
  

 

EXPLORE  

 

Adventure I  

 
Time to Play       

  
 
Taking 
Wing  
 
Alone, floating 
above the ocean, 
nothing between 
you and the sea. 
Scary? Hardly. 
Try joy, serenity, 
and wonder.  
 
By Celeste Moure  

 
  Poor Wile E. Coyote. 

He should have been a 

paraglider. The way the 

little guy keeps moving 

his legs in midair after he inevitably 

runs off the edge of a desert cliff - that's 

exactly what I'm told to do as I run 

down a seaside hill while strapped to a 

glider. But unlike Coyote, I have a 

foolproof plan that ensures to have me 

flying in less time than it takes to build 

an Acme roadrunner trap.   
I first noticed the colorful parachutes, 

floating like giant kites in the sky, 

while on road trips up the Pacific Coast 

Highway from Los Angeles to San 

Francisco. I remember pulling , . over 

to the side of the road and thinking how 

peaceful and wonderfullyalone it must 

feel to fly like that. I didn't know what 

it was called. Parasailing? Parachuting? 

Whatever it was, I knew I had to try it.  

Some years and much Web surfing 

later, I find myself not on the winding 

roads, canyons, and boulders that evoke 

Wile E.'s world but in posh Santa 

Barbara, running down the 

aforementioned "training hill." I have signed up for a two-day pro-

gram with Eagle Paragliding School. Throughout the course of the 

lesson, my instructor, Rob Sporrer, says, "You gotta keep moving 

those legs even if you momentarily get lifted off the ground." A 

handful of new students and I watch in envy as other fliers soar. 

On that first day of class, we spend a frustrating couple of hours 

grappling on the ground with the multicolored 35-foot-long nylon 

wings.   
'The hardest part of paragliding is actually launching and 

landing," says Sporrer while he shows us how to unfold a glider on 

the grassy field. The canopy consists of a row of cells with 

openings  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Above: Santa Barbara from above  

* 



 

..  

 

usatrwavsmaq.com I OCTOBER 2012 27  
 
 
 

 

Adventure I  

 
"YOU WANT A SYMMETRICAL GLIDER," 
SPORRER SAYS AS HE WATCHES ME 
CRISSCROSSING THE FIELD LIKE A 
DRUNKEN SAILOR.  

 

anxiety and apprehension I experienced 

back on the hill immediately disappears 

as a feeling of serenity and stillness 

washes over me. Sporrer talks me 

through making smooth left and  

right turns. Suddenly 

the ground and the 

gliders landing below, 

which appeared min-

iscule just seconds 

before, start coming 

into focus. Fast - very 

fast.  

We had been told 

that our first flying 

experience would last a 

matter of minutes. But 

if you love it the first 

time, you're hooked, 

Sporrer claims. I was 

hooked. And according 

to the U.S. Hang 

Gliding 

and-Paragliding As-

sociation, thousands of 

Americans have gotten 

hooked as well. It helps 

that the sport travels 

well. Because  

 

Want to Fly?  
Eagle Paragliding (eagle 
paraglldlng.com), based in 
Santa Barbara, offers classes 
that teach the necessary skills 
to have students flying solo, 
with radio supervision, by the 
end of the day. Lessons start at 
$200, including equipment. 
Learn more about paragliding 
and find a school near you on 
the Web site for the United 
States Hang Gliding and 
Paragliding Association 

(ushpa.aero).  

at the front to let air in. After we suc-

cessfully attach our gliders to our har-

nesses (think of a backpack with a seat), 

Rob shows us how to 1ift the glider off 

the ground and maneuver it over our 

heads. "This is called kiting," he says, 

demonstrating. But to get to that point, 

we first have to inflate the canopy - or 

"build a wall" in paraglider speak. We are 

taught to determine the speed and 

direction of the wind and raise the 

canopy overhead to inspect the thin but 

mighty lines and brakes. "You want a 

symmetrical glider," Sporrer says as he 

watches me crisscrossing the field like a 

drunken sailor, trying to get the glider 

square into the wind. Sound simple? It 

isn't.  

It takes many false starts to attain a 

symmetrical canopy and then reverse my 

body into a forward-facing position. 

Eventually, I manage the maneuver, and 

as I move the canopy through the air, the 

cells inflate and form an airfoil shape that 

produces lift. When my feet briefly leave 

the ground, I stop running and 

unexpectedly swoop back down to the 

ground. Luckily Sporrer  

is there to remind me 

what to do the entire 

time thanks to a 

two-way radio con-

nected to my helmet.  

"Run like Wile  

E.Coyote," Sporrer 

cries emphatically. 

"You got it, now sit 

back and relax. Are 

you breathing?" In the 

excitement and thrill 

of flying r realize that I 

am, indeed, holding 

my breath.  

I inhale and exhale 

slowly and relax my 

grip on the brakes. 

And then it hits me:  

I am actually flying. I 

feel weightless as I 

float in the air, the 

warm air tickling my 

arms. Whatever  
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the frameless soaring craft folds into  

a rucksack that weighs around 30 

pounds, it's easily checked in as luggage 

on planes or carried in the trunk of a car. 

In fact, many enthusiasts like Sporrer 

often arrange trips to distant lands - 

Mexico, Peru, South Africa, and 

Argentina - to paraglide. I couldn't wait 

to sign up for one of those trips and 

experience a place like Machu Picchu, 

not from the ground with thousands of 

other tourists but from high above.  

Nervously approaching the landing 

area at the bottom of the hill, I listen to 

Sporrer's instructions for a safe 

touchdown and, using the brake toggles, I 

slow my descent and forward motion to a 

near stop. I manage to land standing up - 

perhaps not as gracefully as a ballerina 

but certainly not as catastrophically as a 

certain coyote. C  

Celeste Moure has written for publica-

tions including Gourmet, National 

Geographic Traveler, Outside, and Real 

Simple. She currently resides in 

Vancouver, British Columbia.  


