EXPLORING THE SUBTLETIES OF THE MOST GENTLEMANLY OF SPORTS
BY JAMES R. PETERSEN

In the beginning was the Word. On lazy afternoons in postwar New Haven, Yale undergraduates gathered on the green to sail
pie tins from the nearby Frisbie Pie factory. Gentlemen if not scholars, they shouted “Frisbie!” or “Look out, twerp!” to
warn bystanders of the airborne hazard. It had been going on for years. Fred Morrison, who stumbled upon the scene, recog-
nized a good thing when he saw it and a better thing when he heard it. To avoid legal trouble with the Frisbie Pie Company,
he changed the -ie to -ee and patented the Frisbee Flying Disk. It was a cosmic example of name it and claim it. Like Kleenex,
like Xerox, Frisbee became the noun for all varieties of the product. Unlike Kleenex, like Xerox, Frisbee also became a verb
and a way of life. Meanwhile, back at the beginning: Morrison inspected buildings in Los Angeles and sold invisible wire at
county fairs in Southern California. A nice scam: A sucker is born every minute, and in California, they live forever. Carry-
ing a box of pie plates, he and an assistant would push their way through crowds, shouting, “Make way for the wire! Make
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FREE-STYLE FRISBEE

Jamming, or free-style Frisbee, is the aerobatic analog of modern
dance. Participants stand 30-40 yards apart, set the saucer in mo-
tion and then try to maintain their rhythm while improvising
throw-and-catch combinations. The overhand wrist flip, demon-
strated below by World Class Frisbee Master Bruce Koger, origi-
nates with a thumb-down catch. Without changing your grip,
you cock your wrist, bring your body into a discus-thrower stance
and unwind. Wrist snap is essential. Above, World Class Frisbee
Master John Connelly demonstrates a between-the-legs catch.
Jump high or you risk losing more than just your rhythm.
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THE FIRST FRISBEE
Fred Morrison never collected
the deposit on this plate from the
Frisbie Pie Company; royalties
from the patent have brought

THE PLUTO PLATTER
Was God an ancient astronaut?
The Pluto Platter should have
been left in a Peruvian cave:
It wouldn’t fly in a stiff wind.

This 1956-model Frisbee is now
a sought-after collector’s item.

him $1,000,000 so far. The pie,
eaten in 1950, wasn'’t bad, either.

way for the invisible wire!” An elaborate mime would follow,
in which they would set up 30 or 40 feet of invisible wire,
then attach a pie plate to the nonexistent strand. Shouting the
aforementioned warning, they would push the plate through
space. Straight wire sold for a buck, curved wire for a buck-
fifty. The plate was thrown in free. As we said, a nice scam.
Eventually, Morrison saw that his future lay in plastics. (Pie
plates had produced one too many decapitations and assistants
were hard to find.) In 1956, he sold his idea to Wham-O
Manufacturing Company—the off-the-wall folks who brought
us slingshots, Super Balls and Hula Hoops. Joie de vivre in a
junk culture. Unless you were raised in a telephone booth,
you have purchased a Wham-O product at least once in your
life. For the next few years, Wham-O was up to its corporate
ass in Hula Hoops and failed to appreciate the Frisbee’s poten-
tial. They didn’t even know for sure why the damn thing flew.
Patent 3,359,678 (filed by Wham-O’s “Steady Ed” Headrick)
describes the Frisbee as (are you ready for this?): “A saucer-
shaped throwing implement. A series of concentric discontinui-
ties are provided adjacent to the rim on the convex side. . . .
[These] exert an interfering effect on the air flow over the top
of the implement and create a turbulent, unseparated boundary

layer over the implement, reducing aerodynamic drag. . . . It
has been found that when the implement is thrown in a man-
ner such that the saucer is approximately horizontal . . . it

displays definite aerodynamic properties and tends to ‘fly’ in
the direction in which it is thrown. It is believed that the saucer
flies because the saucer approximates an airfoil and hence its
flight through the air is enhanced by aerodynamic lift. De-
pending on the skill of the throwers, the angle of the saucer . . .
can be varied to obtain greater eccentricities in flight.” Uh-huh.
The invisible wire made more sense.

The Apostles’ Creed of Frisbee is embossed on the under-
side of every Wham-O Flying Disk: PLAY CATCH—INVENT
GAMES / TO FLY, FLIP AWAY BACKHANDED / FLAT FLIP FLIES
STRAIGHT / TILTED FLIP CURVES—EXPERIMENT! Accept that
call and you can enter a world of grace, competence and oc-
casional craziness. It has been noted that the Frisbee is to
spherical sports equipment what the Flat Earth Society is to
the real world. Frisbee is anarchic, the perfect vehicle for
self-expression. Morrison’s flying saucer has a spirit, and from
all appearances, that spirit is benign. Can you say that about
a baseball? A hockey puck? It’s not that you can’t go wrong
with a Frisbee (although it’s very hard); the incredible thing
is the number of ways in which you can go right.

Enthusiasts have discovered the “hypnotic empathy” of an
aerial dialog, the joy of watching a Frisbee carve a sculpture
in the space between two players. Poets talk about the way
a Frisbee appears in your hand to complete a throw, like the
period at the end of a sentence—in short, a lot of fancy words
for what is essentially a nonverbal experience. Sects have
developed in several parts of the country, each claiming the
true interpretation of the sport.

PATENT 3,359,678
In 1965, Wham-O filed for a
patent on an improved flying
disk. Extra weight and a series
of concentric grooves enhanced
stability. The platter played
three speeds: 33, 45 or 78 rpm.

THUMBER
This is a
killer grip. Shoot from the hip
with a sidearm
delivery for a curving, twisting,
hard-to-catch throw.

TWO-FINGER

The sidearm
is the basis of most trick shots.
Snap the wrist and
aim to the
left for a level flight.
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BACKHAND

Use this grip for distance,
accuracy and
boomerang throws. It
is natural, powerful and
great for beginners.

THE PRO MODEL

The Professional Sports Model
Frisbee separated flying disks
from the world of rubber ducks
and squirt guns. The Pro sells
like the proverbial hot cakes
and flies much more gracefully.

iy




VINTAGE FRISBEE

The tiny mold number on the underside of a Frisbee indicates
which of several machines made it. Connoisseurs believe that
certain molds produce better flight characteristics. Old number
Is and 10s enjoy a high reputation. The vintages have become
more standard, but occasionally, you can find an exceptional
number 10 in an out-of-the-way beer-and-bait shop in Cleveland.
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UPSIDE-DOWN
THUMBER

A Frisbee can be
made to turn over in mid-flight.
It will fly upside down
for over 40 yards.
Aim to the left and release at
a ten-o'clock
angle. A sidearm grip
works as well as the thumber
for this shot.

SIDEARM SKIP

Players who
have access to gyms or parking
lots can try ground
or skip shots. A sidearm
released at
a slight angle will roll
in a straight line.
Reverse spin will cause the
Frisbee to
curve in a question-
mark configuration.

THE AIR BOUNCE
Backhand shots can
be skipped off the pavement
(throw down at a 30-
degree angle)
or boomeranged (throw into
the wind
at a 30-40-degree angle).
If you tilt the leading edge up
and throw toward
the ground, the Frisbee will
bounce on an air cushion.

THE BEST FRISBEE
120-gram  Moonlighter
15) is the best
Frisbee you can buy. (The 130-
gram prototype was better, but
only six were manufactured.) As
a bonus, it glows in the dark.

The
(mold number

TRAILING-EDGE CATCH
It is better
to give than to receive,
but a good throw
can be outclassed by a great
catch. Try letting
the Frisbee pass above
you or to either
side, then snag it by
the trailing edge.
When you're hot, you're hot.

BEHIND-THE-BACK

CATCH
A bit of flash,
this trick is easy to master.
For variety,
set up the behind-the-back
catch with a tip
(i.e., hit the center
of the underside
with the tip of a finger, a toe
or a felt-tip
pen to keep it aloft).
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BLIND CATCH
With a
reliable throwing partner,
you can attempt
major acts
of faith. If the Frisbee is
approaching on a
level path, position
yourself accordingly and
catch it over
the back, blind. Stay clear
of leapfroggers.

THE BEST GAME
For almost 18 years, the Interna-
tional Frisbee Tournament has
been held near Marquette, Mich-
igan, on or about the Fourth
of July. Write to the LF.A.
for details. Practice diligently.
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Illustration by Christy Sheets Mull



ZEN AND THE ART OF FRISBEE When Frisbees started landing around the 90-yard mark, “Guinness
Book of World Records” took notice. A throw of 336 feet is pending recognition.

California,
naturally, produced the most serious fa-
natics, followed by New England. The
Berkeley Frisbee Group is exactly what
you’d expect a Frisbee group from Berke-
ley to be, which severely limits what
can be said about it in print. The Berke-
ley people view Frisbee as a means of
altering one’s consciousness or as some-
thing with which to pass the time after
one’s consciousness has been altered.
They are curious about the limits of Fris-
bee and they continually experiment.
Bob May, a law student and bank clerk,
used to take a dozen orange Frisbees to
a football field to see how far they would
sail. When the Frisbees started land-
ing around the 90-yard mark, Guinness
Book of World Records took notice,
mentioning a 285-foot toss in the 1971
edition. May’s power throw is so con-
sistent and unbeatable that it has be-
come a legend. People ask: “Wili you be
there the day Bob May loses his throw?”
The Berkeley Frisbee Group also pro-
duced Victor Malafronte, an ex-Marine
who for years was known as the Harlem
Globetrotter of Frisbee and/or the

Berkeley Wizard. The International
Frisbee Association (see page 103 for
details) ranks him number one in the
world and for good reason. He can
throw a Frisbee over 30 different ways.
Think about that for a minute. “It’s
simple,” explains Malafronte: “Once
you understand the flier, the principles
behind a throw become almost self-
explanatory. The throws are there to
begin with. If you pay attention, the
Frisbee will tell you what to do with it.”

If that sounds like Zen and the Art
of Frisbee, you're right. Malafronte has
dedicated his life to enlightening the
masses. His method is not exactly Ori-
ental: He has appeared on talk shows,
done TV commercials and joined John
Kirkland’s pregame show for the Har-
lem Globetrotters tour. Kirkland, alias
“The Pretender,” is a World Class Fris-
bee Master from MIT; he is the one
person to successfully challenge May’s
distance mark (a throw of 336 feet is
pending recognition). Kirkland typifies
the New England style—disciplined, sci-
entific, slightly dogmatic. It is rumored
that he conducts wind-tunnel tests on

new Frisbees to determine flight charac-
teristics. He is one of the few people in
America who can tell you why a Frisbee
flies—if you have an hour or so. Better
yet, catch him in action. He can throw
equally well with both hands and, for
kicks, has a 40-yard toe throw. He also
invented the air-bounce shot. That's
coastal Frisbee. The Midwest version is
more competitive. The flying disk has
become the weapon of choice among
groups that 100 years ago would have
strapped on Colts. The name of the
game is Guts Frisbee. Five-man teams
stand 15 yards apart and try to maim
each other with throws that slice the air
at about 90 miles per hour. At that
speed, the grooves on the Frisbee will
tear your fingernails off. Every year, the
teams gather on the Upper Peninsula of
Michigan for a showdown. Among the
chief contenders are the Highland Ave-
nue - Aces from Wilmette, Illinois, the
Library Bar Team from Houghton.
Michigan, the Humbly Magnificent
Champions of the Universe from Ann
Arbor and Thor's Foul Five from
wherever they happen to be hiding. The

To my knowledge, it was not reported in
the local newspaper or in Hsinhua, the
official Chinese news agency. But, on July
16, 1974, several hundred inhabitants of
the city of Shanghai watched a spectacle
that knocked the wind out of them and,
possibly, gave them a new perspective on
Sino-American relations. When they saw
what was happening beneath the huge bill-
board down by the river, where Nanking
Road meets the main thoroughfare, they

THE CELESTIAL FRISBEE
MEETS THE CELESTIAL EMPIRE
AND WINS FRIENDS
an adventure in pie-plate diplomacy
By Christopher Buckley

crossed the boulevard, then ran for a
closer look. Clustering around the object
of their curiosity, they formed an ellipse.
They stared. They giggled. Finally, after
encouragement from the two Americans,
they participated.

More people arrived. Fathers held their
children on their shoulders. The excite-
ment was instantly contagious as the
orange disk sailed above the pavement.
Twenty hands reached out for it, if only

for a moment, before some agile comrade
lunged forward to claim the prize. He
clutched it, examining it intensely, as

though it had just dropped from the sky.
His friends patted him vigorously on the
back, congratulating him on his dexterity
Junks and freighters passed on the river
their crews watching from poop decks
bridges, trying to decide what had ca
such a gathering in the park at midday
(The militia, on the other hand, knew ex-
actly what was going on; an officer had
already phoned in the official complaint
from a turret that overlooked the crowd.)
Guests from the Peace Hotel across the
street leaned out the windows, gawking
laughing, pointing ‘to the scene below

nd

Chinese still came running; the ellipse
grew and grew
On July 16, in Shanghai, something

unusual happened, something that those
who formed the ellipse will remember for
a long time and that the authorities are
still trying to forget—because it just isn't
done. The head of the Shanghai Municipal
Youth League told the two Americans so
that night, before their train left for Hang-
chow. She lectured them but, at the same
time, criticized herself. The whole thing
could have been avoided, she said, if only
she had provided them with recreational
space. The damage was already done:
Hundreds of Chinese had begn exposed to
the demonstration and someone in the
Youth League would have to answer for it.
Because it was so spoptaneous, an inter-
ruption, however brief, of the Long Revolu-
tion. Because two Americans just weren't
supposed to play Wham-O Frisbee with
Chinese workers during their lunch hour.

| went to mainland China last summer,
a member of the cultural-saturation tour




Berkeley Frisbee Group always shows
up for the tournament and doesn't do
badly, either: One thing about skill is
that it abolishes differences. Midwest
players are good at jamming. The Aces
boast four -World Class Frisbee Mas-
ters—essentially a free-style rating—
and the coastal players are good at
Guts. Then there are the lone-wolf
“Have Frisbee, Will Travel” players—
Bruce Koger, Steve Sewall, Dan Rod-
dick and Dr. Stancil Johnson (team psy-
chiatrist for the B.F.G.)—who are good
at everything from Frisbee Golf to Ulti-
mate Frisbee.

The sects keep in touch through
mimeographed journals, such as Flying
Disk World (P.O. Box 101, Piscataway,
New Jersey 08854). In a recent issue,
John F. Weyand recounted the strange
circumstances surrounding his invention
of a new throw: “This shot is known
around the country by different names,
but because of its origin, it is known in
the Berkeley area as the Dream Shot.
One night after meditating, I fell into a
profound slumber, which produced the
image of myself throwing a very special
shot to my partner . . . Vic Malafronte.
Holding the disk with my thumb on the
inside rim and fingers curled over the
top, I reached back as if throwing a

baseball. Then, as I threw forward, I
pulled my head back so as not to chop
it off and jerked my whole body down
and backward away from the direction
of the toss. This produced a tremendous
spin and snap. The release was upside
down and about 45 degrees. The Frisbee
took off, curved left (I'm left-handed),
then evened out, curving to the right.
While it was curving, the height of the
Frisbee varied. It was at first sloping
toward the ground. till it was four or five
inches off the ground, then it started to
rise (up to here, I've been able to du-
plicate the dream), then it rose, leading
edge up, stopped in the air, came down,
then [went] up again in an inverted arc
away from my partner, then stopped
again and dropped into his hands. I'm
still working on the last part.

“I was so excited. I've always wanted
a vision of Jesus or the Holy Mother,
but I took this Frisbee dream as divinely
inspired and headed for Lower Sproul.
In a few weeks, I had control of [the
shot], but I couldn’t teach it to any one
of the resident experts for many months.
They'd throw it and it would grind into
the gravel. The situation is different
now, of course: but it remains the most
spectacular shot in Frisbee. . . .”

Theres is even an official Frisbee

organization of sorts. The International
Frisbee Association (P.O. Box 4578,
North Hollywoud, California 91607) is a
cross between a mail-order Zen monas-
tery and a cult fan club. For a dollar,
you can obtain a lifetime membership
that includes a personalized card, a cer-
tificate and a number. And, grasshopper,
you get a proficiency manual that gives
the criteria for the different levels of
Frisbee expertise. At last count, only 32
people had passed the requirements for
World Class Frisbee Master.

If you find that there is more between
heaven and earth than is dreamed of in
your philosophy, chances are it will be a
Frisbee. Pro or amateur, you can find
a game almost anywhere in America
and, as the write-up below suggests,
almost anywhere in the world. You'd
be surprised at how quickly the most
incompetent novice can pick up the
fundamentals. In 1974, Richard Nixon
attended a graduation ceremony at the
United States Naval Academy at An-
napolis. A midshipman handed him
a Frisbee; the former President acted
as if he had never seen one. He handled
it as he would a collection plate and
finally threw it upside down into the
audience—an inverted, broken-chicken-
wing underhand throw. to be exact.

somewhat dubiously titled the East Coast
Student Leaders Delegation. The trip had
a crisp, diplomatic flavor. but we were
there mostly to make friends. It was one
more step along the road toward ‘‘normail-
ization of relations’'—an attempt, however
microcosmic, to build on the 1972 Shang-
hai communiqué.

Diplomacy. in the sense of making the
proper impression, was easy enough.
Making friends and breaking barriers, on
the other hand, were not. The end, we
decided, was clear; the means by which
we were invited to achieve it—confer-
ences, presentations, formality upon for-
mality—were complicated and stiff.

It was immediately clear that we were
big cheese. We were such hot stuff, in
fact, that we merited bodyguards. who
would appear whenever a crowd of Chi-
nese got too close for our guides’ comfort.
Westerners are still a rarity in China. espe-
cially in the countryside. In such cities as
Peking, Shanghai and Sian, crowds oc-
casionally followed us down the streets,
but in the rural areas, the broad masses
of people—to use their term—iflocked to
us wherever we went. As far as they were
concerned, we oozed charisma.

We complained about the bodyguards,
reasoned with our hosts that placing a
fence between us and the people was no
way to ensure friendship—but to no avail.
Once, when we stopped in Canton to shop
for silk -portraits of the Holy Five—Marx,
Lenin, Engels, Stalin and Chairman Mao—
five men in a goon squad did everything
but clear our path with machine guns.
Three of them moved among the throng
outside the store, telling people to scram.
and two stationed themselves near the
door. When a few Chinese were brave

enough to venture in to have a peek,
the guards shouted like storm troopers:
Make no mistake; this place was off limits.

We had been invited to China for the
purpose of making friends and the people
were getting burned. Unable to stand the
insulation any longer, several of us threw
protocol to the winds and decided to do
something about it. It was an innovation
in the field of détente: Frisbee Diplomacy.

Frisbee Diplomacy had its humble origin
in the hamlet of Yenan, where Chairman
Mao had spent 13 years organizing the
Revolution. Weary of our bodyguards,
Charley Lindsay (Columbia), Joel Gold-
stein (Princeton). Linda Laviolette (Stony
Brook) and | walked out of the hotel with
two Wham-Os in hand and entered the
street. Within ten minutes, we were sur-
rounded by 200 Chinese children. We
tossed the Frisbees back and forth to
give them an idea of the game. Charley,
who is avuncular, anyway, tried to get
them involved. They were wary at first, but
no one can resist Charley for long.

It was like Christmas morning; our Fris-
bees had more effect than all the electric-
train sets, Mighty Matilda battieships and
Indy-500 remote-control racers that you
or | ever found under the tree. The kids
were agog. Couldn’t get enough of it. In-
terpreter Teng scrambled out of the hotel:
“Please, stop—you are blocking traffic.”

Either Comrade Teng’s imagination had
failed her or she just wasn’t aware of the
impression she had made. In the course
of this half-hour episode, we had ob-
structed the path of three bicycles and a
horse-drawn cart. Yenan is a village, not
Midtown Manhattan. The children saw that
the game was at an end and were crest-
fallen. Joel and | wanted to give them-the

Frisbees, but Charley was right in urging
against it. How do you split two Frisbees
200 ways? Clearly, the problem ranked
with the multiplication of the loaves.

These forays of the Frisbee Brigade led
to vast, lugubrious dissension among our
student leaders. One of them suggested
that we hadn’t come to China to be ad-
mired. Soon, the scuttle butt was flying.
Our leader, a Yale medical student named
Harvey Berger, informed us that our ac-
tivities had upset the authorities and, by
extension, him.

We fought it a bit, especially since
Harvey's own practice was to descend 1o
the streets with his Polaroid SX-70—the
kind that develops color prints in one
minute before your eyes—there to pass
among the people, Great White Godlike,
the epitome of good old American techno-
logical savvy. Harvey assembled crowds,
all right, but it wasn’'t communication; it
was stardom. In retrospect, though, I'm
sure our Frisbee game was just as loath-
some to Harvey as his Great White God
act was to us.

Differences in diplomatic tactics not-
withstanding, the brigade continued to re-
late to the broad masses with orange and
white plastic disks wherever possible.
True, the spectacles did raise the authori-
ties' eyebrows, and | apologize—for the
second time—to cur wonderfully patient
guards for having caused an occasional
ruckus. Our intentions were honest. But,
at the same time, | would counsel all
American foreign-service officers, from
Dr. Kissinger down: A Frisbee's the thing
wherein you'll catch the conscience of a
king—or a Yasir Arafat or a Chou En-lai.
History, | have a feeling, will bear me out.
Just ask anyone in Shanghai.

Reprint from OUI magazine, 1975. ©1975, Playboy Publications.



