Where eagles dare

The sport of paragliding is literally taking off in Hong Kong,
with pilots from all walks of life leaping into the skies

ince the dawn of time, man has dreamed he could fly. For

centuries our ancestors would look up at the birds that were

majestically spreading their wings and flying high over the

mountains. They wished that one day, humans would be
able to do what the birds do.

Others had tried, but it was America’s Wright brothers, Wilbur
and Orville, who made the breakthrough that 19th-century
experimenters could not. Having finally discovered the last piece of
the flight puzzle, the Wright brothers succeeded in giving mankind
the first powered “flying machine”, launched on December 17, 1903.

Before that, though, they had to test the theory for themselves.
As aviation historians note, “it was one thing to design a set of
wings for a small kite, quite another to build a large, heavy glider,
climb aboard;and lJaunch oneself into the air”.

Their gliding theory'worked, and the rest is history. But while
today’s modern aircraft can take hundreds of passengers to the four
corners of the globe at lightning speed, the lure of unassisted free

flight still remains. And perhaps the éfose‘gxﬁ;y-t
become like a bird is through the sport of paragliding.

In paragliding, the pilots, tied to a special harness, hang
beneath a huge nylon wing. Their body becomes like a
pendulum in the air. By shifting their weight in the
appropriate direction and taking advantage of the rising air
currents, pilots can control the glider, rising to a height of up
to 1,300 metres.

In Hong Kong, the Hong Kong Paragliding Association, set
up in 1992, has several hundred members and about 50 active
“pilots” who spend their weekends doing what the birds do.
They come from all walks of life: office staff, service personnel,
construction workers, airline pilots, nurses and retirees.

Depending on the wind conditions, they will head to one of
eight designated paragliding sites — including Ma On Shan,
Shek O, Tai Po and Long Kee — don their gear, and leap off the
side of a mountain.
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7 become qualified. The co
ey choose to go on, the flying kit — including

g 'S gear and navigational instruments — costs about HK$25,000.

The “wing” is made of nylon, like a sail on a yacht. Through a series of
air pockets, it inflates with the wind. When fully inflated, the pilot runs off
the side of the mountain, and just like the kites we flew as children, the
wind simply carries them away.

In the past century, flight has advanced more than the early aviators
could probably have ever imagined — even putting a man on the moon. Yet,
in an interesting turn of events, flight purists are returning to the original
dream of being able to soar like an eagle, unencumbered by mechanical aid.

Paragliding, in its modern form, has only been around for 30 years. In
that time it has become an international sport, and a World Cup event with
an international governing body. It was characterised as an Olympic sport
in 1985, but has not yet been included in an Olympic Games programme.

Technology has its place, but we can’t do without dreams, either. Today,
the sport of paragliding is there for everyone who has ever dreamed of
flying.
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As the sun sets, a pilot
lands and brings his
exciting flight to an end.
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