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K
ong Lingmin is better 

known as “Mr Cao” 

because of his famous 

Cao’s Kites. When 

people call him that, 

he simply smiles and takes the chance 

to tell them about the long affi  nity be-

tween his family and the old craft .

His father Kong Xiangze, 92, chanced upon 
an unpublished book by novelist Cao Xueqin — 
author of the classic A Dream of Red Mansions 
— in the early 1940s.

In that book are instructions on how to make 
traditional craft s. Kong’s father, then a painting 

and carving student, learned 
to make traditional kites by 
following the instructions in 

the book. Aft er decades of devotion, he mas-
tered and revived the recorded techniques, and 
even developed many kites of his own styles.  

“My father was very grateful to Cao and insist-
ed he should name the kites as Cao’s Kites, instead 
of Kong’s Kites,” says Kong, a 66-year-old Beijing 
native.

Cao’s Kites are expensive and considered rare 
collectors’ items rather than playthings.

It probably did not cross the senior Kong’s 
mind that he’d initiated a generations-long com-
mitment in the family when he fi rst came across 
the book.

In Kong’s suburban house, colorful kites of 
diverse patterns and sizes hang on the walls of 
their living room.

Scattered on the fl oors are half-fi nished kites 
and bamboo strips. Two big tables in the center of 
the room are piled full of kite materials and tools 
— evidence of the family’s obsession. Even Kong’s 
wife and son are excellent kite makers. Th e family 
always cooperates to complete a kite. 

“We make kites in every corner of our home,” 
says Kong’s wife Jiao Shufang, 60, who mastered 
the craft  by assisting Kong during the early years.

Kong himself has liked kites since he was a 
child and learned the art at an early age. He values 
innovation and believes that traditional craft s 
should move with the times.

Th e man likens his work to that of a painter 
who draws inspiration from nature. He says he 
spends a lot of time observing his surroundings. 

“My head is filled with all kinds of ideas 
about kites. Everything I see, for example a 
wine bottle, can become an inspiration and the 
subject of my designs,” Kong says, adding that 
it’s common to spend weeks or even months 
on just one kite.

Th e family’s aff ection for kites has deepened 
with time. Th ey have a collection of their previous 
works, some dating as far back as decades ago.

“We don’t plan to sell them or give them away, 
no matter how high the off er prices are,” Jiao says. 

But they had not always worked for passion. 
Kong and his wife recall the year 1976 when they 

made kites day and night — for a living.
Th ey had just returned to Beijing from work-

ing in the countryside. Having no skills to earn a 
living, the couple turned to kite making, naturally.

But Kong’s father, who had never sold a single 
kite in his life, forbade them to do so. Th e senior 
Kong also reminded the couple of the preface in 
the book, which stated that the craft s were meant 
to “help disabled people support themselves with 
the skills”.

“I needed to feed my family. But my father kept 
Cao’s purpose in mind,” says Kong.

Aft er pleading and arguing, his father fi nally 
relented but made Kong promise to fulfi ll Cao’s 
ideals. 

In the early 1980s, Kong’s kites started gaining 
a reputation. Despite that, Kong, remembering 
his promise to his father and switched from the 
profi t-making business to become an instructor 
in Beijing’s suburban kite factories. 

“I felt more fulfi lled with the work. It was good 
to be able to make a little contribution to society,” 
explains Kong.

In recent years, Kong has set up a kite work-
shop in his village to impart his skills to the 
jobless. Th e workshop, which receives constant 
orders for its kites, supports one dozen villagers 
with a monthly pay of 1,100 yuan ($173) each. 

“My door is always open to those who are seri-
ous about picking up the skills, especially those 
who are physically disabled,” he says.

Due to his declining eyesight, Kong makes only 
the kite frames most of the time. His wife and son 
take care of the rest of the work.

But the family has devoted much of their time 
promoting Cao’s Kites’ craft  and traditional kite 
culture.

“To many people, fl ying kites is just a way to 
pass their time. But there is actually a rich cul-
tural element,” says Kong, who is always ready 
to explain the little details and meanings of each 
kite.

Kong believes it’s equally important to pass on 
the virtues of cultural heritage. In the case of Cao’s 
Kites, it’s about helping needy people, he adds.

To preserve the heritage of Cao’s Kites, the fam-
ily published a book in 2004.

“We want to share this valuable gift  from Cao, 
so that more people will understand his contribu-
tions and spirit,” explains Jiao.

Kong, who was named as a national inheritor 
of  Cao’s Kites in 2006, is strongly against limiting 
the handing down of craft smanship only within 
the family.

“Th is is not a profi t-making tool nor a private-
ly-owned patent,” says Kong. “Instead, it’s about 
the responsibility to have more people inherit 
the heritage so that it will live on and better serve 
society.”  

With his wife, Kong often gives classes and 
lectures on kite craft  in schools. He has students 
all over the country and even overseas. 

Kong says he’s willing to teach anyone who is 
sincere about learning the art, instead of those 
who are simply looking for a money-making 
craft .

Kong is proud that his 31-year-old son Kong 
Bingzhang is passionate about carrying on the 
family tradition.

“I have always loved kites. But it’s also my 
responsibility to promote  Cao’s Kites,” says Kong 
Bingzhang, who learned kite making when he 
was a teenager.

An art teacher in a middle school, he has 
his eyes set on the younger generation. He has 
opened an optional course on the craft , besides 
giving lectures and trainings at every chance.

“Many children are not in touch with tradi-
tional craft s and cultural heritages,” he says. “I aim 

to sow a seed in their hearts when they are young, 
so that their love for traditional culture will grow.”

Contact the writer at 
liuxiangrui@chinadaily.com.cn.
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Li Kui waters the garden’s 
green onions carefully. As a 
teacher at the primary school 
next to the garden during the 
summer vacation, his job switch-
es from teaching to taking care 
of the plants in the large garden.

“I am very happy,” Li says.
“When students come back, 

they can eat those vegetables 
we plant.”

Th e school Li works for is 
Fuhe Hope Boarding School 
in Sunzhuangzi Village, 
Zhangjiakou, Hebei province.

The village school is about 
three hours’ drive from Bei-
jing. Most of the students who 
board at the school are from 
poor rural families, and the 
school canteen plays a vital role 
to provide nutrition to them.  

In August 2011, Kraft  Foods 
China donated a kitchen to the 
school, as part of the “Kraft 
Hope Kitchen” program.

“Kraft Hope Kitchen” is a 
charity project jointly initiated 
by Kraft  Foods China and the 
China Youth Development 
Foundation in October 2009. 

Th e project aims to improve 
nutrition for children in rural 
schools and in schools for 
migrant workers in cities. 

Aft er the youth foundation 
identifi es schools in need, Kraft  
Foods, together with its suppli-
ers and distributors, will donate 
money to rebuild their kitch-
ens, and purchase facilities.  

To date, 150 well-equipped 
Kraft Hope Kitchens are in 
use in 14 provinces, benefit-
ing 75,000 children, through 
providing hot cooked meals 
every day. 

According to Gu Xiaojin, 
standing vice-president of the 
board of the youth foundation, 
the number of Kraft Hope 
Kitchens will reach 200 by the 
end of this year, and 100,000 
children will benefi t.  

In 2011, it occurred to vol-
unteers from Kraft  Foods that, 
apart from a kitchen, they 
could donate an attached gar-
den in rural areas. 

Th e garden can provide self-
produced vegetables and meat 
to students, so that workers at 
the school don’t have to pur-
chase food in faraway markets 
and can keep the food fresh.

As a pilot donation, in Octo-
ber 2011, Kraft  Foods volun-
teers gave money and set up a 
Delicious Veggie Garden and 
a pigsty, at Shiwan Primary 
School in Huazhou, Guang-
dong province. 

Now students and teach-
ers at the school have planted 
vegetables and raised 60 pigs, 
which supply almost all the 
pork required, and 25 percent 
of the vegetable consumption 
needs for its 300 students. 

“The Delicious Vegetable 
Garden is part of our continu-
ing efforts to develop Kraft 
Hope Kitchen in China’s rural 
schools,” says Shawn Warren, 
president of Kraft  China.  

“It is an example of a sustain-
able charity program.” 

Warren says Kraft  China is 
going to donate as many gar-
dens to rural schools as pos-
sible. Th e new Delicious Veg-
etable Garden in Fuhe Hope 
Boarding School will provide 
about 50 percent of the food 
supply needed by its 400 board-
ing students.

A school 
that 
knows its 
onions
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Pradeep Pant, president of 
the Kraft Asia-Pacifi c Region, 
works with a student at the 
Delicious Vegetable Garden in 
Fuhe Hope Boarding School in 
Zhangjiakou.

Kong Lingmin, 66, paints a kite at his home, which is fi lled with kites in every corner.                                                                                                                                                                       LIU XIANGRUI / CHINA DAILY
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Three generations of the Kong family share the same obsession of making kites.

 Jiao Shufang, Kong Lingmin’s wife, draws a kite pattern.                                               LIU XIANGRUI / CHINA DAILY
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