six can quickly master the skills, and
continue enjoying the sport throughout
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indsurfing is a sport that has few physical
a I n S a I I n g boundaries. Children as young as five or

The thrill of harnessing the wind to skip across the sea their lives. Many experienced windsurfers still take to
: . . . the water well into their retirement years.
IS sought after by an ever increasing number of windsurfers The concept of windsurfing combines sailing and

surfing using a one-person craft called a sailboard.
American inventor Newman Darby is thought to have
been the first to begin experimenting with the idea as
early as 1948, but it was not until 1970 that the first
commercial sailboards went into production. The
sport became so popular that, within the first decade,
an estimated one in three households in Europe was
said to have owned one.

The sport does not require a lot of strength, nor
cost much to get started. But the best part, according
to lifelong devotees, is that the thrill of windsurfing
never goes away. No matter how often you do it, they
say, the joy of feeling the ocean at your feet, the wind
whistling through your hair and fresh salty air filling
your lungs is an experience that exhilarates again and
again.

On a hot and sunny summer’s day, it’s easy to see
why Stanley Main Beach is home to windsurfing.
Forget the office for a while: this is living. The
protected cove lets beginners learn in safety, while far
out on the horizon, the green specks of distant sails
can just be made out. This shows how far the breeze
has carried those lucky enough to be enjoying some
peaceful leisure hours in non-motorised activity on
the sea.

Playing on the shore is the young girl Kwan Ching,
already a champion at only 12. The leading windsurfer
for her age group in Hong Kong, Kwan Ching took up
the sport at the age of five, copying her parents. Her
hero is Lee Lai-shan, Hong Kong’s only Olympic gold
medalist to date, who won gold in windsurfing at the
1996 Olympic Games at Atlanta, United States. Her
brother, Kwan Lam, is only eight — but he, too, is a
keen windsurfer. Both have a dream that one day
they’ll be good enough to compete in the Olympics.

The children are watched by instructor Ho Tak-
hung, himself an Olympic windsurfer. He was picked
for the windsurfing team to represent Hong Kong at
Seoul, South Korea, in 1988. Ho does not compete
these days, preferring a more relaxed lifestyle that
does not involve the rigours of training. But, he still
loves the sport and will follow with keen interest the
upcoming international competition being held at
Stanley.




Top: Hong Kong’s very own Olympic gold medallist Lee Lai-shan.
Above: Foot straps secure feet to the board. Right: Competitors
race close to Stanley.
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Standing on the beach, it’s impossible not to want to
have a go. Apparently, within three hours, almost anyone
can be windsurfing successfully. The key is balance — and
this is learned in the shallows, in perfect safety.

In the early days, Ho explains, boards were long and
narrow. Now that they’ve become shorter and wider, they
are much easier to balance.

Turns are trickier — so practice is required. But it’s not
tedious, as a harness takes all the weight. In Ho’s class, the
theory comes last — no need to spoil the initial excitement
with boring but necessary instruction, he believes. Let them
experience the adrenaline rush first, and the rest will follow.

Within a short time, you're good to go. What lies beyond
the inner harbour? Ho has windsurfed with curious
dolphins before, and once encountered a submarine. But
mostly, the sport delivers what he cherishes most: the
serenity of feeling at one with nature, of riding the wind and
waves without a worry in the world.

If Hong Kong’s young windsurfers have Olympic
ambitions, there is a strong body to support them. The
Windsurfing Association of Hong Kong holds hundreds of
youth development courses every summer. Apart from
engaging children in healthy sporting activity, these
programmes identify talented junior athletes who
potentially could compete at the national level.

The young people have fine examples to follow. Hong
Kong’s elite windsurfing squad has a strong track record in
international competitions. Consistently, its members are
ranked first in Asia. Last year, windsurfer Chan King-yin
was placed sixth at the Beijing Olympics, Hong Kong’s best
result in the men’s division in Olympic competition.

And not forgetting Hong Kong’s other windsurfing
heritage. Neil Pryde, a former New Zealander and long-time
resident, sailed for Hong Kong at the 1968 Olympic Games
in Mexico. He began a small sailmaking business, which he
grew into a global enterprise with a wide range of products
bearing his brand. International recognition was achieved
when the Pryde Group’s revolutionary sailboard design was
chosen by sailing’s highest authority, the International
Sailing Federation, as the official board for the Beijing
Olympics.

This year, the sport has an even stronger local focus.
Windsurfing is one of 22 sports featured in the East Asian
Games, being hosted by Hong Kong. When the region’s elite
windsurfers gather to compete at Stanley Main Beach, they
will carry with them the fervent hopes of a generation that
still dares to dream.
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< Vindsurfing boards come
in"all shapes and colours.
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