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RETRO TOYS

What makes us
grab that Frisbee
and throw it back?

by Douglas R. Kelly

For most of us,
the Frisbee has
always been
around: flying
across the backyard,
across the parking lot,
across the quad, across
the golf course. In fact, when
you think of the Frisbee, dollars to
donuts that you picture itin flight rather than sitting on a table orin
agym bag. Ifithad a tongue (okay, and a brain and a central nervous
system), that round piece of plastic would say, “Throw me, launch
me, put me out there so | can see the world the way the birds see it.”
It wasn'talways plastic. The earliest flying discs were made of
metal, and they weren't designed to be thrown through the air—
they were designed to hold pie. Beginningin the late 19th Century,
the Frisbie Pie Company, based in Bridgeport, Connecticut, sold
its products in metal tins measuring approximately nine and a
halfinches in diameter. According to most sources, it wasn't long
before workers at the bakery were chucking the empty pie tins back
and forth on their breaks, along with
students at Yale University, in nearby
New Haven. (The Frisbie Pie Company
also made cookies, which they sold in
tins, the lids of which reportedly sailed
back and forth along with the pie tins.)

(LEFT) A seven-year-old Dan Roddick
prepares to make a leaping catch, circa
1955. Note his expression of pure joy. Jack
Roddick. (INSET) This postcard from the Thirties shows the Hartford,
Connecticut, location of the Frisbie Pie Co. (TOP) An original Frisbie
pie tin, used by the Frisbie Pie Company and thrown around parking
lots and college campuses in the first half of the 20th Century. All product
photos shown herein are by and courtesy of Doug Kelly.
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Anything shaped like a disc, of course, can be sailed through
the air, and there are stories of people in other parts of the
country doing so. One of these was Fred Morrison, an inventor
living in California who enjoyed throwing paint can lids and pie
tins around as a kid. In the late Forties, with his business partner
Warren Franscioni, Morrison started experimenting, first with
metal and then with plastic, in an effort to come up with a disc
that would fly well and be durable enough to last more than a few
throws. The two men formed a company, Pipco, which was short
for “Partners in Plastic.” Their first plastic disc, the Flyin-Saucer,
was relatively crude by today's standards, but the partners
worked at refining the design. In the early Fifties, after Morrison
and Franscioni had gone their separate ways, Morrison formed a
company, American Trends, which produced an improved version
of the Flyin-Saucer.

All of this led to Morrison's Pluto Platter, which was a
substantial improvement flying-wise over the Flyin-Saucer and
eventually became the basis for the Frisbee of the future. In1955
0r1956, Morrison met and began working with Rich Knerrand
A. K. Melin, the founders of the Wham-O company in southern Pluto Platters, like this late Fifties example, featured the
California, and together they introduced the first flying discs names of planets around the rim. © Wham-0.
bearing the Wham-O name in early 1957. Some time later, after
hearing that students at Harvard University used the word Frisbie
to describe the throwing of pie tins around the campus, Knerr
adopted the word for his company's flying disc. Technically, he
spelled it incorrectly—Frisbee—but that was the name that went
on to become synonymous with the flying disc. (Wham-O would
also score major hits with its Superball and Hula Hoop toys.)

Cultural Phenomenon

Sales of the Frisbee were slow at first, but as the Sixties

dawned, the plastic discs increasingly were seen flying through
neighborhoods all across the U.S. The idea that the Frisbee

was some kind of fad fell by the wayside as time went on and
sales went through the roof. What was it about the Frisbee that
attracted people? “There was a fascination with its flight,” says
Dan Roddick, multiple-time Frisbee champion and a legend in the
world of Frisbee. “I'll never forget doing a tour to Australia in the
1970s... it was the first time | had ever shown a Frisbee to people
who had never seen it fly before. We're inured to it now because

we know what it does, but when you've never seen it, youreyeis ~(LEFT) This c. 1970 regular Frisbee (85 grams in weight) is still in

fooled because you're expecting gravity to take effect, likewhen ~ theoriginal packaging. © Wham-O. (RIGHT) World Frisbee Champi-

someone throws a ball.” on Victor Malafronte gets some air as he executes a between-the-
Roddick believes the way those early Frisbees were made legs catch in Berkeley, California, in 1977. Photo by Jodi Stein.

helped fuel this perception. “I think that, in the early going, that
‘magical flight’ felt more magical because the early discs were a
lot lighter in construction. A typical Flyin-Saucer or Pluto Platter
was probably 90 grams, and now, an Ultimate disc is 175 grams,

: : The 108-gram Pro
a golf disc can be 160, or180. That's twice as heavy, so [today's g

model Frisbee
discs] are less vulnerable to the wind. | think that people were just 3

: - | i was introduced by

enamored with this brand new kind of flight. 2
ol . . . s Wham-0in 1964,
It'simpossible to tell the Frisbee story without Roddick in the -

. : g . . and it represented a
frame. Growing up in Pennsylvania, he had his first contact with a ; ;
Frishee at | “F ffth Christ : big step forward in

risbee at an early age. “For my ristmas, my parents gave Blying dive pasfor-

me a Pipco Flyin-Saucer. We really started playing with it when |
was five. We played back-and-forth games... we camped a lot, my
dad was a motorcycle rider and it traveled easily in the saddlebag,
so we took it everywhere we went.” During visits as a teenager to
the 1963 and 1964 World's Fairs in Seattle and New York, Roddick

mance, © Wham-0.
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and his father took part in Frisbee demonstrations presented by
Wham-O, which opened the Roddicks’ eyes to the fact that there
were other people out there who were as into Frisbee as they
were.

Nicknamed “Stork” (@ moniker that stuck) during a1972
Ultimate Frisbee game between his alma mater Rutgers
University and Princeton University, Roddick's style of play
resulted in the concept of constorksion. “I'm long-limbed, 6-5
and a half, probably 175 pounds, and | tended to make a lot of
very convoluted catches, with pretzel-like positioning with arm
going through leg, over around shoulder, catching the disc over
head, that kind of thing. ‘Contortion’ and ‘Stork’ got tied up, and it
ended up being constorktion.”

\-\‘ Glow-in-the-dark Frisbees
. have been popular since
. Wham-O introduced
the first one in 1969.
Just hold this mid-Sev-
enties example under
alight for a minute or
two, then head out into
the night for a moonlight-
er session. © Wham-0.

Novelty discs, like these “Flying Cuckoo
Saucer” mini discs (3.75 inches in diameter),
included as prizes in boxes of Cocoa Puffs
cereal during the Sixties, make for a color-
ful collecting theme.

Wham-0 had plenty of
competition almost from the
start. This is an early Wiffle
Flying Saucer, produced by
the Wiffle Ball Company.
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Competition

Frisbee the toy was becoming Frisbee the sport. Most people
were casual Frisbee players—throwing and catching for fun and
enjoyment—but competitions involving distance, accuracy,
and other Frisbee action had been around since the Fifties.
Things picked up big-time when Wham-O introduced the Pro
model Frisbee in1964. “Pros represent the start of modern

day Frisbee sports, and | started collecting Pros in1969,” says
Victor Malafronte, author of The Complete Book of Frisbee. He
also started collecting titles, one of which was “Original World
Frisbee Champion” when he won the first Invitational World
Frisbee Championships in Pasadena, California, in1974. “It was
an invitational event, | think like, 100 people got invitations to
compete. It was at the Rose Bowl and | just happened to win it
thatyear. It makes me the first one, which is all | really wanted.”

Malafronte became known for a specific, and at the time,
unorthodox way of throwing, dubbed the Two Finger Macho
Sidewinder throw. Using this grip, he set a distance world record:
“It was over level ground, and | did 538 feet. That was with a
Wham-0 World Class 40 mold, which was about 117 grams. It was
what's called the ‘classic’ Frisbee design.”

Success breeds competition, and numerous companies got
into the act and produced their own versions of Wham-O's market
leader. But none of these competitors could call their product a
Frisbee, as Wham-O owned the rights to that name. So Skyway
Products came out with the Finger Flinger, Voss-Reynolds made
the Turbo Disc, Wiffle Ball put out the Wiffle Flying Saucer, C.P.I.
introduced the Saucer Tosser, Superflight produced the Aerobie
Superdisc, and there were many more. Brumberger may have
come the closest to infringing the name with its Giant Frizzy.

Cuts Frisbee was one of the earliest games to be developed,
going back to1958. Typically, five players on each side attempt to
throw the disc through the opposing side's goal space without the
disc being caught. The winner is the team that reaches 21 goals
first; if the teams are tied at 20 points apiece, the winner must win
by two goals.

Ultimate Frisbee got its start in the late Sixties as a high school
game, which then caught on in a big way on college campuses.
That 1972 Ultimate game between Rutgers University and
Princeton University reportedly was the first college Ultimate
game, and it was played on the same piece of ground, at Rutgers,
on which the first intercollegiate football game had been played,
103 years earlier to the day. That was
appropriate as the two games have some
similarities to one another, as well as to
soccer. Ultimate is played between two
teams on a field with end zones, and the
object of the game is to score by catching
the Frisbee—a “pass”—in the other team's
end zone.

Today, there are Ultimate Frisbee leagues all over the U.S.,
including at many colleges and universities.

But many believe that the king of Frisbee sports is disc golf,
which has grown exponentially since the Sixties. If you've been
living on Mars (or under a Pluto Platter) for the last 30 years, disc
golfisjust what it sounds like: players throw discs toward a “hole”
(usually a chain link basket) on a dedicated course. The score is
kept, much as in the standard game of golf, according to how
many throws each player makes before putting the disc into the



basket. The player with the lowest total score (for the 9-hole or
18-hole course) wins.

Disc golfis perhaps the best example of the ongoing name
debate. Although it's known both as disc golf and Frisbee golf,
Wham-O is just one player in the disc golf market. “Wham-0O does
alittle bitin Frisbee golf, because it would take a lot for them to
try to get a piece of that market,” says Victor Malafronte. “Now
there are six or seven big companies that are making golf discs.
You have Discraft, you have Innova, you have Dynamic Discs,
you have Prodigy.” In general, golf discs are smaller and are more
dense and flexible than standard Frisbees, characteristics that
enable a golf disc to be thrown further and with greater accuracy.

Strength in Numbers

The growth of Frisbee and related games and sports

inevitably resulted in the creation of organizations to manage,
encourage, and facilitate participation. Even the names of these
organizations point up the Frisbee-versus-disc question. Dan
Roddick, along with winning numerous championships over

the years, served both as director of the International Frisbee
Association (IFA) from 1975 to 1982, and as president of the World
Flying Disc Federation from 1986 to 1992. Does he see the names
of these organizations as reflecting the growth of disc sports and
the fact that Wham-O was getting more and more competition
from other manufacturers? “Absolutely,” Roddick says. “And the
interesting twist to it is that, my first journalistic effort, when |
was at Rutgers, was Flying Disc World. So | probably put in print the
generic term first. Many of the early things done under the aegis
of the IFA were done by Wham-O, exclusively. It was all Wham-O
money. Once they put me in place there [at the IFA], | had regional
directors out there, | had Frisbee World magazine, we had the
Frisbee World Championships... Frisbee Frisbee Frisbee. It made
sense for Wham-0O, because any publicity that came with the
activity, guess where the shelf action was? Frisbee.

“But as the market started to broaden, with companies like
Innova and Discraft and others beginning to get a foothold—first
just through enthusiasts and then actually getting shelf space—
and going into major [outlets], itjustincreasingly made sense
foritto become a generic sport, like virtually all others. Whether
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(FAR LEFT) Today’s golf
discs, such as this Leopard
fairway driver by Innova,
offer greatly improved
accuracy and distance

over the golf discs of 30
and 40 years ago. (LEFT)
Wham-0O’s Frisbee Fantasy
Series discs, produced
during the early Eighties,
are popular with collectors
for their sharp artwork. ©

Arecent reissue (or reproduc-
tion) Frisbee, sporting a retro
look. This package is easily
spotted as a reissue as it has
a copyright date of 2017 on
the back of the cardboard
along with Wham-0’s
website URL. © Wham-O.

it's surfing, or golf, or
whatever... they all
work with various manufacturers.
That was a very hard transition for Wham-O to make,

because it's good to be king! Why share lunch, especially when
you're buying lunch? A hard transition, and | was rightin the
middle of it, and | had my critics on either side. In retrospect,
particularly with people in the sport, it gave me a lot of latitude.
| was still working for the company that made Frisbees (Mattel
Sports owned Wham-O, at that point) and | was the director

of the World Flying Disc Federation. You can imagine that that
would raise eyebrows.”

Tracking 'Em Down

There's bad news and good news when it comes to vintage

discs. The bad news: early examples of some of them, such

as the American Trends Flyin-Saucer and Pluto Platter, often
come with big price tags. Like, many hundreds-of-dollars big,
and occasionally into four figures. The good news is that, with
more than 70 years of flying disc history to dig into, there's an
enormous number of cool and wonderful discs out there waiting
to be found.

You won't be surprised to learn that condition is king with
older discs. “You can get a Pluto Platter foranywhere from $10 for
a common colorone that has dog bites all over it, to thousands of
dollars for a pristine example in a rare color,” says Roddick. “If you
just wanta cool Pluto Platter to putin a frame and hang on the
wall, you can get away pretty cheap. But if you want a significant,
important disc that potentially will gain in value, then you need

RETROFAN == March 2021




SO » RETROTOYS

to become more knowledgeable and find out what the key
components are. When someone tells me something like, ‘l have
an old Mars Platter that we used to throw around up at the camp
foryears, would you like it? That might be interesting to see, but
ifit's a beat-up and dog-bitten disc, | generally advise them to
keepitasa family heirloom and enjoy it because it
usually doesn't have much value as a collectible.”

Many (though not all) discs came in some kind of
packaging, whether a plastic bag attached to a header
card, or a cellophane-wrapped piece of cardboard.
The older the disc, the less likely it is that it's still in it's
packaging. If itis, depending on the condition of the
packaging, the asking price can easily double.

Stickers, on those discs that originally came with
them, are another challenge. Some collectors consider
adiscincomplete if it doesn't have its intact original
sticker in its center. These often gradually wore off
discs due to repeated use, of course, but others were removed
intentionally by owners intent on improving a disc's flying
performance. Either way, an original sticker not only looks sharp,
but also can help in identifying the model (name) of the disc.

Any scratches or other marks (yes, including dog bite marks)
lower the value of a disc, as do stains or writing on a disc. But
an exception might just be made if you have a disc with Ashley
Whippet's bite marks... if you could prove that the legendary
Frisbee dog actually did the crunching! (See the “Deeper Dive”
sidebar.)

Victor Malafronte believes one of the most-wanted Frisbee
items isn't even an actual disc—it's an original pie case (also
known as a pie safe) from the Frisbie
Pie Co. in Connecticut. These
wooden cabinets were used
by the company to display
the product, and likely
were most often thrown
out once a shop closed
down or stopped
carrying Frisbie's
products.

Flying discs have
a built-in advantage
over many other kinds
of collectibles when it
comes to display: they make
wonderful “art” when hung
onawall, and due to their size, they
can be inter-changeable. Put a push pin in a strategic place,
hang up your1959 Pluto Platter or1973 C.P.I. Saucer Tosser, and
you're in business. But be careful, because these things tend to
multiply, and it can get out of hand before you know it. “Nobody
understands... relatives and friends will think you're a hoarder,”
says Dan Roddick, “if you just take them into a back room and
say, ‘Look at this, | have 800 Frisbees.’ They're going to think
you're crazy. But if you grganize it in a rational way and say, ‘Oh,
| specialize... | only have discs that have (for example) states on
them. | have one of every state, here's the wall with the states on

it. | don't have them all yet, and I'm really looking for a Wisconsin.’

That makes sense, then you're not a crazy person. My specialties
included a wonderful glow-in-the-dark disc collection, because
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FRISBEE

DEEPER DIVE

There are some cool resources available for furthering
one’s Frisbee education. Many books have been written,
but two stand out for their history content and details
on specific discs. Dr. Stancil E. D.
Johnson wrote Frisbee: A Practitioner’s
Manual and Definitive Treatise,
published by Workman Publishing
Company in 1975. Johnson gives
the reader a picture of the world of
Frisbee in the Seventies, including
pointers on various types of throws
and catches, and key Frisbee events
and organizations of the time. He
even includes a section on canine
Frisbee that features the legendary
Ashley Whippet, whose vertical leap had to be seen
to be believed.The Complete Book of Frisbee, written by
Victor Malafronte and published by American Trends
Publishing Co. in 1998, examines in-depth the history of
Frisbee and features a detailed identification and value
guide to collectible discs. If you want to know what to
look for in older discs, or just want to learn more about
the discs you already have, get this book.

The website marvinsflyingdisccollection.com is
stuffed full of photos and
descriptions of discs of
all kinds, sizes, and eras,
and is a great way to get
the lay of the land Frisbee-
wise. The same can be said
of flyingdiscmuseum.com.
And look up “The Invisible
String” on YouTube.

It’s a 94-minute 2012
documentary tracing
the history of Frisbee
and how these spinning
pieces of plastic get into

people’s heads.

The “Chip Chucker” is, yes, a plastic cow chip disc. The
underside states that it’s the original Old West throwing
disc, which may be just aload of... baloney.

my kids loved them—no need for nightlights, just those discs
hanging on the walls. Probably the most fun was collecting
novelty discs... things like the B.F. Goodrich tire, the flying pickle,
the flying cow chip, the sailing sombrero. People love these... they
see these and go, ‘Oh, that's really cute, it looks just like a pizza.
And it can fly!” 3

DOUGLAS R. KELLY is editor of Marine Technology magazine. His
byline has appeared in Antiques Roadshow Insider, Back Issue,
Model Collector, and Buildings magazines. He thinks Wham-0
should get with it and produce a gasoline-powered Frisbee. Or maybe
a hybrid.



