











To me, this form of Frisbee seemed a clear
departure from sports as we had known them,
truly anew game with new rules. It was, I told
newcomers, ‘‘the first breakthrough in game
theory since the ancient Greeks.™”

Those of us who played the game had come
from the East, from New York, Atlanta, De-
troit, Cleveland, St. Louis, to a place of
strange skies and uncertain seasons, of chill
August winds and flowers that bloom in Janu-
ary. It was farther from home than we had ex-
pected; Europe seemed in many ways more fa-
miliar. We had come to a city that was as
entrancing as a dream and sometimes just as
lonely. It was easy to go adrift in San Francis-
co. We discovered it was up to us to put down
new roots, to create our own social groups and
rituals, our own games.

When it rained—the soft, steady winter
rain of the northern California coast—only six
or seven of the most dedicated players showed
up. Some of the finest games took place on
those days: tense, silent, tightly focused, the
bright yellow Frisbee luminous in the grainy
gray-green air. We dove and rolled on the wa-
ter-logged sod. We slid fifteen feet on our bel-
lies through standing water in a low-lying area
of our field. We left the park soaked to the
skin, coated with mud, and thoroughly exhila-
rated, every bruise and abrasion an emblem of
our exuberant physicality and good health.
And there were sparkling, chilly midsummer
mornings with a fresh breeze from the sea
(only three miles away down at the other end
of the park) bringing news of salt spray, waves
breaking, whales spouting.

But best of all were the lingering Indian
summer days when the sunlight was tangled
like antique gold filigree in the thick foliage
that bounded our playing area, our *‘Frisbee
green,”” and the air was absolutely still, as if
waiting for something, some momentous
change, that might never come. In that golden
late October stillness, the sun was warm
enough to bring a fine sheen of sweat to the
faces of those who sat waiting for their turns to
play, but there was also a faint autumnal chill
in the air, especially poignant because it was
so subtle, evoking other times, other weath-
ers.

During a period of just such days, I returned
from a particularly difficult assignment that
had taken me around the entire Iron Curtain,
and my first Sunday morning of Frisbee
seemed nothing less than heaven. Everybody
was there. Herb Gold arrived with his
girlfriend, Margaret Rose Friedman, both of
them walking with a jaunty, upright stride, as
if they owned everything in the world that was
worth owning. Herb had come to San Francis-
co after living in Paris and New York, and af-
ter some celebrated feuds with East Coast
writers. He was generally considered one of
the more promising writers of the postwar
generation, having already published five
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novels, a book of stories, and an anthology,
Fiction of the Fifties. Herb’s mind was never
still. He had a sharp eye for pretense and senti-
mentality, which he rarely failed to shoot
down with a quick turn of phrase.

One of the writers in Herb’s anthology, a
man named Leo Litwak, was another regular
member of our group. Leo moved through life
on a fine line between skepticism and surren-
der, finding no comfortable home in either. |
had read his story, ‘*The Solitary Life of
Man,”” in the anthology before meeting him
and had been captured by the powerful beat of
his prose. Leo had written a series of short sto-
ries based mostly on his experiences as a med-
ic with General Patton’s forces in Europe. On
the basis of these stories and the awards they
won, he had received a contract from Random
House for a novel and had moved west to write
and teach writing at San Francisco State Col-
lege.

Bill Kelley, who years later would win an
Oscar for his screenplay for Witness, was one
of our most ferocious players. His oversize
first novel, Gemini, had spent several weeks
on The New York Times best-seller list. It was
based on his Catholic upbringing and his three
years in a seminary. When Bill’s faith collided
with reason and lost, he left the seminary with
Ivan Karamazov's nihilistic outcry: Every-
thing is permitted. Bill modeled himself after
Hemingway. He liked to walk into a saloon,
slam his hand down on the bar, and shout,
“Set 'em up.”’ If anyone there disapproved,
they were invited to meet him for further arbi-
tration either outside or in any appropriately
enclosed space.

And there were also other writers and jour-
nalists, a surgeon and a socialite, a talk-show
host and a lobbyist, two professors of philoso-
phy, and a radical German émigré, along with
frequent East Coast visitors. One of them,
novelist Chandler Brossard, after playing his
first full game, said, *“This is a veritable mo-
rality metaphor.’” But some out-of-town visi-
tors simply shook their heads and smiled,
faces frozen between politeness and derision,
as one might smile if unexpectedly caught in
the company of lunatics.

We took possession of a sizable plot of land:
three level rectangular lawns bounded by
shrubbery. walkways, and towering eucalyp-
tus trees. We set up a spectators’ area with
blankets at the edge of the largest lawn, which
we called the main green. It was there that our
full-scale *‘tournament’’ games of twenty-one
points were played. The side green and the
back green were used mostly for warm-up
games. We had no doubt that all this land was
ours and were outraged when nonplayers,
people out for a pleasant stroll in the park, hap-
pened to walk across one of our greens. Their
passage was marked by cries of * ‘obstacle! ob-
stacle!”” If they didn’t get this message, one of
the players would aim a Frisbee in the intrud-

ers’ direction. The other player would go for it
and execute a spectacular dive a few feet. or
inches, in front of the intruders. This approach
generally got the message across and seemed
far more polite than Bill Kelley’s. He was given
to advancing on the intruder and saying **veer
off™” in an ominous voice.

The first game of that fine October day was
between Lillie Leonard and Herb Gold. The
score was even at the halfway point. Scott
Beach was describing the game in his best me-
dia voice, using a silver-plated fireman's
megaphone that had been passed down to me
from George W. Burr, the great-grandfather
for whom my father and I were named, and in-
scribed to him from the Defiance Fire Compa-
ny No. 5, Macon, Georgia, May 2, 1870.

Herb had developed a trick throw; it started
out to the left, fluttered, then turned sharply
right, a puzzle to inexperienced players. But
Lillie had seen it too often to be fooled. She
took a long backswing and put her whole body
into the throw. The Frisbee whistled across the
green, inches from the ground. Herb dived
forward, the Frisbee bounced off his hand,
and he gave Lillie two points. The spectators
cheered Lillie’s throw, Herb's wholehearted
attempt, and his call of the point.

I glanced over at the side green, where Bill
Kelley and a German émigré named Peter
were playing. Peter was a problem. Our game

and all that went with it would fall apart if

players called points in a way that favored ei-
ther themselves or their opponents, and it had
been noted that Peter’s calls were less than im-
peccable. Peter agreed. “‘It’s not that I'm im-
moral,”” he told us. “*I'm amoral.”” I won-
dered if his game with Kelley would end in
fisticuffs. On the back green our distinguished
surgeon was playing a warm-up game, ginger-
ly, with a lovely young woman. His play was
inhibited by a fear of damaging his hands. He
had once accused Bill Kelley, quite seriously,
of “‘trying to Frisbee me to death.™

For me, it was all wonderful. I loved the
warmth of the sun on my skin, the coolness of
the air. I loved the Frisbee’s spin up into the
sunlight, hovering there for a moment like
afalcon above its prey, then sweeping down to
draw a perfect curve in space and time. I loved
the fresh, tingling smell of eucalyptus, the
shining silver megaphone, good friends, cold
beer, laughter, cheers.

How can I say it? We were there. There was
nothing else. I had been covering the civil
rights movement in the South for the last few
years, and eerie images from my recent trip
around the Iron Curtain were still playing
around the edges of my consciousness. But
now barbed wire and watchtowers, racist
chants and Klansmen’s masks might just as
well have been a dream.

It was my turn to play Bill Kelley. I took my
place on the main green and let my eyes sweep
all around me, seeing every irregularity in the
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FLIGHT PATTERNS

The Genesis

Around 1920, Yale students, patrons of
Mr. Frisbie's bakery in New Haven, started
tossing Frisbie’s pie tins to one another in an
improvised game of catch around campus.
The game caught on. (The other side in this
hotly debated history maintains that Frisbie’s
cookie-tin lids were used.)

Flying disks might have remained this
crude were it not for inventor Walter
Frederick Morrison, who latched on to the
flying-saucer-from-outer-space craze of 1948.
It was Morrison who molded a slightly
unsteady toy from plastic and dubbed it
“‘Morrison’s Flyin’ Saucer,’” marketing it
with great success in southern California.

In 1957 the newly formed Wham-O
Corporation signed up Morrison, improved
the material but left the design intact, and
marketed it as the *‘Pluto Platter’’—the
prototype for all modern flying disks. The
outer third of the disk still bears homage to
Morrison and is referred to as the ‘“Morrison
Slope.’” On a trip east the Wham-O heads
heard the disks referred to as ‘‘Frisbies,”
and liking the sound of it, took it for their
disks—not realizing that they were spelling it
incorrectly.

Kudos

The Frisbee almost disappeared in the
shadow of the phenomenal success of Wham-
O’s other big project in 1958—the Hula-
Hoop.

In 1969 the Navy poured nearly $400,000
into secret studies with flying disks molded
into battlefield flares to be launched from
low-flying airplanes. The plan was shelved
when they discovered that when ignited, the
Frisbee won’t fly in the direction aimed.

In 1968 the International Frisbee
Association was formed by Ed Headrick,
vice-president of Wham-O. :

In 1974 the bimonthly Flying Disc World
was inaugurated, the same year the
Rose Bowl World Frisbee Championships
crowned the first man and woman champions
of the world.

Dogma

Since the time of the first Pluto Platter,
when the capabilities of the disk were still
mysterious, the following instructional haiku
has appeared on the basic Frisbee:
FLAT FLIP FLIES STRAIGHT
TILTED FLIP CURVES—EXPERIMENT!
PLAY CATCH
INVENT GAMES!
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Logistics

The physics of the flying disk concerns
thrust (provided by the thrower), lift (the
movement of the air), and stability (its
spinning gyroscopic effect). The bigger and
taller the disk the longer it will float. Slim-
cut disks travel farther.

There are three basic ways to throw a
flying disk: backhand, sidearm, and
overhand. They can be thrown using the
curve, skip, hover, or roller methods.

Some of the ways flying disks may be
caught are between the legs, behind the back,
behind the head, using the finger catch, or by
tipping, which keeps the disks aloft by
continually tipping your finger in the center
of the disk as it hovers.

Statistics

More than one hundred million Frisbees (in
sixteen different models) have been
manufactured by Wham-O. Numerous
imitations also abound, including Aerobie and
Spinjammer.

Most Frisbees are sold in metropolitan
areas, especially in the Sun Belt.

There are official flying-disk clubs in
twenty-three foreign countries, including
Poland, Iceland, and Japan.

The farthest a flying disk has ever been
thrown is 186.83 meters, by Michael Canci
of Bunbury, West Australia.

Special editions of the Frisbee
manufactured by Wham-O include glow-in-
the-dark, Olympic Commemorative, gold-
plated trophy Frisbees; event disks
(advertising the movie Close Encounters, for
example); chocolate- and vanilla-scented
Frisbees for dogs (Wham-O tried—but
failed—to manufacture a disk scented like a
postman); and the newest for dogs,
*‘Gumabone,’’ a Frisbee made from Gummy
Bear-like material.

Competitions

““Ultimate’” was developed in 1969, soon
followed by the first one-hundred-yard
distance competition.

Flying-disk competitions include Distance,
Maximum Time Aloft, Accuracy, Freestyle,
Discathon, Disc Golf, and Throw, Run,
and Catch. The World Jr. Frisbee Disc
Championships and the U.S. Flying Disc
Open are held each June.

Connoisseurs

Larry Hagman, Ryan O'Neal, Bill Cosby, and
Bill Walton are known Frisbee aficionados.

grassy field, laying the magical web of my
consciousness over my opponent, the specta-
tors, the asphalt walkway behind me, the glis-
tening shrubbery on one side of the green, the
giant eucalyptus trees on the other—drawing
all this inside me, until there was no clear dis-
tinction between inside and outside, between
me and my surroundings.

Bill and I were evenly matched, but we had
different styles. He was aggressive, a slugger,
while I played in a sort of trancelike calmness.
The harder he threw, the calmer I became, the
more completely I incorporated my surround-
ings, the more easily I understood the Fris-
bee’s secret intentions. Bill reared back and let
the Frisbee fly. The instant it left his hand, I
turned directly away and started running as
fast as I could. The Frisbee passed over my
head, outdistancing me, then slowing as it set-
tled gradually toward the earth. I pursued it at
full speed, coming closer, seeing it spin; then,
at the lastinstant, diving, catching the Frisbee,
and rolling head over heels some forty or fifty
yards from where I had started.

I jogged back to my place on the green, as
happy as I could be. During most of my wak-
ing hours, it seemed, I managed to play it safe.
Telling myself that I wanted to be committed
to some great work, I worked out ingenious
ways to stay just this side of commitment.
Telling myself that I wanted to be possessed
by the moment, I regularly managed to ob-
serve the moment from a slight remove. But
now I held nothing back. I wanted to win, but
wanted even more to be taken to my limit,
knowing (if only until the end of the game)
that paradise isn’t a place where you are the
passive recipient of eternal bliss, but rather a
state of being in which you are offered the in-
comparable privilege of abandoning caution,
of realizing every last shred of your potential.

After thirty minutes of play, the score was
20-20. On more than one previous occasion,
Bill Kelley and I had reached that same penul-
timate point at which any error, any break in
concentration, would mean the end of the
game. Everything became unusually quiet.
The spectators stopped cheering. Scott Beach
stopped describing the game on the mega-
phone. The players’ concentration became
even more intense. On just about every other
throw, one of us had to dive.

Then Bill made a throw that, one way or the
other, would probably end the game. The
Frisbee left his hand and whistled across the
green, shoulder high, far to my right and curv-
ing sharply away from me. It appeared to be
out of my range, but the only way I could
prove that and take the point was by doing my
very best to catch it. I sprinted hard to the right
and launched myself into space.

Everything went into slow motion. It was
not so much that time slowed down as that it
expanded. | was aware of my body floating
pleasantly in a vast expanse of time, my joints



lengthening, my hand reaching out, out, and
the very tips of my thumb and middle finger
hooking the edge of the Frisbee and holding
on. If the Frisbee had been a millimeter farther
away or a split second earlier, the connection
couldn’t have been made, even with my ut-
most effort. Atthat moment, there was a pow-
erful, silent click in my consciousness. and I
had the strange sensation that in the act of con-
necting myself with the Frisbee I had also con-
nected myself to everything else, that, in fact,
everything in the universe—all the stars and
planets, all the elementary particles, all the
components of life—were already connected
in just such a precise and critical way. [ had the
feeling (the words came later) that at some lev-
el of understanding, maybe at the most signifi-
cant level, the universe was always stretched
to its limit; the play was always maximal.

Time contracted as I came to earth, holding
tightly to the Frisbee, not in the least worried
about my safety as I hit hard and rolled. Bill’s
throw and my catch had done nothing to
change the score. [ got up and moved into po-
sition to make the next throw. The Frisbee
green shimmered in the late October sunlight.
[ wished the day would never end.

IT WAS AN OVERCAST SUNDAY MORNING AT OUR
Frisbee green in Golden Gate Park. The whole
gang was there. Michael Scriven, a Berkeley
philosopher of science and former race-car
driver, was famous for sending the Frisbee es-
pecially high. After our regular play, he was
launching his sky shots and [ was chasing after
them. He threw one so high that it seemed to
melt into the gray of the overcast. As it started
back down, I could tell it was out of my range.
Nevertheless, in keeping with the game’s
rules, I ran for it as fast as I could. Then the
Frisbee hit an air pocket and dipped a few feet.
At this moment, I realized I might catch it if I
made a supreme effort. I ran all out, looking
over my right shoulder, heedless of everything
except the Frisbee’s flight and the possibility
of connecting with its lovely. sweeping de-
scent. Still looking back. I caught the Frisbee
with my right hand and simultaneously ran
squarely into one of the eucalyptus trees at the
edge of the Frisbee green.

I was going close to twenty miles per hour
when I hit, and people standing nearby later
reported that the impact made a sickening
thud, like a side of beef being hit by a sledge-
hammer. I bounced back about five feet and
landed in a sitting position, stunned but con-
scious enough to hear Scriven’s high-pitched
giggle—not a sign of hilarity but of extreme
nervousness. He had neglected to shout, **Ob-
stacle,” as is the custom, to warn me that  was
approaching the trees. People gathered
around, not knowing quite what to do. I said I
was all right, and slowly got to my feet. Blood
was 0o0zing from various parts of me that had
struck the tree, something was wrong with my
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[/ [/e were just two guys chasing a Frisbee,
getting dirty, bruised, and bloody, and having a hell of a good time.

left foot, and my right thumb seemed to be
broken. I limped to the car and managed
somehow to drive back to my house.

The next day I went to an orthopedic sur-
geon for X rays and discovered the extent of
my injuries. My left foot was slightly frac-
tured, and my ankle was sprained. The doctor
taped but didn’t put a cast on my foot and an-
kle. He gave me a splint for my thumb, and
said there was nothing to be done for the
bruises that covered the left side of my body
from head to foot. The stub of a small, bro-
ken-off branch had slightly penetrated the
base of my throat. If it had been a half inch
longer, it would have gone into my wind-
pipe. The doctor was not happy with me. He
said [ was lucky to be alive, much less walk-
ing around.

THE MONTHS PASSED. THE YEARS. PEOPLE WAN-
dered in and out of our Frisbee group, but the
hard core remained the same. I thought our
game was a wonderful game, even a Signifi-
cant Game. But it needed some larger valida-
tion. Then a miracle happened. Bob Hatch, a
sometime member of our group, had gone
south to take over the Los Angeles office of
his public relations firm. One of his consul-
tants was Rafer Johnson, the 1960 Olympic
decathlon gold medalist. Hatch phoned one
day to tell me he had been talking to Johnson
about our Frisbee game and that he would like
to try it out with me.

Rafer Johnson was one of my heroes. I had
never met him, but had seen him on countless
television shows and magazine covers. He
was not only the world’s greatest all-around
athlete but also a friend of the Kennedy clan
and a charismatic figure in his own right. I ar-
ranged a visit to Los Angeles. On the phone,
Johnson suggested we meet at 11:00 in the
morning on the UCLA playing field.

It was one of those clammy Los Angeles
mornings when the overcast was so pervasive
that the very grayness of it dazzled the eye. I
was waiting with my large yellow Frisbee
when Johnson drove up. Disdaining any small
talk, he led me out to the center of the field. I
started explaining the rules and he listened,
unsmiling. I began wondering if he had met
me only to please Bob Hatch. My enthusiasm
began crumbling. The pervasive gray overcast
muffled my words, the enormous empty field
made me feel smaller and smaller. Explaining
the made-up rules of a game played with a
plastic disk to this magnificent, regal black
man, the world’s greatest.athlete, began to
seem worse than ridiculous. He remained un-
smiling and looked increasingly skeptical as |
finished the explanation.

I suggested we try out a few throws. We
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faced each other at fifteen paces. Most casual
Frisbee players stay as far apart as possible and
enjoy the flight of the Frisbee over great
distances—a pretty sight, but essentially bor-
ing. With your opponent only fifteen to twenty
yards away, as was required in our set of rules,
the Frisbee is still sizzling and crackling with
energy when it arrives. Standing close, the
possibilities multiply. Your opponent can
even throw the Frisbee directly away from you
but angled upward, so you have to run all the
way past him to catchit.

The first few exchanges revealed that, in
addition to having won the Olympic decath-
lon, Johnson had spent more than a little time

with a Frisbee. His second throw almost took
my hand off. But I silently repeated a favorite
saying, ‘‘The Frisbee stings, but it doesn’t
kill,”” and went on throwing and catching.

I spent forty-five minutes demonstrating
every throw I could think of: the inside and
outside low curves, a whole array of high
curves, the reverse slide, the comeback, the
stall-out, the riser, the skimmer, the curl, and
other special throws that had been elicited by
our mode of play. I revealed all my tricks. I
held nothing back. I wanted Rafer Johnson to
know everything there was to know about this
game. He caught on immediately. Even
though we weren’t keeping score, I found my-
self repeatedly taken to my limit and forced to
dive. Nor was he the least hesitant in sacrific-
ing his body to reach the Frisbee. Maybe he
really was interested in the game.

[ asked if he would like to play a game of
eleven points to see how the scoring worked.
*“Just a practice game,”’ I said.

He started off with a soaring curve that sent
me off on a fifty-yard sprint. [ answered with a
scorching backhand curve that he couldn’t

possibly handle. But he did. After a very few
minutes, it became apparent that this wasn’t
Just a practice game. We were both dead seri-
ous. With my advantage in experience, [ went
ahead, 6-3, and we changed sides. Maybe |
could put him away quickly. But he came
back and passed me, 8-7.

There ensued an extended period during
which neither of us could score. Each of us
was diving for the Frisbee on an average of ev-
ery other throw. The ground was dry and hard.
[ had gained a bit of heft since the war, but, at
six four and 185 pounds, my frame must have
been taking quite a jarring. If so, I didn’t no-
tice, I was so deeply engrossed in the flight of
the Frisbee, the rhythm of the game.

Here it was, at last: the moment of sports
glory I had dreamed of since childhood. But
actually, it wasn’t that at all. He wasn’t even
‘‘Rafer Johnson’’ any longer. We were just
two guys chasing a Frisbee on an enormous
empty playing field, getting dirty, bruised,
and bloody, and having a hell of a good time.

The score went to 10-all. Then Johnson
threw a low curve that I couldn’t reach in a
long, horizontal dive. I hated for the game to
end that way, but had no alternative to calling
the point for myself.

We walked off the field together. Except to
call the points, we hadn’t said a word during
the entire game. As we split to go to our cars,
we shook hands, and Rafer Johnson smiled.

“It’s a good game,’” he said.

THERE WERE MOMENTS, I MUST CONFESS, WHEN
[ dreamed that our version of Frisbee would
sweep the nation, that it might even become an
Olympic sport. The prism light of the mid-
Sixties gave rise to visions of that sort: of a
time when players in every sport would call
their own points and officials would no longer
be needed. But it hasn’t worked out that way.
The plastic disk is still to be seen in casual
flight at beaches and parks, while the official
Frisbee tournaments of this age tend to cele-
brate not moral rectitude but rather an impres-
sive array of trick throws and catches. There is
skill in that, but not the elegant simplicity of
our games, the call to utter abandon.

What I like best are the Frisbee-catching
dogs that sometimes perform along with the
trick-shot masters. They are not in the least
concerned with boundaries or officials; when
they leap for the flying disk, they have no
thought of how they will return to earth. Itisn’t
so much the daring as the purity of their ac-
tions that lifts my heart and reminds me of
what sports and games are really all about. @

GEORGE LEONARD s memoir of the Sixties, from which
this piece is excerpted, will be published next fall by
Houghton Mifflin.



