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FRISBEES continued 

he crowd in New 
Hampshire's Keene 
State College gym­
nasium is tugging 

off heavy winter coats in the overfilled 
stands; the room is heating up, wafting 
the indelicate aroma of old wrestling 
mats up to the damp flag hanging from 
the open beams. As even more specta­
tors squeeze through the doors, a young 
man in a gold-and-silver dinner jacket is 
running around keeping 20 or so Mel­
mac dinner plates spinning on long poles. 
He is not getting much encouragement, 
for most of the crowd is busy pretending 
he is not there, having come to see the 
Harlem Globetrotters, not The Ed Sul­
livan Show. 

Eventually the plate balancer picks up 
his dinnerware to scattered applause, and 
the strains of post-modern jazz come 
through the faltering P.A. system, which 
has all the audio quality of Radio Ham­
burg circa 1942. The crowd is impatient 
enough to start whistling Sweet Georgia 
Brown. But during this 48th tour of the 
Globetrotters, there is one more brand­
new act to precede Curly and Meadow­
lark Lemon and the rest. It is not the 
jugglers, nor another plate balancer nor 
the ever-popular Ping-Pong players, 
however. It is, well, it is ... Frisbee. And 
here it comes. 

Within a minute collective displeasure 
has turned into the standard reaction the 
Frisbee act has drawn from crowds: one 
great big oooh from 3,000 people. Out 
on the floor are two young men looking 
like college kids who have suited up for 
a basketball scrimmage only to find 
the gym is being used. In their scruffy 
intramural outfits of basketball socks, 
dirty sneakers, shorts obviously copped 
from another locker room and T shirts 
bearing the legend WORLD FRISBEE 

C HAMPIONSHfP-ROSE BOWL, PASADE A, 

1974, they begin by simply tossing the 
Frisbee back and forth . World Champi­
onship Frisbee? All things are possible in 
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the electronic age, but the crowd can 
hardly believe this. On the whole a well­
kept, shoeshined, double-knitted assem­
blage, with a sprinkling of VFW over­
seas caps, they sit transfixed, watching 
one tall, blond ponytailed youth throw 
a 9Yz" plastic disk to another young man 
who has shoulder-length black hair and 
resembles a Godfather extra. 

John Kirkland, 28, and Victor Mala­
fronte, 28, are currently the world's best 
Frisbee players. Malafronte is world­
class champion, having won that distinc­
tion in the Rose Bowl, as his T shirt pro­
claims, last August, where more than 100 
contestants flipped and lofted Frisbees in 
four main events for the title. Frisbee 
meets include displays of accuracy, va­
riety and throwing for distance. (Kirk­
land had won the distance event at Pas­
adena and in July had set a world record 
with a toss of 112 yards.) 

Now as they cavort on the court they 
have conferred another first on the Fris­
bee. The game of backyards and picnics, 
of fraternity lawns and seashore bore­
dom has turned pro. In Keene, N .H., an 
all-American city, an all-American pas­
time is getting a paycheck. The Frisbee 
is doing impossible things. Malafronte 
throws it so that it floats over Kirkland's 
face. Kirkland blows on it, bounces it in 
the air with his fingers, leaps, does hand­
springs, catches it behind his back, whirls 
and throws it back- all in one fluid, al­
most Oriental motion. Frisbees walk on 
edge across the polished floor in elabo­
rate question mark patterns, arriving 
exactly at the shoe tips of the other play­
er, to be booted into the air and caught 
between the legs. Several Frisbees, 
thrown together like nested clay pigeons, 
go spraying out; huge arcing Frisbees 
whip over the seats, sail between the 
beams, dance by the huge exhaust fans 
in the ceiling. 

Malafronte operates in a smiling, 
glazed trance and Kirkland looks as if 
he is pondering the summation of a Ph.D. 

thesis. As they twist and twirl, making 
spectacular throws and even more spec­
tacular catches, one wonders what in the 
name of Abner Doubleday is happening 
in sport. And this is obviously a sport; 
athletic ability is involved; physical so­
phistication is at the heart of it. There is 
perhaps a deeper social import than at 
first appears likely in the tossing around 
of a Day-Glo orange disk. And sure 
enough, the history of Frisbee is as 
moonstruck as the sport itself. 

Frisbee folklorists swear, although not 
under oath, that the saga begins in 1827, 
when a Yale undergraduate named El­
ihu Frisbee scaled a silver collection plate 
200 feet in protest against compulsory 
chapel. Back in the 1870s drivers of The 
Frisbie Pie Co. in Bridgeport, Conn. 
whiled away the noontime by flinging tin 
pie plates back and forth. (A Frisbie Pie 
Co. was in existence in Bridgeport well 
after World War II.) In any case, Yale 
picked up the pastime, and Harvard­
never far behind in crazes-soon was 
afflicted. Pie-plate throwing spread to 
Purdue and Notre Dame, and there is an 
unsupported rumor that when tin gave 
way to unsatisfactory cardboard as pie­
plate material, collection plates were 
once again pressed into service. 

Surely crews on Hollywood back lots 
tossed film can lids, and at least one Cal­
ifornian did well financially by inventing 
and hawking a plastic disk. "Fred Mor­
rison became the world's richest build­
ing inspector in 1956," recalls Ed Head­
rick, who is executive vice-president of 
Wham-0 Mfg. Co., the largest maker of 
flying disks, and holder of the copyright 
on the name Frisbee. " We bought out 
his patent on the disk and the injection­
molding machine he made them on. It 
was a $1 million deal. 

"Fred used to make them and sell 
them at the beach on weekends up at Po­
mona. He was so accurate that he pre­
tended the Frisbees were attached to an 
'invisible wire' held by his wife. He sold 
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FRISBEES continued 

as many 'invisible wires' as platters," 
says Headrick. Later, when his bank 
balance was revealed, Morrison was 
brought into an L.A. court investigating 
corruption in public office. "We had to 
take in our books and bail him out," says 
Headrick. 

Frisbee turned out to be one of those 
names that stick to a product, like Kleen­
ex or Xerox. Although some 30 compa­
nies have manufactured plastic flying 
disks, none has rivaled the grand propor­
tions of Wham-O's 60 million Frisbees 
in the past 18 years. 

Headrick doesn't like to hear the Fris­
bee called a toy. "It's an adult item that 
we grudgingly let kids play with when 
we're too tired," he says. ·'It looks like 
a sport item, not a toy." Yet Wham-0, 
in conjunction with parks and recreation 
departments in 620 U.S. cities, will in­
volve more than 1 IA million preteens in 
junior competition next summer. The 
company's history seems to be riddled 
with a giddiness that turns to gold, for 
Wham-0 is also the manufacturer of that 
mind- and hip-bender from the '50s, the 
Hula Hoop. 

The two wonders who practice Fris­
bee as a vocation are cut from the same 
slightly skewed cloth as Wham-0. Kirk­
land, the son of an Orlando, Fla. attor­
ney, was on a swimming scholarship at 
the University of Florida, but he dried 
off long enough to become a top inter­
collegiate three-cushion billiard player. 
Then, in the style of the '60s, Kirkland 
dropped out, and answered the call of 
"real," if unusual, life. He still wears the 
revelations of that period, for with his 
sunburned face and blondish ponytail he 
looks more like a wandering desert 
prophet than an athlete. Kirkland chose 
to become a jazz drummer, studying at 
a music school in Boston. After several 
years of moderately paid gigs, he wound 
up across the Charles River in Cam­
bridge, a dean's list scholar in interdis­
ciplinary science at MIT. Before he 
joined the Trotters in October, Kirkland 
was a dedicated student there, turning a 
course in aeronautics into an extended in­
vestigation of what could be done with a 
Frisbee. 

"I've been playing with a Frisbee since 
summer camp in 1956, but it was just 
three years ago that I began to see what 
could be done with it. Now it's what I 
do, it's my whole ad hoc being," he says. 

"It's my life and it's my wife!" It is odd 
to hear anyone speak thus of something 
that is really only an object, a 9%" plas­
tic disk that can be bought in a toy store. 

Vic Malafronte is a darkly handsome 
Italian American whose teen years on the 
streets of Brooklyn were filled with sports 
more dangerous than Frisbee. But trans­
planted to sunny Berkeley, a student of 
creative arts at San Francisco State, he 
mellowed away from rumbles and zip 
guns. "I'm an artist with the Frisbee"­
he smiles under his black mane-"a real 
stylist, see?" 

As a Marine ammo technician for four 
years, Malafronte learned among other 
things how to pass away the boredom of 
the service's "hurry up and wait" tech­
niques by perfecting his Frisbee tosses. 
"I learned ballistics in the Corps, too, 
and that helped me to begin figuring out 
what's going on with a Frisbee," he says. 

He and Kirkland are still on the Berke­
ley Frisbee Group's Guts Frisbee team. 
Guts Frisbee, the sport's best-known 
event, is played by two five-man teams 
standing 15 yards apart. Each team tries 
to throw the disk past the opposite side 
without getting the Frisbee out of reach 
from honest effort (which, gentlemanly 
enough, is decided by the receivers them­
selves). " Guts doesn' t test very much 
about Frisbee ability except quick reac­
tion time," says Kirkland the scholar. 
" It's simple physics. The Frisbee travels 
at 100 mph over 15 yards, so you've got 
less than half a second to get your hand 
in the right place. Also, your hand has 
to be moving with the Frisbee. Like 
jumping onto a moving train. But beyond 
that it's boring. Throw and catch. Mind­
less." 

Malafronte is more cheerful about 
such things. "I'm a genius with the Fris­
bee. Would Picasso let someone throw 
paintbrushes at him at 100 mph?" 

One pleasant aspect of Frisbee addic­
tion is its ability to recognize its own loo­
niness. The director of the International 
Frisbee Association is the "beloved" 
Harvey J. Kukuk, a mythical figure who 
is to the sport as Alfred E. (What, Me 
Worry?) Neuman is to Mad magazine. 
Says Wham-O's Headrick, " I always feel 
safe even in the deepest Gutamalan jun­
gles if my Frisbee bearer is along." The 
major Frisbee trophy is made of old beer 
cans and is dubbed, for reasons beyond 
the grasp of non-Frisbee types, The Cov-

eted Julius T. Nachazel Memorial Cup. 
When Kirkland and Malafronte are 

not flipping disks for awed crowds at 
Globetrotter appearances they can often 
be found in Kirkland's room in a run­
down house in Allston, a suburb of Bos­
ton across the river from MIT. The house 
has graduate student written all over it. 
It is filled with students and other young 
people and with the easy sounds of mu­
sic and talk, in marked contrast to the 
Center for Krishna Consciousness across 
the street, where everyone is up at 6 a.m. 
chanting and taking ice-cold showers. 

In Kirkland's room are unframed Da­
Iis, a poster of Albert Einstein sticking 
out his tongue, slide rules, a volume of 
Merce Cunningham on modern dance, 
karate manuals and, jammed in with the 
more traditional science textbooks, 250 
Methods For Altering Your Consciousness 
Without Drugs. One aspect of the room 
is really weird; it contains more than 700 
disks. Of every size and description, they 
hang on the walls, spill from an open clos­
et door, are stacked by Kirkland's bed. 
"Vic and I are collectors," says Kirk­
land. "We've got the most complete col­
lection anywhere. Anytime we hit a new 
town with the Globetrotters, we're into 
the sports and toy stores, looking for new 
flying disks. And we go to the chain res­
taurant places, too. They give away pro­
motional disks sometimes." In Kirk­
land's room one sees spots before the 
eyes. 

Not only does Kirkland collect, he also 
teaches. He says, "I've given a six-week 
Frisbee course at MIT for full credit. I 
taught it two ways. First, a session in the 
traditional Western analytical-inductive 
mode-you know, the 'hold the Frisbee 
this way and release at this point' kind 
of thing. And then I did a session in 'gen­
eralized coordination,' with martial arts 
and modern dance warmup exercises, 
conga music for rhythm, and then just 
let the Frisbee experience flow with the 
movement of the body." 

If this seems a scholarly way to treat 
Frisbee, Kirkland's ideas on concentra­
tion are positively postgraduate, often 
sounding as if Marshall McLuhan and 
Alan Watts got caught together in ajuic­
erator. "It's that old thing about being 
a 'pressure player,'" he says. "If you're 
at the Masters and a six-foot putt will 
win it, if you think about anything ex­
cept putter, roll, force and cup, you'll 
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FRISBEES continued 

blow it. So there really is no pressure for 
'pressure' players. There's just the putt, 
the moment. 

"It's like when I'm drumming. Four 
limbs are doing different things, dig? And 
if I think of anything, it's blown. Just 
thinking itself is wrong. We have to in­
tegrate those parts of the brain that are 
not the symbol making, abstract modes 
to learn to experience and flow." 

Kirkland is also a realist. "I won't get 
hit by a bus while I'm meditating on the 
moment," he says. 

Malafronte is not a verbal wizard like 
Kirkland. He sits, flipping a Frisbee in 
the air after John's mini-lecture and says, 
''Couldn't have put it better myself, John 
Boy." Malafronte is ranked No. 1 in the 
world at Freestyle Frisbee, or " jam­
ming" in the jazz idiom, right ahead of 
John Kirkland. And for a small hard core 
of Frisbeeists, jamming is the ultimate ot 
the sport. Two players merely deliver the 
Frisbee to one another in a variety of in­
teresting ways, and the receiver tries to 
make the most difficult or most interest­
ing catch that he can. 

Although they profess to prefer the 
more placid, noncombative aspects of 
Frisbee, Kirkland and Malafronte may 
be in a minority. The official Frisbee his­
torian (since there is no other, he has been 
dubbed "official") is Dr. Stancil John­
son, a Monterey, Calif. psychiatrist. He 
says, "Frisbee is controlled violence. 
You can wind up and hurl one as hard 
as you want with very littlechanceofeven 
stinging anyone's hand. It's great for get­
ting rid of aggressive tendencies. That's 
why kids like it so much. It's play, but 
with a difference." 

Dr. Johnson has found several reasons 
to explain Frisbee's popularity among 
young people: ''First, it isn't full of rules. 
There's no Babe Ruth or Hank Aaron 
of Frisbee yet. And there are no taboos 
from the authoritarian generation, like 
Thou Shalt Not Run On Fourth Down. 
And there's the fact that kids are tired 
of the ball. I am, too. We've been play­
ing with spheres so long we're blind with 
them. All there is to a ball is the simple 
Newtonian discovery that if you throw 
it up it will come down." This may be 
news to Gaylord Perry, but he's never 
thrown a spitball past a shrink. 

"A Frisbee has numerous arcs," ex­
plains Kirkland, the academic. "It can 
move in parabolas undreamed of with 

a baseball or a football. It is a creative 
and individual sport. Frisbee can be a 
'game' in which yo'U compete with an­
other person, throwing it past him, and 
all that old Western aggression and win­
ning trip. But the real beauty is to be­
come one with the Frisbee, to let your 
body and the disk flow together in a 
new, satisfying harmony." 

To demonstrate, Kirkland fires an or­
ange Frisbee up in a sweeping boomer­
ang shot that flies over the elevated, oval 
track above the basketball court in Keene 
and catches it on the return without mov­
ing a step. "Like that," he murmurs. 

Malafronte has his own ideas about 
freestyle: "It adapts itself to the player. 
Anyone can flip a Frisbee two minutes 
after picking one up for the first time, 
and anything within the laws of winged 
flight is possible." 

The two of them have worked hard on 
the possibilities of the Frisbee throw. 
They recognize more than 30 different de­
liveries, based on four basic grips: the fist 
hold, the thumber, the two-finger and the 
hooked-thumber. 

"Most people throw like this," says 
Malafronte. He bends from the waist, 
holding a Frisbee in front of his stom­
ach, and flips it backhand. "You can see 
that there's no power or accuracy in that, 
and most beginners throw that way be­
cause they don't understand anything 
about wing theory." 

"The arm is a natural pendulum and 
the wrist a natural fulcrum," Kirkland 
puts in. "The idea is to get the Frisbee 
curled onto your forearm and swing the 
whole arm, letting the force come from 
that. Guys with long skinny arms have a 
natural advantage in this sport over mus­
clebound types. 

"And you want your hip pointing at 
where you want the Frisbee to go," he 
adds, sounding like a golf pro at a Sat­
urday morning duffer's lesson. " But the 
most important thing is to keep the Fris­
bee on an angle to the ground. If you re­
lease it flat it's going to hook. The nat­
ural tendency of a Frisbee is to turn over 
in flight. The leading edge of rotation go­
ing into the wind lifts the edge. When 
you let go, make sure that the edge away 
from your body is at an angle to the 
ground, so the natural lift will straight­
en out the disk in flight." 

" If it wobbles, it's bad," says Mala­
fronte, who begins whistling Sweet Gear­
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FRISBEES continued 

gia Brown, adding blues riffs and stamp­
ing around the floor, getting in a Globe­
trotter mood. "A drum roll, please!" 

He and Kirkland warm up by juggling 
four Frisbees between them. Then they 
move into a series of throws, catches and 
jumps that seem improbable. Malafronte 
is flashing a smile of self-absorbed joy, 
his long hair swinging like a rock danc­
er's. His movements are fluid. He seems 
to catch the Frisbee and release it in a 
single liquid movement. Kirkland's style 
here is angular, in sharp contrast to Ma­
lafronte's, demonstrating perfectly their 
contention that Frisbee' 'jamming" is an 
individual bag. They remind one of those 
hippie maps of the U.S. where Cam­
bridge and Berkeley merge in the mid­
dle of America, blotting out everything 
in between. 

But at night in Keene the sweating 
crowd couldn't care less about Mala­
fronte's image of Frisbee as a late '60s 
adjunct of Jerry Rubin and Abbie Hoff­
man. And although their routine has 
been worked out and timed carefully, 
Malafronte and Kirkland leave some 
room for improvisation. Their joy is in­
fectious. One can sense mental resolves 
being made throughout the "gym to go 
out and buy a Frisbee tomorrow. 

"Hopefully, we'll start a Frisbee rev­
olution if enough people see us," says 
Kirkland. ''I don't want my distance rec­
ord to stand. I hope somebody beats it 
soon. We're just beginning." 

"I wouldn't mind hanging onto my 
world championship," counters Mala­
f~onte. " Without Frisbee I'd just be 
small change somewhere." 

In a sport where there are as yet no lim­
its, they envision themselves in elite roles: 
as professors of Frisbee, as Frisbee pros 
at sunny, expensive resorts, teaching ex­
plosive executives how to " jam," rather 
than increase their tensions by slugging 
a golf ball or zapping a tennis ball. 

As Kirkland and Malafronte stand on 
the foul lines of the basketball court, 
shooting for the baskets at the opposite 
ends of the court, the crowd oohing when 
a Frisbee nips the rim or shudders the 
backboard, they seem to take a perverse 
delight in mocking their nemesis, the 
sphere. Whenever the world is ready to 
abandon gravity and start flipping disks 
in complicated parabolas, it won't be 
soon enough for Frisbee's first profes­
sionals. END 

72 


