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ASTIFF BREEZE BLOWS
off San Francisco Bay. A
boy’s acrobatic kite plum-
mets, soars, and spins in a

crazed loop-the-loop. A little girl
barely old enough to walk flies a tiny
butterfly-shaped kite with the help
of her mom and dad. A purple
teddy-bear kite and a green-frog kite
make a little aerial zoo overhead.

The Berkeley Marina is one of the
best city kite-flying spots in the
United States. Winds from the Pa-
cific sweep past the Golden Gate
Bridge and the San Francisco sky-
line, sending kites soaring over this
grassy park. The marina even has a
resident expert, kite designer Tom
McAlister. He sells kites from a
recreational vehicle here. He also
gives advice, answering questions
like: What if a vicious kite-eating
tree captures my kite?

“Try to find a better place to fly,”
Mr. McAlister says. “The ideal kite
site would be absolutely flat. No ob-
structions, particularly upwind.” 

Wind flows straight and steadily
over flat areas. Obstructions, like
trees or houses, break up the wind
just as boulders in a river break up
flowing water. Kites fly best where
the wind is steady and straight. 

McAlister says the best kite-flying
wind is about 5 to 12 miles per
hour. At those wind speeds, tree
leaves move and bushes rustle. If a
wind is strong enough to make
small trees bend and sway, the wind
is too strong for most types of kites.

A kite flies in much the same way
as an airplane does. Both depend
on a flow of air to create enough
aerodynamic lift (upward force) to
overcome the downward force of
gravity. The difference in pressure
between the air beneath the kite and
the air above it produces this lift.

Tips from a kite expert
Getting a kite up should be easy,

McAlister says. “You should be able
to just hold a kite up and let the
wind take it.” If it doesn’t go up, you may
need to adjust the “bridle point.” The bri-
dle is a short string attached to the top
and bottom of the kite. The control string
is tied to the bridle at the bridle point. The
bridle point determines the angle of the
kite to the wind. Finding the right
angle gives the kite balance in the
air. “Adjust the bridle [point] to-
ward the top of the kite for light
winds,” he says, “and closer to
the tail for stronger winds.” 

So you don’t need to run with
a kite to launch it? “If you have to
run to get a kite started, you don’t
have enough wind,” McAlister
says. But there is a simple way of
launching a kite in light wind that has the
same effect as running – only safer. It’s
called “longlining.” The kite flyer unwinds
about 100 feet of string while a helper
holds the kite downwind. The helper lets
go of the kite, and the flyer, with the spool
of string on the ground, quickly pulls the
line hand over hand. It “does the same
thing as running – it creates wind,” McAl-
ister says. “It will get the kite up where the
winds are stronger.” 

But what if your kite nosedives right

back down? Again, adjust the bridle
point. If it’s too high, the kite will go up
easily, but then its nose will dip and the
kite will fall. Don’t move the bridle point
down too far, or you may never get the kite
airborne! You must find the right balance.

What if your kite stays up, but
wobbles, rocks, and rolls? “If the
kite isn’t stable, add a tail,” McAl-
ister says. “A tail will keep the kite
from spinning and wobbling. One
long tail is the most stable.”

Not far away, a boy flies a kite
with a rainbow-striped, 100-foot-
long tail. The kite dives, rolls, and
goes into a spinning curlicue.
That’s stable? 

McAlister looks at the kite and laughs.
“Sometimes a kite is just an excuse to pull
a tail,” he says. It’s an acrobatic, dual-line
kite. “They are made to be unstable.”

An acrobatic kite inspired McAlister to
embark on a life of kite flying. As a boy,
he loved kites. “I flew kites with friends,
and we heard stories about Indian fight-
ing kites. But we never got our kites to do
all the things we wanted them to do.”

McAlister had just graduated from col-
lege when he saw someone flying an ac-

robatic kite. “I said, ‘Wow! That’s what I
want to do with a kite,’” he says. He had
very little money, but finally “broke down”
and spent $59 to buy one. 

Buy a durable kite – or make one
McAlister advises kids to look for

durable kites. “You can get a $2 or $3
plastic kite,” he says, “and if the winds are
light, that is OK. But you can get a good,
easy-to-fly kite for $15 to $40 that will
last.” Good kites are made of ripstop
nylon or polyester, with a frame of fiber-
glass, wood, or graphite. You can also
make one: Simple designs are available
online or in kite books at the library.

The right kite string and spool are also
important. McAlister says braided
Dacron lines are best for single-line kites.
Most small- to medium-size single-line
kites are best flown on string with a
strength rating of 20 to 80 pounds, de-
pending on kite size and wind speed.
McAlister’s favorite type of spool for wind-
ing string is called a figure eight – “it’s the
most foolproof,” he says. Many beginners
buy “Indian-style spinners” (they look like
a spool with a stick through the middle),

THE CHINESE MAY HAVE INVENTED THEM 3,000 YEARS AGO, 
BUT NEW DESIGNS ARE STILL HITTING THE SKIES TODAY

You will need a sheet of 8-1/2 by 11 inch 
paper, sewing thread, a ruler, a pencil, 
and a stapler.

1) Fold the piece of paper in half as 
shown, creasing halfway across.
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2) Use your ruler to mark two points, A 
and B, on the folded edge of the paper. 
Point A should be 2-1/2 inches from the 
end, and Point B, 3-1/2 inches.

B
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3) Fold the top corners of the page to 
Point A and staple them together. Do not 
crease the paper! Just bend it back.

B

4) Punch a hole at Point B, half an inch
from the fold line (you can use the point 
of a pencil). Attach your flying thread.
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5) Fly it!Fly it
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GO FLY A KITE
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Bringing a spiritual perspective to daily life

Why we can’t really be laid off
ON THE COVER of The New York
Times magazine is a man in khakis.
The headline reads: “This man used to
make $300,000 a year. Now he’s selling
khakis” (Apr. 13). 

Halfway around the world, Awal, a
former officer in the Iraqi Republican
Guard, has no work and not much
hope. “The older generation, he be-
lieves, will be overlooked in the future
of the country. ‘No one asks us what we
want or who we might choose to lead
us,’ he says. ‘We are not important to
anyone. Shame’ ” (Monitor, May 5). 

I know what it’s like to feel unim-
portant. When I was abruptly laid off
from my job a couple of years ago, I
grappled with hurt, uncertainty, and
fear. But I also found through prayer
that there was a loving God who healed
the hurt and guided me in the right 
direction. 

That’s why there is something
within me that rebels at the idea that
any of God’s children – whether they’re
my next-door neigh-
bors or people living
across the ocean –
can be left out or for-
gotten or discarded. 

Things may seem
lonely, hopeless. But
I discovered that the
darkness, the fear,
the uncertainty, can’t change God’s love
for me or for any of His children. His
love doesn’t fluctuate nor does it de-
pend on how the economy is doing or
on which political party is in power. Je-
remiah, an Old Testament prophet of
the Bible, wrote: “The Lord hath ap-
peared of old unto me, saying, Yea, I
have loved thee with an everlasting
love” (Jer. 31:3). 

God, Love, has created each of us
with a purpose, with something beauti-
ful and good to give – something that
the world needs. Mary Baker Eddy, the
Discoverer of Christian Science, wrote:
“God expresses in man the infinite idea
forever developing itself, broadening
and rising higher and higher from a
boundless basis” (“Science and Health
with Key to the Scriptures,” pg. 258). 

Our worth as God’s children doesn’t
stop even if our career or job has
changed or ended. God is the One who
made us, and it doesn’t make sense
that God would need us for only a lim-
ited amount of time and then forget
about us. God’s children are not dis-
posable; they are always useful. 

Being laid off can be a tough experi-

ence. But it can also be a time of
progress if we are willing to listen to
God for His wisdom and guidance.
Mrs. Eddy wrote: “Remember, thou
canst be brought into no condition, be
it ever so severe, where Love has not
been before thee and where its tender
lesson is not awaiting thee. Therefore
despair not nor murmur, for that
which seeketh to save, to heal, and to
deliver, will guide thee, if thou seekest
this guidance” (“The First Church of
Christ, Scientist, and Miscellany,” pgs.
149-150). 

Sometimes I felt as though I didn’t
have enough humility to hear God’s di-
rection. Other thoughts and feelings
competed for my attention. But
through struggles and prayer, I became
more willing to listen quietly for God’s
guidance. The Bible says: “Trust in the
Lord with all thine heart; and lean not
unto thine own understanding. In all
thy ways acknowledge him, and he
shall direct thy paths” (Prov. 3:5, 6). 

I realized that I
was able to move
forward with a ca-
reer that I had been
yearning to commit
to more fully. 

I learned that no
matter how devas-
tated I felt at certain

times during this experience, God had
never abandoned me. He was there
supporting and strengthening me each
step of the way. I did, however, need to
be willing to let go of my own plans and
yield to God’s direction. Sometimes my
idea of what should happen and His
guidance didn’t coincide. But the more
I stopped trying to run things myself
and instead accepted God’s will, the
more peace and clarity I felt – and the
more quickly I was able to move for-
ward. 

Each one of God’s children has a
unique mission to fulfill. This mission
isn’t useful one day and unnecessary
the next. As we look to God for direc-
tion, He will guide us to where we can
be of the greatest service. 

For it is God who is at work
within you, giving you
the will and the power
to achieve his purpose.

Philippians 2:13 (J.B. Phillips) 

No matter how devastated
I felt at certain times,

God never
abandoned me. 

LAST summer, I
spotted a wake-
boarder skim-

ming across the San
Francisco Delta. A
boat pulling a wake-
boarder is a common
sight, but this guy was
powered by a kite. 

“Any wakeboard
moves that you’ve ever
seen – skateboarding
moves, windsurfing
moves – a kiteboarder
can do,” says Sandy
Parker, a kiteboarding
instructor. “But in-
stead of doing those
moves 10 feet in the
air, a kiteboarder is
doing them 40 feet in
the air.”

Kiteboarders strap their feet into a
board similar to a wakeboard. They
wear a waist harness. A control bar is
attached to the harness, with a quick-
release for emergencies. Attached to
the bar by a 100-foot line is a large, U-
shaped kite. When winds are strong,
they use kites 23 to 26 feet across.
Lighter winds mean larger kites.

Ms. Parker stresses safety in her
kiteboarding lessons. She teaches stu-
dents to fly kites on land before they
get into the water. They launch their
kites on land and fly them above their

heads so they don’t have much “pull.”
A kiteboarder wades into the water,
straps on the board, and crouches
down. When the kite is brought into
position, off goes the boarder. Experi-
enced kiteboarders can launch a kite
while on the water. 

Parker’s favorite kiteboarding mo-
ments are a perfect combination of air
and water. “I love a nice wind where
you can jump really high, just big soft
jumps. You float for a few seconds, but
it seems like you are up there forever!” 

P.S.T.

Move over, you windsurfers

SKY GUY: Pro kiteboarder Adam Kock of Seattle at
Seal Beach, Calif., on April 2 after kiteboarding from
Catalina Island, 26 miles away. It took him two hours.

but end up with tangles because they don’t
know how to use them properly. The staff
at a kite store can instruct you.

Surprisingly, traditional diamond kites
are not the easiest to fly. McAlister sug-
gests single-line dragon kites, delta kites,
or parafoils to start. Dragon kites are long
and flat. Delta kites look like stretched-out
triangles. Parafoils are frameless kites
with “pockets” inflated by the wind.

McAlister is flying a parafoil kite today.

This one is definitely not for beginners – it
is 33 feet long, a monstrous pair of run-
ning shorts with two kicking legs attached.
“It’s a ‘Half Man,’ ” he says. “And, yes, there
is another kite that is made like his top
half!” He brings “Half Man” down a bit –
the end of the line is staked to the grass –
and hands me the line. The pull is man-
ageable, but strong. It’s easy to imagine
how a large kite in a stiff wind could lift a
person off the ground. (Flight pioneers
Wilbur and Orville Wright were kite flyers,
and flew some of their aircraft as kites be-
fore adding an engine and pilot.)

The Chinese invented kites about 3,000
years ago, and new kinds are still being
created. “Half Man’s” parafoil design dates
from the 1960s. In the 1980s, a four-line
kite was invented. It can fly backward!

McAlister enjoys designing and making
kites. He recently won a kite design com-
petition at the American Kitefliers Associ-
ation’s Grand Nationals. (See photo.)

And new kinds of “traction” kites are
popping up all over. Kites (usually para-
foils) pull in-line skaters, skateboarders,
wakeboarders, snowboarders, and even
special three-wheeled “kite buggies.”

At the Berkeley Marina, a skateboarder
skims by in the distance. He’s towed by a
U-shaped kite high overhead. I expect the
skateboarder to be a teenager, but as he
zooms past I can see his gray beard. I
guess no one’s ever too young – or too old
– to have fun with a kite!

Pamela S. Turner

� Go to www.nationalkitemonth.org, to the
‘Teacher’ section, for more kite plans.

KITE KINDS: Tom McAlister holds his prize-
winning design (above). Top of facing page
shows two 90-ft. octopus kites and a 50-
ft. cat by New Zealand designer Peter Lynn.
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