and they regularly turn up on Fridays and Sundays at the Jodhpur kite field to engage in aerial fights, 
also known as “tangles.” And because they view flying as a hobby and not a religious expression, there are no 
qualms about participating in the festivals associated with Hindu holidays. 

Entrance to a Jodhpur kite factory. Note legend “Patang Makers” beside door. 
Patang is the Hindi word for kite.
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There are several kite clubs in Jodhpur and they 
are almost exclusively Muslim. Ashgar’s club 
has a single Hindu member.

Interest in kite flying is declining because of a 
perceived lack of recreational time. Kite flying 
takes time, patience, and practice. Television 
watching and the Internet are two activities 
that offer more immediate gratification. I think 
cable television and the Bollywood movie and 
music industry are quickly developing a shared 
national culture at the expense of many regional 
traditions.  The presence of cable television into 
the middle class Indian household has drawn 
much focus away from flying and other traditional 
forms of youth recreation. Of the males flying on 
the public kite field in Jodhpur, the average age 
is between 30 and 40; the youth are simply not 
showing much interest in this sport. I think that 
the use of kites will eventually become similar 
to the use of fireworks------an activity that is 
singularly identified with a holiday. I do not 
believe the old guard of Muslim men who fly 
as a hobby will be enough to sustain kiting as a 
recreational activity through the next generation. 
I’m afraid that I see the death of traditional 
kiting as an activity of real importance outside 
kite festivals and holidays.  Its significance as a 
daily activity is waning rapidly.

Ashgar Belim estimates the workers at his three 
cottage industry kite manufacturing sites produce 
in excess of 5,000 kites a day, over the course of 
300 days per year. Workers labor 10 hours a day, 
six days a week. Plastic kites now constitute 60 
per cent of the production. Plastics are easier to manufacture and demand less skilled employes. Ashgar has up 
to 16 workers, including members of his family. Employes turning out plastic kites are paid six rupees (13 U.S. 
cents) per 100 kites, those making paper kites get eight rupees. Ashgar also farms out work to village women who 
cut and glue paper designs on the sails. He would not reveal what those women are paid.

After much prodding, Ashgar explained some of his accounting. The cost of making kites breaks down as follows: 
50 percent for bamboo spars, 20-25 percent for labor, 10 percent for other material (plastic, paper, glue, tape), and 
1-5 percent for shipping. The remainder is profit.

Ashgar sells from his places of business in Jodhpur and operates seasonal sales outlets in Mumbai (Bombay) and 
Ahmedabad. He sells the bulk of his output to retailers across the country. 

Interviewing the owners of the half dozen other kite companies in Jodhpur, I found that each manufactures 
between 500 and 2,000 kites per day. In a declining market, all admitted competition was tight. The famed kite 

Kite Business in India

Amid reels and other gear, Asghar Belim poses with some of 
his plastic fighters. He is one of the largest kite manufacturers 
in the world.
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patang-wallah Babu Khan said that even though he 
works 12 hours a day he barely keeps his head above 
water. Aside from Asghar, all of the patang-wallahs 
believe they are the last of the line and that their 
children will not carry on their business. 

The infiltration of plastic kites into the Indian fighter 
kite market has been both rapid and damaging. 
Plastic kites are technically inferior to the paper 
ones, manufacturers told me. Being slick, the plastic 
kites allow air to run over them easily. Paper kites, 
on the other hand, are more abrasive and catch the 
wind better, so they fly higher. Unlike the tail-less 
paper kites, plastic models require four-inch tails for 
stability in flight. 

Despite their technical inadequacies, both dealers and 
competitive fliers have a variety of answers as to why 
the plastic patangs are so popular. Some speculated 
that it is because of the common belief that because 
plastic is the product of technology and engineering 
it is therefore superior to paper. Plastic is new and 
colorful and is associated with industry; as weird as 
this might sound, the plastic is seen as novel. There 
are some advantages to the plastic however.  Plastic 
kites are more durable, and thus can be flown longer; 
in that way they really are more economical. 

A similar threat to the good order of traditional kiting is posed by plastic reels. They mount a direct attack on 
traditional manufacturing practices. Being more durable, they curb the market for replacements. But as with 
plastic kites, the dealers sell the plastic reels because the market is highly competitive and they feel they have to 
bow to its pressures.

The employment of children is not an uncommon practice in India. The kite industry is no exception. I visited 
Asghar’s plastics factory and found school age boys operating a machine that cut plastic. A girl sorted sheets and 
counted pieces while her mother made tails in a modified manual paper shredder. Asghar said the boys attended 
school and worked before and after their classes. He did not mention the girl and I made no further inquiry into 
the subject.

Five thousand kites per day is a lot of kites! And with some half dozen other Jodhpur businesses producing a 
total of perhaps 6,000 kites per day, one would think the local market would be flooded. Surprisingly, there is no 
surplus. Jodhpur makers dispose of their production by direct sales, storage against festival seasons to come, and 
consignment to retailers across the country.

Ashgar and I figured that although there has been an increase in the number of kites sold per year since he was 
a boy, that growth has been far outpaced by India’s population boom. The population of India has now topped 
one billion. Even so, all of the people I talked with were surprised that kites sell as well as they do in off-season 
months.

In an attempt to explain this mysterious sale of kites, Ashgar told me a story:

Kite Business in India

Using a homemade paper shredder, a worker cuts tails.
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“When I was a boy, I flew kites whenever I could. It was the business of my father, of course, and it was my 
business too. I was an adroit flier but I still lost many kites. And there would be kites that I never saw fall to 
the ground. The line would be cut and the kite would be lost, but it wouldn’t fall to the ground. The kite would 
continue to travel with the wind, further and further, until it was out of sight. I asked my mother where the kites 
went and she said God took them. And I laugh, but now when these kites are being bought even though I do not 
know who flies them, I think maybe God is still taking my kites.”

In recent years, the kite business has received a lukewarm shot in the arm from the tourist industry. International 
kite festivals at Ahmedabad and in Rajastan and elsewhere bring international attention, generate some limited 
revenue for local manufacturers, but are more about promoting tourism than anything else. Several vacation 
and tourism companies now advertise the kite festivals. What I see as the problem here is that these festivals do 
not really nourish the kite industry for Indians. Instead of promoting and preserving a dying traditional culture, 
the festivals feed off of that sense of authenticity, giving the revenue to tourism.  If there is a genuine interest in 
preserving kiting as a form of recreation in India, the focus must be on the next generation of Indian children.  
While I have not been to one of these kite festivals I have read much of the literature associated with them, as 
well as the magazine reviews of the festivals. I am skeptical of what, if any, lasting good these festivals bring to 
the local manufacturers. 

I had a wonderful time in India and I have learned to love kites.  But I worry about their future. I too worry 
about the small fish of the Indian kite industry. Business competition, shrinking interest in recreational kiting, the 
increasing use of plastics---all these elements hurt the smaller companies. And if the children of this generation 
do not start looking to kites as an activity to participate in outside of the kite seasons, recreational flying as it is 
talked of so fondly by today’s adults will die a quiet death. I regret that I have no solution to offer. I just hope I 
am proven wrong.

Kite Business in India

Peace Fly in India
Hundreds of children, some of them homeless street children, flew kites in a Mumbai (Bombay) park recently 
as a gesture toward peace, harmony, and religious tolerance in India. The street children had made and adorned 
their own kites at a workshop conducted by Babu Khan of Rajasthan, a noted kitemaker who has made “lakhs”--
--hundreds of thousands----of  kites in his lifetime.

Ajay Prakash, who organizes the annual Rajasthan kite festival which over the years has introduced many 
dozens of Westerners both to the challenges of Indian kite fighting and the immense charms of the host country, 
organized the fly as a function of the Nomad Heritage Trust. Prakash runs Nomad Travel, of Bombay, sponsor of 
the foundation. As he phrases it, “In the sky there are no borders to divide people. It is a free place where people 
can let their souls soar with their kites.”

Flying her little paper dream was Ashwini Pardesi, 14, who added a message to the sail: “Hamein shanty se 
rehana chahiye…jhagda nahin karna chahiye”----“We should live in peace. Not fight.” This was a response to 
religious rioting earlier elsewhere in the country. Babu Khan explained his own long trip from Jaipur to Bombay 
with the words: “Shanti aur ekta banae rahni chahiye”----“Peace should prevail, hence we have come.”

In addition to its dedication to harmony through kiting, the Nomad Trust has as a major goal preserving all things 
uniquely Indian, which the national style of kite fighting using cutting line clearly is. Another long term goal is 
the establishment of an interactive museum of kiting.
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The Indian Patang Sails by Ship to Japan
By Tal Streeter

An accurate account of the pathways and dates of early kite journeys around the globe are elusive, to say the least. 
These historical details ever in short supply, isn’t is extraordinary that there is no question in our minds that one 
of Japan’s remarkable kites, the Nagasaki Hata, actually originated in India as a traditional Indian Patang? The 
Hata duplicates not only the appearance of the glass-line Patang, but is used in a very nearly identical manner to 
that of the Indian game of cutting. This story goes way back into Japan’s early history. The time is the early years 
of the 17th century. The place is the northwestern coast of Kyushu, the southernmost island of Japan’s four major 
landmasses on the East China Sea, in the port city of Nagasaki.

In Japan, it is only in Nagasaki that one can see the Indian style Patang, known in the Japan as the Hata tako (flag 
kite), or just Hata, which translates as kite, although Tako is the more common, generic name for a Japanese kite. 
The name Hata is derived from the fact that the Indian-style Patang came to Japan on Dutch ships flying their 
country’s flag. From ancient times, the colors of the Dutch flag-----red, white and blue-----have been the sole 
colors used on the traditional Hata. The cutting game in Nagasaki is known as the Hata-age (kite-flying), from 
ageru (to send up…..to raise a flag…..to fly a kite).

Nagasaki Flying Season
Kites can be seen flying over Nagasaki’s streets and parks through April. Public events are on the second and 
third Sundays of that month. Nagasaki’s most prominent Hata-age or kite-flying day is April 29, a date formerly 
associated with the late Emperor Hirohito’s birthday and today a national holiday, celebrated around Japan as the 
Midori no hi (Green Day, or “save the green”). Nagasaki’s citizens come together to pay their Hata-age cutting 
games on the hillsides of Mounts Inasa and Tohakkei, overlooking the harbor. (Mount Inasa at 1,092 feet or 333 

Pattern books of Nagasaki Hata kite makers show hundreds of simple, bold decorations which would look right 
at home in Western museums of modern art. The traditional colors---red, white and blue---probably stem from the 
Dutch ensign, hata being the Japanese word for flag. Westerners first setting foot in Japan in 1543 were restricted 
to Nagasaki and apparently introduced the kite from India at that time. Well balanced,  light and exceptionally 
maneuverable, the diagonally flown Hata is a formidable fighter in aerial combat.

* * * * * 
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meters, is served by a new aerial lift). Picnic baskets, blankets spread on the ground, and a party spirit animate the 
contests, with prizes for the victors of contests throughout the daylong celebration.

Although April 29 is the official celebration day, as in countries around the world limiting kite flying to only 
one day of the year would be unthinkable. Nagasaki’s flying season stretches between March and May. Not so 
different, in fact, from the season in India where kites fill India’s skies in the months preceding and following 
the Makar Sankranti celebration January 14. For the most ardent enthusiasts, kite club members spread across 
India, flying is a year around activity. This is also the case in Japan. Prominent year-round Hata kichi (Hata crazy) 
members of the Japanese kite community are Kuwata-san, Ogawa-san, and Nakamura-san (san is the Japanese 
honorific for mister).

Hata kites are also traditionally flown in Nagasaki on the occasion of dignitaries vising the city. In 1890, when 
a ship bearing Emperor Meiji visited Nagasaki, the emperor sent word ashore that he would enjoy seeing Hata 
fly. Soon a dozen kites were in the air, flown from the shore and ships in the harbor. One of the Japanese fliers 
recorded his role in the proceedings: “A little before noon, one kite flew very high. My companions suggested that 
I try to cut its string. I tried and was soon successful. A member of our group came running from a nearby hill, 
saying that the Hata I’d cut down had been flown from the emperor’s ship. When we saw a sailor leap over a fence 
and run toward us, my friends ran away. Because I was holding the kite string I couldn’t run with them, although I 
too was terribly afraid. The sailor came up to me out of breath and said, ‘His majesty wished to know who cut the 
string of the best kite flier on his ship?’ I told him my name, my voice shaking, for I feared for my life. He ran off 
as quickly as he had come. Several weeks later I received a letter written by the emperor’s chamberlain praising 
my skill at Hata fighting. It is my most precious possession.”

History
Nagasaki today is very different from its early days. In the late 1500s, the city was a village, but as Japan’s sole 
port of call----the only port open to foreign ships-----it grew by leaps and bounds. At first, wishing to maintain 
a position of insularity from foreign influence, the Japanese government allowed only Portuguese, Dutch and 
Chinese ships access to its shores, but eventually the Japanese shogunate government signed trade and safe haven 
treaties with the prominent countries of Europe as well as America.

All foreigners traveled by sailing ships to the port of Nagasaki. Over time this accounted for large numbers of 
traders, government officials and businessmen, coming and going, the ships carrying both passengers and goods-
---and of course seamen. Dutch ships set sail for Indonesia every autumn, returning to Nagasaki in the following 
summer. Nagasaki grew even larger, a center of foreign trade and commerce (by 1970 200,000, and today 
Nagasaki’s population is 450,000).

It is the seamen who figure prominently in our story of the Indian Patang coming to Japan.

Among the crews of Dutch ships in those early years, it appears there were often Indian and Indo-Malay seamen. 
You guessed it: these seamen flew Indian Patangs as a form of relaxation and amusement in off-duty hours from 
the decks of their ships at anchor in the harbor, and between voyages from their residences in the Nagasaki 
international settlement. As we can imagine, the Japanese were absolutely fascinated and enthralled by all the new 
customs and ideas that appeared from abroad. The Indian kites and their cutting game became a passion of many 
Nagasaki citizens. In time, the distinctive red, blue and white kites became a symbol of the city. Hata and Hata-age 
kite flying was recognized throughout Japan as a unique celebration associated with the old port city.

Patang Sails to Japan
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Con tempora ry 
Hata-age Rules
Kite-fighting contests follow 
simple rules: the contest lasts two 
hours and the flier is allowed to 
use two kites. The winner is the 
person downing the largest number 
of kites. This number will vary, but 
on average will be a dozen, each 
pench, or contest, lasting around 10 
minutes.

One distinguished Japanese 
kite enthusiast and historian, 
Tadao Saito, commented on the 
competitions: “The strictest rule 
governing Hata kite fights is that 
the loser must bear no grudge. Bad feelings must not linger to the next day; instead, the battle must create between 
the combatants a link that should develop into friendship.”

Flying Comparisons
The overall shape and positioning of the bamboo bones of the Hata is definitely modeled on the Indian Patang. 
Handmade paper called washi in Japan is used for the sail of the Hata. Patang covers are a very thin tissue paper. 
The Hata is half again larger than the standard Patang. With its heavier washi cover, it is approximately twice the 
weight. The Patang, then, is sportier, pared down, smaller, lighter, a more lithe figure of a fighter than the Hata. 
Both employ cut paper and not a single sheet with painted-on colors or drawings, which is more typical of kites 
everywhere in Japan. The Hata is comparable to the more highly crafted and expensive fighting Patang favored 
by Indian experts.

The bridle on the Hata is quite long compared to a Patang: six feet from the bridle point to the face of the kite. 
The Hata’s ground glass cutting string extends only 20 feet from the kite cover, whereas the Patang’s powdered 
glass paste manja line is most generally along the full length of the flying line. The Hata’s line spool or reel is 
very different from that of India (and other countries’ fighting kites); it is a woven basket into which flying line 
is dropped. This technique for keeping the line free of tangles is drawn from sailing practice: a sail’s rigging line 
is dropped loosely, and quickly, into a large basket. The method of launching the Hata is also unique, and very 
difficult to master. Amateur Hata fliers often require the use of more expert “scene setters” to launch their kites. 
A Hata is thrown with the wind, the way you would launch a model glider. The flying line is then pulled back 
sharply to cause the kite to fly up. 

Contests between both Hata and Patang kites take place at heights of from 300 to 2,000 feet, sometimes higher in 
Indian club matches.

Kite fliers in Nagasaki are approximately in the low thousands. In India, these numbers are in the millions. On days 
before and after and especially on January 14, Makar Sankranti, in some cities literally millions of kites are flown. 

Patang Sails to Japan

Hata kites are beautiful fighting machines.
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Except of course when shown in international kite festivals, the traditional Hata is flown only in Nagasaki.

One respected Western kite expert has claimed the Hata to be one of the best flying kites in the world. I would 
be inclined to believe, given relatively comparable skillfulness in flying, that a Patang could fly circles around a 
Hata, a Patang very nearly certain to best a Hata in competititons. Wouldn’t it be exciting to see each country’s 
best fliers fly their native kites in Olympic-style kite cutting matches? The Koreans with their Jun kite should be 
included here. This is an event I have long dreamed of seeing.

Indians in Japan
In the 300 years between the opening of the port in 1571 and the time when Emperor Meiji visited Nagasaki in 
1890, there must have been scores of Indian and Indo-Malay seamen fliers traveling on Dutch boats to and from 
Nagasaki. I discovered two Indian names among several hundred persons identified in one of the last census 
reports dating from the mid-19th century listing nationality and occupations----from hair dressers to ship captains-
---as residents of the Nagasaki foreign settlement: Mohamed Salay, whose nationality was listed as “Indian-
British protection,” and J.P. Cinjee, listed as Indian, and whose occupation was noted as “ship’s steward.”

Salay and Cinjee are buried in one of Nagasaki’s international cemeteries (the oldest at the base of Mount Inasa 
whose peak each year on April 29 is covered with a cloud of Hatas). Might Salay and Cinjee have been among 
the Indians who played the Indian game of cutting kites, with the Japanese eager to test and sharpen their skills 
against the Indian fliers? I am inclined to imagine that this was surely the case!

A toast then! “Salute, Salay and Cinjee! For you and your Indian comrades and all the Indian kite fliers who 
preceded you. Those of you who carried your country’s unparalleled Patang kite-cutting sport to the island of 
Japan, and to those of you who will continue to spread this passion to kite enthusiasts in countries far and wide, 
around the world.”

                                                                    Copyright Tal Streeter 2003

Drawings of Kites by Pupils at the International School of Paris.

Sean, USA Lucas, USA Megan, USA Momoka, Japan

Patang Sails to Japan
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What They Had to Say

“We fly kites for peace. The theme 
of this festival is ‘One sky, one 
world.’ All that we are trying 
to say using kites is that if you 
look up in the sky, there are no 
boundaries. You can perhaps 
understand that the boundaries 
we create between ourselves are 
totally artificial. We need not 
fight our neighbors whether they 
are Hindus or Muslims or Sikhs 
or Parsee or of whatever caste 
or creed they are. If you look up 
in the sky and fly a kite, translate 
at least some of it in your lives 
and try to live a better life.”(Ajay 
Prakash, at Goa, India)

“The simple kite has all the 
power of flight. It’s the ancient 
human wing, the pre-eminent 
tool by which we entered the third 
dimension.” (Seattle Times)

“Upwardness and downwardness have no correctives. So universal is the reality and the metaphor that they meet 
uncontested. No artist has contradicted the direction signs. Even in a negative world, even among outsiders, even 
among antiheroes, even in Australia, up and down are wedded irrefutably in plus and minus, gain and loss, flying 
and failing.” (Peter Greenaway, Flying Out of This World, l994)

On studying the negative: “When you want to know something, you can follow two ways: You can collect 
information about the thing, to try to find out what it is. This I call the positive approach. The other way is the 
negative approach, when you define what it is not. This sometimes I find more effective, but definitely more 
amusing. In kites, if you find everything that a kite is not, that gives you the positive as well, like casting in 
plaster.” (Istvan Bodoczky, Budapest)

“We will become aerial men. We will know the force of the attraction toward height and toward space, toward 
nowhere and toward everywhere at the same time. We will levitate literally in a total and physical and spiritual 
liberty.” ( Yves Klein, Paris)

“I have kite elbow. It’s not from flying. It’s from the heavy tote bags I carried around.” (Pierre Fabre, Paris)

“When in doubt, don’t  fly your kite. It is better to be crazy safe than crazy sorry.” (Domina Jalbert)

Flying time in Goa, India, at the fourth venue of the Desert Kite Festival.
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An Italian Elegy
   Boys and Their Kites in the l930s
Dreams, aspirations, joy of living,
love for nature, freedom;
this was all a kite meant, a long time ago,
maybe fifty or sixty years ago.

Home-made kites
A reed stolen from the vegetable garden,
yes, the one mother used to support her tomatoes,
Cut exactly in half with a kitchen knife.
A handful of flour and a little water, and the glue was ready.
Scissors, and brilliant blue and yellow paper
bought at the store just down the road.
A lovely blue kite, with a long tail,
yellow and blue rings for wings.

Up high
With quickened heartbeat, and eyes shining from the anxious joy of the first flight,
running fast in the open field behind the house,
running, running through the wind of our youth,
watching our kite fly higher and higher,
united to us by a long piece of unwinding string,
high up against the sun.
Indescribable joy!
And how proud my little friends Renzo and Mimma,
assistants during the construction of my blue and yellow dream.
Proud, because the kite remained up there, firmly against the sun,
proud, because I was the best during the summer kite competitions,
The best in creating colorful dreams.

Freedom is fantasy.
How much joy to see the kite go up into the sky,
just like the freedom of the children in those times.
Ours was still a free infantile society because modest,
in which fantasy still remained the queen of our lives.
And kites, kites constructed by us, were the symbol of our freedom;
and if they were perfectly made,
they would have remained firmly up there in the blue sky.
Firm just like our world of free youth,
still free from the schemes subtly imposed.

And today?
Today an invitation:
Let’s try, let’s force ourselves to still be free,
free to be happy, to lift up our hopes, high up there in the sky.
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Kites small or large
modest or important
it does not matter,
the only thing that matters is that they are still the visible expressions
of the aspirations of each of us;

to dream
to live
to feel free.

because a kite is not only a game!

But freedom
Fantasy
Joy of living
                                                                              Giancarlo D’Orazio,
                                                                                a boy in those days

From Issue No. 10, 1999, of Tempo di Aquiloni 

A period photograph of European children and their kites.
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 Letters to the Editor
Kite Spinnaker Cited at America’s Cup Competition

Dear Drachen,

Yes, there was a bit of panic here 
for a while after Oracle came out 
with its kite. My fear was that New 
Zealand gets whupped by a kite, I 
might have to find a new career----
-and country! 

We had looked at the possibilities 
before and had concluded there 
probably wasn’t any advantage, 
since the rules are very constraining 
as to everything that would allow 
a decent kite to be made. And the 
“no pumping” rule is presumed to 
preclude figure-eighting the kite. 

Anyway, a while back we 
developed some small kites that 
would fit the rule, made a scaled up 
version 37 square meters, took it to 
Auckland, and tried it on an Etchell 
boat (a keeler, about 8 meters). 
The next day we did a thorough 
technical appraisal of the results 
and convinced ourselves that no 
challenger was going to surprise 
us this time because any advantage 
is in a quite narrow wind range 
and there is also a significant risk 
of crashing the kite on launching, 
or….etc. Also, no team has been 
seen doing extensive practice that 
we would expect to be necessary 
either. I have also since heard 
some detailed information about 
the Oracle kite which confirmed all this might be true. Might be misinformation, though. 

But after all this brainstorming, I am now tending to think there may actually be a performance gain from kites for 
AC class yachts (the actual sailing experience showed some possibilities that weren’t obvious in theory). But not 
without a full development program. So next time? If they don’t change the rules? (Peter Lynn, New Zealand)

Oracle flies its kite spinnaker, a new----and potentially important----wrinkle 
in big money international yacht racing.
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Thanks
Dear Drachen,

Thank you for your article on my sister Kisa and me in the last issue of the journal. You found the way to show us 
in the right light----not easy, I think.
(Anke Sauer, anke@drachensyndikat.de)

About the Asean Council
Dear Drachen Foundation

Herewith a brief report. Cambodia’s doing fine. Its problems seem to be financial, but it will overcome that. The 
Asean (Association of Southeast Asian Nations) Kite Council that I am working on organizing looks promising 
and is getting to be an exciting project. I just got hold of a book with the inventory of indigenous Asean games, 
and the kite tradition was discussed for only three countries-----Brunei, Malaysia, Thailand. Consultants from 
Indonesian, the Philippines, Singapore and elsewhere were dumb enough not to know that the kite tradition is 
very much alive in their countries. This I will not allow to go unnoticed (although the main author of the inventory 
did say that another one will be done in the future). The book was published in Malaysia in 1998, and I do think 
five years of ignominy should end. (Orlando Ongkingco, Manila)

Secrets of the Sky
----How Kites Fly

Without diminishing the unique magic of a kite in flight, what actually enables it to fly, to remain suspended in 
the sky, escaping earth’s gravity?

Although the kite has been around for thousands of years, the answer to this question of an object which flies 
is relatively recent. There are adherents for several scientific opinions, but generally accepted is one posited in 
1738 by a Swiss mathematician, Daniel Bernoulli, who stated that “fluids in motion exert less pressure on their 
surroundings the faster they move.” For the kite’s flight, the key lies in the kite’s angle of flight which divides the 
passage of air above and below the kite plane. Bridle lines attached to a flying line (a kite is a tethered aircraft) 
are set so that the kite’s front edge is higher than the back. This causes the normal stream of air molecules (wind) 
through which the kite passes to be broken into two halves; air jumps over the top surface, speeding up, causing a 
low pressure area, while on the bottom surface, the air, comparatively speaking, is slowed down, creating a high 
pressure area pushing upward. The difference in high and low pressure is very slight, but sufficient to give the 
kite lift------a kind of vacuum above and push below to fill that vacuum. This aerodynamic principle is precisely 
the same as that of an airplane wing, a boat sail (generating a force which moves the boat forward), and a bird’s 
wing. (Tal Streeter, Art That Flies)

The kites powerfully rising up were our wishes.
                                                                  Anon.

Kiteflying is the beauty of extremely controlled freedom.
                                                                                 Anon.
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Safe Kite Flying
Do you have a clear space to fly? A bystander walking under your kite could get injured. Very taut lines, 
especially if made of nonstretch Kevlar or similar fibers, can cut and wound.

Is a source of electricity near? Since a strong gust or unexpected windshift may cause you to alter your 
position, keep at least 100 yards clear of even smaller electric cables. Be aware that power companies are 
prepared to sue over damage to their property.

Are you in control of your kite in the wind conditions present? If you are being dragged by the wind, consider 
what might happen if a strong gust occurred. 

Similarly, do you have the correct line for the wind conditions present? If the line broke, would your kite 
land safely?

If you are flying near a roadway, consider the potential distraction factor in your flying. If a driver watching 
your kite perform loses attention, a motorway pileup could occur.

If you fly near an airport’s traffic zone, do not endanger aircraft by your actions. If you fly there regularly, 
consider contacting the airport and informing control officers to alert them.

Does your flying disturb wildlife? Noisy kites-----particularly loud stunters-----can cause action by 
conservationists. Kiteflying may be banned in a whole area, and not just a specific nature center.

Since human safety easily evolves into animal safety, it is worth pointing out that animals are known to gnaw 
on and even eat kite materials left behind, notably string. Swans have been known to ingest fishing line, to 
their detriment. For esthetic and humane reasons, clean up your flying area before you leave it.

                                               Excerpted from the U.K. Kiteflier newsletter

 
So many things our children love!
They love kites, among others.
Once flying, the kites are like the dove,
Shining beyond words.
Starring in the blue of the sky, 
The children unite with their kites,
Into the freedom, up and high.

And when their kites, 
Snap lines
From the small hands,
So happy, so very happy they grow,
Though they well know
That the kites are gone

And never back will they come back.

Should we frown at their indifference?
For it is their lives
Flying away with clouds?
But are these children not
Like the kites?

How shiny are the kites we had
But where are they now, does anybody know?
How we doted on them! 
But now our hands hold which lines?

( Turkish poem forwarded by Wim de Wildt, Holland)

Kite
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Answer to question posed on Page 42. The true story, as reported in Jap Zipe’s excellent book on the character 
of fairy tales (Breaking the Magic Spell: Radical Theories of Folk and Fairy Tales, Methuen, l984), is the one in 
which Einstein extols the study of fairy tales and then more fairy tales as the proper course of study for a budding 
scientist.

Some Thoughts by a Finnish Master
    Wit and Wisdom About Kiting
Marten Bondestam of Helsinki says all Nordic kitefliers emphasize play. “We have a joyful attitude toward 
kiting. Kiting is not so important, what is important is to have joy. It’s an attitude. It’s common to us all.”

Happy Moments
The park is full of very small children each running and shouting with her little yellow Sun Ray kite. The 
cloudy day has become a sunny one.
It should fly. A big black monster tube. My wife and I just laugh and laugh as it rolls and rolls but never flies.

Art
What is art, and what are artistic kites?
Prose is literature with some extra intellectual qualifications. 
Visual art is some painting, etc., with some extra intellectual qualities.
Artistic kites are kites with some extra intellectual qualities. Beauty is not art. Art can be ugly, but must have an 
intellectual message.

Mental Therapy
At every level of mental health people will feel better by kiting.
Your thoughts are concentrated on the kite, not on problems. The kiting is an experience of reality, nature and 
not of abstract fantasies.
To make a kite and successfully fly it gives a strong feeling of success.
The feeling of the high soaring kite is good for you. You feel you are up there above the landscape. It’s a feeling 
of achievement and freedom.
The character of a kite can be beauty and joy. It is free from any connections to human intrigues.

Ecological Kites
High tech kites made of polyester fabric and coal fiber spars use a lot of energy when the material is produced. 
Going to far away flying sites consumes a lot of petrol.
Ecologically decent kites are those made from natural or recycled materials. Ideal kiting is near your home so 
as to avoid consuming a lot of oil on transport. 
Most kites can be made from natural or recycled materials: Reed, as strong as fiberglass spars of same weight; 
flower stalks, make an average straight line, but more like a free hand line and thus beautiful. Not strong.
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Dealing With Dogs and the Public
Editor’s note: Jim Cronin, a member of the Midland Kite Fliers in England, is a tart-tongued writer who 
calls things as he sees them. Here he comments on dogs and critics, and lays down guideline for the public.

 
Picture the scene: a park on a sunny Sunday, people all over the place, me with a nine-foot box kite and no 
wind to help me launch it. I’m trying to coax the thing off the ground when a woman with two dogs wanders 
over and says: “They are scared to death of kites. I’m trying to get them used to them.”

She drags said dogs into my path. So now we have me frantically trying to avoid falling over two silly 
Labradors and their silly owner, the dogs being nervous to start with, whilst trying to launch an uncooperative 
kite, in no wind. No matter where I go, she drags the dogs along, apparently with a view to making them less 
nervous. The phrase: “Please go away, madam” or words to that effect, keep trying to force its way out of 
my lips.

She finally takes the hint and goes away, the dogs now scared of kites, kite fliers, size 10 walking boots, and, 
if they’ve got any sense, their owner.

                                                                            * * * * * 
                                                                                 
My favorite has to be the 500th person that strolls over when I’m flying something I’ve made, saying: “We 
didn’t have all that fancy stuff. We made kites out of newspapers and sticks, we did!”

Sorry, but I can’t resist asking: “I’ve had this one above 1,000 feet; how high did you get yours?”

I know it’s cruel.

                                                                            * * * * * 

A kiter’s guidelines for the public:

* If my kite is on the ground, it’s probably there because I want it to be.
* I do not want, or need, to run across the park dragging the kite behind me.
* My kite does not need a tail.
* It is not the wrong shape.
* If you want me to teach you about kiting, I’ll say “yes” and will happily do my best to help you.
* If you want me to “let you have a go” with the kite, I’ll say “Sorry, no” and will probably become annoyed 
if you ask “Why not?”
* If I want your assistance, I’ll ask.
* I like and get on well with dogs, but release yours where I am flying and it becomes my sworn enemy.
* If you feel the need to ask, my kite probably cost more than you are prepared to pay.
* The park is large, I’m using this bit, and I was here first, so please choose another area to use as a picnic 
area, football pitch, sunbed.
* I haven’t walked through your picnic, you shouldn’t feel it necessary to walk through my kite.


