What do flying at Owens Valley, van
sharing, and a picnic in Yosemite have in
common? They're all part of a weckend
that started out well, but ended up with
a run-in with the federal government for
six unfortunate paraglider pilots.

An Innocent Start

It started so innocently... We had
traveled from the Bay Area to the Owens
Valley for a weckend of flying. Six of us
shared a van, driven by a guy who has
a business running paragliding tours
from the Bay Area. Saturday was great,
with some of the pilots getting their first
taste of cross country, and the more ex-
perienced pilots flying 20 to 30 miles.
High winds on Sunday prevented flying,
so the decision was made to head back
home carly.

On the way back, we checked out
Mono Lake, a salt-water lake renowned
for the tufa or calcium carbonate forma-
tions left by receded lake water, and then
continued on through Yosemite National
Park. We reached the scenic Tuolumne
Meadows at lunchtime, stopped for a
picnic lunch, and one of our group sug-

gested that it would be great to try some
kiting. We had a short discussion about
whether the meadow was open for public
use, but we watched people hike across it
and so concluded that kiting in it would
be fine. It not, we thought that the rang-
ers would come along and simply ask us to
stop. In hindsight, that was very naive.

Reality Hits Home

The wind was gusty with challenging
conditions and several of us were pulled
slightly oft our feet at times, but it was
perfect for practice. After about 45 min-
utes, we'd had our fill of kiting on the
beautiful meadow. During the course of
packing up our gliders, a ranger came
over and spoke to cach of us separately.
At first he wanted to know if we were
under instruction or being guided. He
initially seemed to be concerned that
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