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By: Thomas Leggett

On an unseasonably dry summer afternoon 
in New Orleans, three male Tulane 
students stand among towering oaks along 
Diagonal Drive, near the north end of City 
Park. One steps into the shadows, scans 
the open fairway and eyes the football-
field distance to his target, a metal pole 
encircled by a chain basket. Bouncing 
into the sunlight, he rotates and uncoils 
his torso, flicking his wrist to spin a neon-
orange disc across a long horizon of 
Spanish moss. 

“Nice drive!” another remarks, stretching 
his shoulder muscle. “Pretty good lie.”

They walk into the fairway, and a thirty-
something couple steps into the tee pad. 
Behind them, teenagers talk and laugh as 
they wait their turn, and metallic sounds of 
aluminum bats hitting softballs ring out from 
the neighboring complex. Since the 5,003-
foot disc golf course’s construction in City 
Park in 2010, the sport’s rising popularity 
has turned the course into one of the park’s 
most visited areas. 

Joe Burback, a fixture of the course, stands 
by his white trailer, parked near the first 
hole. The trailer doubles as a disc golf 
equipment shop and information center, 
from which Burback helps novice players. 

“It’s always popular with college kids, but 
a few schools have disc golf clubs, and 
you see a lot of families and couples out 
here,” Burback says. “As more people find 
out about the course, its popularity keeps 
growing.”

A member of New Orleans Disc Golf Club 
(NODGC), the sport’s local organization, 
Burback discovered disc golf two decades 
ago in his hometown of Virginia Beach and 
became an avid player in Alabama, where 
he married and started raising a family. 

“I was looking for something to do with the 
kids,” he says. “In Mobile, there are six 
courses, with lots of variety, and they’re 
free to use.”

Nearby Opportunities

Now Burback serves as the course’s 
unofficial curator, while helping to host 
tournaments. Rotating between courses at 
City Park and Metairie’s Lafreniere Park, 
the city’s largest annual competition, the 
“Pot of Gold,” named for its proximity to St. 
Patrick’s Day each March, draws over 200 
players and features food and live music. 
Every summer, a doubles tournament 
takes place at Lafreniere Park. This year’s 
event, to be held Aug. 6, marks its tenth 
anniversary. Beyond the city, Southern 

Nationals is a large regional tournament 
series spanning Tennessee, Alabama, 
Georgia, Mississippi, Arkansas and 
Louisiana.

For its part, Louisiana offers nearly 40 
permanent disc golf courses. Mandeville’s 
Pelican Park added a full 18-hole course 
in 2013, and Baton Rouge has courses at 
High Road Park and Scotlandville Parkway. 
Farther west, Lafayette boasts five 
tournament-ready courses. State parks, 
mostly in the western part of the state, 
account for four new 18-hole courses in 
recent years.

Another Kind of Golf

The sport’s premise is modeled after 
traditional golf, which disc golfers call 
“ball golf,” the object being to complete 
each hole or target in the fewest strokes. 
Although any marked object or post can 
serve as a target, most competitive courses 
use a standardized basket connected by 
chains to a hoop and elevated about waist-
high by a pole, called a Disc Pole Hole.  

While most disc golfers play casually 
among friends or family, organized 
competitions are often sanctioned by 
the Professional Disc Golf Association 
(PDGA), the sport’s governing body, 
with almost 80,000 members. Some of 
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NODGC’s local tournaments are nationally 
sanctioned events. 

“Our club’s instrumental in maintaining 
the courses, donating time and money to 
cleaning up and setting up equipment,” 
Burback says. “The best players are 
usually club members.”

Like its ball-oriented predecessor, disc 
golf offers competition, outdoor scenery, 
exercise and camaraderie. Players tout its 
low-tension exercise benefits from not only 
the core throwing motion but also walking 
up to 3 miles per round. According to the 
PDGA, “Disc golf provides upper and lower 
body conditioning, aerobic exercise and 
promotes a combination of physical and 
mental abilities that allow very little risk of 
physical injury.”  

“For me, it’s about fellowship with laid-back 
people who love to hang out and enjoy 
the outdoors, but it’s also great exercise,” 
says Burback. “You walk a few miles, and 
it takes you through beautiful scenery in 
places in the park you might not otherwise 
see.” 

Disc golf differs from “ball golf” in terms 
of cost, culture and difficulty. Whereas 
golf clubs, bags, shoes and green fees 
can run into the thousands of dollars, 
disc golf courses are usually free to play, 
and a basic disc costs around $15. More 
experienced players, however, carry bags 
or carts filled with discs varying in size and 
weight according to one of their three main 
functions: driver, mid-range or putter. 

“When I started, I just played with one 
disc, but the average player carries 6 or 
8, and serious players carry 20 or 25,” 
says Michael Kernan, local enthusiast and 
spokesman for the course at Lafreniere 
Park. “It’s a great way to spend time 
outdoors and get exercise, and if you’re 
a little competitive, that adds another 
dimension.”

Lafreniere Park’s disc golf course began 
with the park’s dedication in 1982. Starting 
with only 9 holes, it expanded to 18 around 
2003 and added 6 more in 2009. According 
to Kernan, who began playing there in 
1995, Lafreniere Park offers higher degrees 
of difficulty than City Park’s course and is 
often less busy, which is another advantage 
over traditional golf.

“Disc golf’s not as crowded, and it’s less 
organized than ball golf,” he says. “Frisbee 

golfers are free-spirited, and the learning 
curve is nowhere near as steep. People 
have started competing professionally after 
only a few years.” 

Its Origins

Disc golf’s history remains inseparable from 
the saga of its main implement, the plastic 
flying disc. In 1938, a man named Fred 
Morrison and his wife Lucille were throwing 
an upside-down cake pan at the beach in 
Santa Monica, California. When someone 
offered 25 cents for it, Morrison launched a 
plan to market the idea, and in 1948, after 
several prototypes, he began producing the 
first plastic disc, called the Flyin-Saucer. 
In 1955, Morrison designed a new model, 
the Pluto Platter, and sold the rights to toy 
company Wham-O, Inc., who changed 
the name after learning that college kids 
in the Northeast were calling it a “Frisbee” 
because of its resemblance to pie pans 
used by Connecticut-based Frisbie Pie 
Company. 

Sales of the Frisbee soared, and disc 
golf proliferated in pockets around the 
nation, as college students held informal 
competitions using trees or hoops as 
targets. In 1965, disc golf pioneer, Kevin 
Donnelly secured Wham-O’s sponsorship 
to organize the first Frisbee Golf 
Tournament, held at various playgrounds in 
his Newport Beach hometown. 

However, no single person is more fabled 
among hardcore disc golfers than “Steady 
Ed” Headrick. According to legend, in 1964 
Headrick was so fascinated by Wham-
O’s Frisbee that he asked the company 
for a job, but sales of their first successful 
product, the Hula Hoop, were declining and 
revenues sagged. When execs cited lack 
of funding as a reason not to hire Headrick, 
he offered to work for free for three months. 
Soon he had improved the Frisbee’s 
design by cutting small grooves in the top 
to reduce aerodynamic drag and improve 
accuracy, which earned him a design 
patent in 1967. He went on to standardize 
and organize disc golf, inventing the Disc 
Pole Hole before designing and installing 
the sport’s first permanent course.

As much of a character as a sports 
pioneer, Headrick once remarked, “We 
used to say that Frisbee’s really a religion. 
‘Frisbyterians,’ we’d call ourselves. When 
we die, we don’t go to purgatory. We just 
land up on the roof and lay there.” After 
his death at age 78 in 2002, his cremated 

ashes were molded into a limited number of 
memorial flying discs that sold for $50.

“The modern discs can really fly,” Kernan 
says. “The average person can throw one 
300 feet, and the world record was recently 
set at 1,100 feet.”

Its Future

Since the 1960s, the sport’s growth has 
been driven by young people. Always 
popular among college students, now area 
high schools are beginning to form club 
teams for organized competition. Jesuit 
High School’s team, led by faculty member 
Gary Wyss, was one of the city’s first, and 
earlier this year student demand led to a 
club at Brother Martin High School.

“I overheard a student talking about disc 
golf to some of his friends,” says Ryan 
Skyta, Brother Martin’s faculty moderator. 
“I mentioned that I play, and a couple 
of weeks later we had a club with 12 
members.”

That student was Benjamin Chanes, a 
rising junior who became the school’s first 
LHSAA regional tennis champion earlier 
this year. Over the summer, to fill leisure 
time, he and a group of friends looked for 
something to do outside. 

“One of my friends plays golf, but we 
realized that’s kind of expensive, so we 
found disc golf,” Chanes says. His group 
bought discs from a sporting goods store 
and began playing by trial and error, 
eventually searching internet videos to 
learn more about equipment and technique. 
“I now have over 20 discs and a retractable 
basket to carry them,” he says.

Skyta agrees that the sport’s low cost is 
a large part of its appeal for high school 
students, not to mention the feeling of 
throwing a disc almost 300 feet. 

“I like regular golf because it gives me a 
chance to socialize with friends through a 
sport we enjoy,” Skyta says. “Disc golf’s like 
that, but it doesn’t take four hours to play a 
round, and it’s more cost-efficient.”

Back at City Park, a group of teenagers 
launch multi-colored discs toward the first 
target. Joe Burback leans against his white 
trailer, scans the tall oak trees and takes a 
deep breath of summer air. “In the end, it’s 
all about being outside and enjoying the 
scenery,” he says.


