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No ROMP IN THE PARK 
Frisbee gets very serious at the U.S. Open 

BY ANN KILLION 

On any summer weekend in Southern 
California , the scene is repla yed thou­
sands of times- four men and two Fris­
bees. The one in the baseball cap seems 
to be particularly good. diving out­
stretched to catch the disc and slicing 
the air with powerful throws. 

But this game is no mere romp in the 
park. It is the fina l match of double disc 
court, one of eight e"ents in the ninth 
annual U.S. Open Flying Disc Cham pi­
onships. And the man in the cap is no 
ordinary player. He is Scott Zimmer­
man, the world champion of flying discs. 

The Wha m-0 company sold its first 
Frisbees 30 years ago. and they bore the 
inscription PLAY CATCH I~VENT GAMES! 

The U .S. Open , the biggest multievent 
disc tourna ment in the v.orld , is the re­
sult of tha t exhortauon. During the 
weeklong games, v.h.tch v. ere held in 
June in La Mirada , Cal.Lf .. 260 a thletes 
competed for $40,000 m prize money be­
fore more than 15.000 spectators, who 
got to see a wide variet> of d isc action. 
In the throw-run-catch e\ent, competi­
tors in track spikes chased a fter discs 
they had thrown them.sel,es; the D isc­
a thon required a pla)er to follow his or 
her d isc a long a designated course; in 
disc golf, players dro"e and "putted " 
their discs into chain baskets; a nd the 
freestyle event combmed dance routines 
with throwing and catching skills. Dou­
ble d isc court is pla)ed v.ith two F ris­
bees on a grass coun. the object is to get 
both onto the other team's side a t the 
same time. A game ends v.hen one team 
has scored 15 points 

Jim Palmeri, at 45 the oldest player in 
th is year's Open, imented double disc 
cour t in 1969. As he atched Zimmer­
man a nd Jim Hem lose in a five­
game final a t the Open. Palmeri seemed 
a mazed at the popularit) of his creation . 
"Recently I was playmg against a tea m 
from Japan," he said .. There they were, 
talking strategy in Japanese while I was 
losing at my own game' .. 

Though more than 50"' of the U.S. 

Open competitors were from Southern 
Ca lifornia , interna tional pa rticipation is 
on the rise. Ja pan's Hiroshi Oshima tied 
for second place in the overa ll competi­
tion, the highest finish ever by a non­
U.S. player, and Ba rbro Langjuth and 
Brit-Marie R enstrom of Sweden scored 
an upset by winning the women's double 
disc court event. 

Palmeri believes internationa l play­
ers have an advan tage in disc sports be­
cause they don't have to overcome the 
American perception tha t a F risbee is 
simply a toy. "We have an image prob­
lem in the U.S.," he says. Although a 
disc-catching championship for dogs 
was held as a side event to the U.S. 
Open, Palmeri and many other flying 
disc athletes have come to feel tha t their 
ca nine counterparts a re not the sport's 
best friends. "The dogs undermine the 
sport's credibility," Pa lmeri says. "What 
if at every U.S. O pen golf tour­
nament they brought out dogs 
to chase the golf balls, and that 
became the ma in attraction?" 

For the human athletes, fly­
ing discs are not only the main 
attraction of their leisure time 
but, often, of their lives. Zim­
merman, 25, won the 1987 
overall championship for the 
eigh th time in his nine appea r­
ances there. A native of Vir­
ginia , he has devoted lO years 
to flying discs. He moved to 
California six years ago to be 
at the nucleus of his sport. 

In the freestyle event, which 
is usually the a udience favor­
ite, Zimmerman and his pa rt­
ners, Herrick and Pryor Hen­
drix. showed what can be done 
with a disc. Their routine, 
performed to James Brown's 
Gravity, included behind-the­
back ca tc hes, under-the -leg 
throv.s and fingertip spins that 
seemed to go on forever. 

For the Open's aeronautics experts, 
slipping a disc is all in a day's work. 

"I know as much about this sport as 
the Boston Celtics know about basket­
ball ," says Zimmerman . He would love 
to see the day when his sport is as popu­
lar as Larry Bird's, wi th sala ries to 
match, but he isn 't holding his breath. 
So fa r, the most pr ize money he has ever 
won in a single year is about $ 14,500. 
For his la test U.S. Open title he won 
$4,525, a nd even he admi ts there proba­
bly will come a time when his career in 
computer programming will take prece­
dence over flying discs. "When I was 17, 
a ll I wanted to be was the world champi­
on," he said . "I'd practice eight or 10 
hours every day, but not any more." 

This might not be the time for Zim­
merman to kick back. The youngest 
player in this year's Open, Steve Valen­
cia, 15, lives across the street from La 
Mirada Pa rk a nd its disc golf course. He 
plays every day. "Yeah, I'd like to win 
the championship ," Va lencia says. It's 
clear that for him disc sports are already 
more than a romp in the pa rk. • 

Ann Killion is a stqff writer with the Orange 
County edition o/the Los Angeles Times. 
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