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“Glued in the Sky”: Stability in Kite Flight

Extending the Student Reading by Writing & Discussing
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1. Learn more about the Wright Brothers’ experiments with wing-warping kite flight as they relate to stability in flight. In the third Drachen Foundation Kite Journal, Tom Crouch, senior curator of aeronautics at the Smithsonian’s National Air and Space Museum, published “Wilbur and Orville Wright Fly a Kite: The Crucial Early Experiments of 1899”. He quotes Wilbur Wright, who argued that “the problem of equilibrium had been the real stumbling block in all serious attempts to solve the problem of human flight, and that this problem of equilibrium in reality constituted the problem of flight itself.” Crouch then explains that the Wrights’ “airplane design breakthrough came when they consciously chose unstable supporting surfaces which had to be controlled by the aviator to keep the plane in the air.”  

Students can discuss or write about the Wrights’ series of experiments and their concern for secrecy, even during their first kite trials. Are similar kinds of technological breakthroughs being made today? Enhance this discussion with the many links at In Depth: The 1899 Kite from The Wright Experience, a comprehensive website. Link here for an interactive look at wing-warping, the system for lateral control eventually abandoned in favor of ailerons.

The Wright Brothers for Kids: How They Invented the Airplane by Mary Kay Carson [2003] includes “21 Activities Exploring the Science and History of Flight,” along with informative text, photographs, and drawings on such subjects as wing warping. A detailed lesson plan is also available from the Wright Brothers National Memorial
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2. Learn more about a kite maker’s interest in tetrahedrals. The same issue of the Drachen Foundation Kite Journal features an article by Scott Skinner, “Building a Tetrahedral Kite” . Skinner explains the design and construction process he used: “What with ripstop sails, aluminum spars and plastic connectors, a modern tetra is much lighter than a Bell original, which typically used silk sails, spruce wood spars and metal fittings.” He says of his results, “Building the tetrahedral gave me increased respect for Bell. His intellectual leap from the rectangular shape of the Hargrave box kite to a triangular shape was a stroke of genius…The Bell kite is strong, stable, efficient and easy to fly. As a man-carrier it was completely safe, unlike many of the early gliders and airplanes.”

Drawing of the Wright Kite from The Wright Experience; photo of Scott Skinner with his tetrahedral kite by Bonnie Wright.
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