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Shafie Jusoh loves traditional Malaysian
kites so much that he can’t get a good
night’s rest unless he’s been working on

them daily. “I need to make kites every day, if
not I can’t sleep,” the 69-year-old said. He
began making them when he was a young
boy, skipping classes to entertain his flights of
fancy. “If you don’t do it every day, you will
lose the technique,” he added. Shafie is among
a diminishing group of Malaysian master kite-
makers who have dedicated their lives to
breathing life into the ancient craft.

A color ful giant two-meter kite with
extended wings greets visitors at the entrance
of Shafie’s dark and dusty studio in a sleepy vil-
lage in Kelantan state.  “I made this kite 30
years ago. You need 25 men to fly it,” the self-
taught kite-maker quipped proudly as he
showed a faded photo of it soaring in the air. A
wooden table at his studio is lined with several
awards from government agencies for his
efforts promoting Malaysia’s kites, a national
symbol, worldwide. He recalled one particular
visit to Paris many years ago, where he had
brought over 30 Malaysian kites to an exhibi-
tion and all were sold quickly. “To the foreign-
ers, the kites are just so unique and they love
it” he said.

Passion and patience 
The early morning rays stream through a

rickety green window, dancing on the thick

veins on his arm as he flips and turns his knife,
cutting a spiny bamboo stick to perfection.
After thinning out several bamboo sticks, he
bends and ties them with strings to form the
main kite frame. Separately, using a small knife,
he cuts out intricate floral designs on an assort-

ment of coloured paper. These are painstaking-
ly pasted onto tracing paper which is then
glued to the main bamboo frame. The kite is
then left indoors for a day to let the glue dry.

A ribbon is attached tightly to two ends of
the kites and this produces a loud “swoosh”

sound when the kite makes sharp turns in the
sky. The entire process can take between two
weeks to three months depending on the size
and the intricate nature of the kite. “You need
both the passion and the patience to make
kites,” Shafie explained. There are several kinds
of Malaysian kites, with various shapes based
on stingrays, cats and peacocks. There is also a
kite called “wau jala budi” where its curvy
shape, some believe, is inspired by the outline
of a woman’s body.

But the “wau bulan” or moon kite with its
lower tip resembling a crescent, an Islamic
symbol, is the most popular in Kelantan. It
takes around a week or two to produce a small
moon kite and is sold for around 400 to 500
ringgit, said Shafie. Some moon kites though

can be as high as three metres. The bigger
models can cost as much as 9,000 ringgit. The
“wau bulan” is also the inspiration behind the
Malaysia Airlines logo.

Dwindling interest 
Many of Shafie’s customers are keen kite

flyers but some also purchase his designs as
decorative pieces for their homes.  As he has
built up such a reputation for his artistic
pieces, his studio is also a popular pit-stop for
international tour groups from Europe and
North America visiting Kelantan.  He enlists his
wife Wan Enbong Wan Deraman to help when
there are large orders. The state’s annual kite
festival causes a surge in demand, with many
local students buying his pieces.  “My students
like these traditional kites because of the his-
torical knowledge and art involved,” one
teacher told AFP.

While the people of Kelantan, known for its
crafts, still love such Malaysian kites, interest is
waning. There are fears the ancient skills,
passed from one generation to the next, will
die out. “It takes many, many years to master
the craft and the situation in Kelantan and
elsewhere in Malaysia is that there are very few
craftsmen who still have the traditional knowl-
edge,” said Pauline Fan, creative director of
Pusaka, an organization that works to docu-
ment and protect traditional Malay arts. She
warned: “It’s intricate and hard and most young
people don’t have the patience to do it...once
the masters and the knowledge are gone, it
will be difficult to get it back.” As for Shafie, he
has no plans to retire any time soon and hopes
there is still time for him to pass on his knowl-
edge and skills to others. He said: “Some stu-
dents, even a few outside of Kelantan, have
come to ask me to teach them.” — AFP

This picture shows kitemaker Shafie Jusoh making final touches on a traditional ‘wau
bulan’ kite at his studio in Pantai Cahaya Bulan on the outskirts of Kota Bharu, peninsular
Malaysia’s northeastern Kelantan state. — AFP photos

Malaysia’s dying art: 

Traditional kite-making in peril

kitemaker Shafie
Jusoh launching a

traditional ‘wau
bulan’ kite.

Kitemaker Shafie Jusoh, preparing the
bamboo frame for a traditional “wau bulan”
kite at his studio in Pantai Cahaya Bulan.

Kitemaker Shafie Jusoh inspecting the bamboo frame of a traditional ‘wau bulan’ kite
being crafter at his studio in Pantai Cahaya Bulan.

The beret has come a long way since its
humble beginnings as the headgear of
choice for pelota players in the Basque

country, becoming a must-have accessory as
far afield as China. 

The jaunty topper preferred by Che
Guevara and Pablo Picasso added a saucy
touch to Monica Lewinsky’s look in a famous
photo of her getting a hug from then presi-
dent Bill Clinton at a 1996 White House event.
In Oloron-Sainte-Marie, France’s “Basque
Beret Capital”, one company, the House of
Laulhere, lays claim to being the oldest pro-
ducer of the flat cap, turning them out for
nearly 200 years.

The beret will never go out of fashion, says
commercial director Mark Saunders. “The
image of the Frenchman with a baguette
under the arm and a beret on his head is obso-
lete only in the minds of the French,” says the
47-year-old Irishman. “Overseas, the beret is
the emblem of France, synonymous with luxu-
ry and fashion,” he says, noting that Monaco’s
Princess Charlene donned a Laulhere beret for
her first public appearance after the birth of
her twin girls two years ago.

Laulhere is now one of the last firms to pro-
duce berets that are 100 percent made in
France. “Just 30 years ago in this region there
were 22 beret factories,” Saunders says in flu-

ent French tinged with an Irish brogue. A few
new manufacturers have sprung up recently in
nearby Bearn, including some that simply put
the finishing touches on berets that they buy
wholesale, he notes.

“We are not the last French maker but the
last historic maker of the French beret,”
Saunders says with a twinkle in his eye.
Laulhere has a counterpart in the Spanish
Basque country just over the border, Boinas
Elosegui, in the town of Tolosa in the shadow
of the Pyrenees. Founded in 1858, it is the only
Spanish company to make fine quality Basque
berets. Like Laulhere, at Boinas Elosegui
almost the entire process from weave to finish
is carried out by hand using pure virgin meri-
no wool. Laulhere’s unique know-how earned
the company the coveted national distinctions
of Living Heritage Enterprise and Guaranteed
Origin France in 2012.

‘Top secret’ equipment 
“One of the secrets is the felting, in which

the berets are washed for between five and
seven hours with water from the river Gave,”
Saunders said. “The minerals in the Gave water
give the Laulhere berets their feel, which you
cannot achieve with tap water.” The firm was
on the edge of bankruptcy in 2012 when it
was bought by the Cargo holding company

grouping around 15 small businesses in south-
western France. Now, with a staff of 45 produc-
ing 200,000 berets per year and a turnover of
2.9 million euros ($3.2 million) in 2015, the
company has three main markets.

The traditional “Heritage” beret makes up
35 percent of its output; another 30 percent
goes to military clients in France and around
the world, with the rest going to haute-cou-

ture thanks to the fashion trend set by design-
ers such as Dolce & Gabbana, John Galliano,
Louis Vuitton and Ralph Lauren. ? It is also the
official supplier of France’s rugby team.

Nearly a third of its production is for export,
with clients in around 20 countries including
Japan, China and the United States. The
process involves 10 main stages using pur-
pose-built “top-secret” equipment. The knit-
ting is now mechanized, but all the other
stages are performed by hand-including felt-
ing, dying, shaping, shaving, finishing and gar-
nishing. The basic beret costs 25 euros ($28),
while luxury models can be priced at as much
as 1,400 euros. — AFP

The Basque beret, from peasant cap to ‘emblem of France’

These file photos taken in Oloron Sainte-Marie, in the French Basque area, southwestern
France, shows employees working on a beret at Laulhere factory. — AFP


