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Spirit of the
game

1 in 50 Madisonians
play Ultimate Frisbee.
After 20 years, Madison’s
Ultimate Frisbee Association’s
numbers surge –
how do they do it?
Kyle Dorscheid, of Waunakee, goes up for a disc at a 2013 Ultimate
Frisbee Association league game at Orlando Bell Park in Madison.
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housands of Madisonians do it.
It has more than $21,000 worth
of sponsorship this summer

alone.
The flimsy piece of plastic is often
flung through the air in ways that
make it curve unpredictably and nearly
impossible to catch.
But the fun of Ultimate Frisbee
has caught on in Madison –
disproportionally for a city its size.
This year marks 20 years of the
Madison Ultimate Frisbee Association
– the driving force behind Madison’s
addiction to the sport.
“Proportionally, our league makes
no sense,” said Pete Schramm, MUFA
president.
The not-for-profit organization
is affectionately known as MUFA,
pronounced “Moo-fuh.” Co-founder
and longtime Madison resident Brad
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Wendt said the “moo” sound was an
intentional allusion to Wisconsin’s role
as a dairy industry world leader.
But any way you want to say it, the
organization that runs year-long leagues
along with tournaments has doubled its
summer league numbers since 2008 as
the sport itself is gaining clout.
When the league was formed in
1993, Madison hosted a world Frisbee
tournament, drawing 83 teams from
17 countries. That year, the summer
league had 15 teams.
Now, with just over 3,800 people on
201 teams, summer league is MUFA’s
“flagship” league.
Those numbers are staggering
when compared to cities much larger.
Seattle, for example, is considered a
hotbed for Frisbee, yet with a metro
area population of about 3.5 million, its
DiscNorthWest summer league has one-

third of what MUFA has.
Then again, those numbers are
unofficial, like much of Ultimate
Frisbee’s culture. The sport got its start
at a New Jersey high school in 1968 and
didn’t have a governing body until 1979.
And even in Madison, things didn’t
really get going until the last decade or
so, when MUFA began forming more of
a community.
Schramm, who became Wendt’s
successor about seven months ago,
attributes much of MUFA’s growth
to having a city-wide gathering place
where teams get to know one another
off the field. Players gather after each
game at The Great Dane Pub and
Brewing Co., which provides two free
pitchers of beer per team.
“(That) helps build the giant sense
of the community,” he said. “MUFA is a
community, as much as it is a league.”
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Structured ‘keep-away’
Even while the sport continues to grow in Dane
County, many people are unaware that it exists, much
less know how it’s played.
Wendt boils it down simply.
“Ultimate is keep-away with rules,” he said. “Every
little kid while growing up loves keep-away, and when
you add strategy, it gets that much interesting.”
Commonly confused with disc golf – an individual
sport – Ultimate is team-based and draws from
elements of soccer, basketball and football. But unlike
traditional “ball sports,” the trajectory of a Frisbee
is, at times, frustrating which can add an unlikely
element of skill to the game.
“You can throw a Frisbee more creatively than you
can throw anything else,” said Wendt, who’s been
playing for 60 years.
Though disc sports are sometimes thought of as
unathletic, in high-level games, going horizontal to
Bethany Korwin, of Sun Prairie, versus her opponent Laura Lewein at Glacier Hill Park
catch a disc is anything but.
in Madison. Tim Byrne is in the background.
That’s actually how Michael Bartoli, 25, of Kenosha,
who played for University of Wisconsin Whitewater’s
team, knocked out one of his teeth.
“I think people are starting to acknowledge
Ultimate because it’s not what they thought it was,” he
said.

Getting hooked
For recreational play, the sport’s conventionally
low profile has worked in its favor. Adults are often
more open to try a new sport with few preconceived
notions.
Ryan O’Connor, who played this summer for the
Ian’s Pizza team, said he had no idea what Ultimate
was before joining.
Four years later, he’s the captain of the “Pizza
Slingers.” He explains it isn’t difficult to recruit. After
mentioning it to a classmate, he got his girlfriend, who
got her twin, who got another friend to join and so on.
“Every year we have people who’ve never played
Frisbee,” he commented.
Continued on page 10 Josh Stratton, of Waunakee, goes up to grab a disc against an opponent (behind him)
during a summer league game at Orlando Bell Park in Madison.

About Ultimate

Ultimate Frisbee is played on a 70-by-40 yard
rectangular field with two end zones. To start a game,
one team of seven people (in co-ed a 3:4 gender ratio)
“pulls” (like a kickoff in football) to the other team.
The offensive team can move any way on the field
to try to score a touchdown at the other end for one
point each until the game hits 13 points to win by
two.
The sport is self-officiated, and is considered a
non-contact sport – thought that’s not usually the
case. Therefore, players can dictate how physical
they want to play by choosing when to call fouls.
Some teams will call more than others, that’s just
part of the game.
“The spirit of the game” is part of the Ultimate
Frisbee rulebook – stating that competitive play
never comes at the expense of mutual respect among
competitors.

Schramm

Wendt
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But his team – like most – has a few
knowledgeable players who are willing to
pass that on.
Ultimate has a pretty low learning
curve for beginners, another reason
Schramm points out can make it inviting
for people to join.
“If you can run, and you can catch and
kind of throw, you can be a decent part
of the team,” Schramm explains, adding
that skill level between an OK player and
a great player is broad.
It’s also inexpensive, requiring little
equipment.
“You need an open space, and you
need a disc,” said Schramm, who started
playing in 1999. “Naturally, everything
you add improves the sport and makes it
better, but ‘need’ is not a word I’d use.”
Not only are equipment costs low,
league fees are also cheap compared to
other recreational sports.
For the summer league, which
includes 18 regular season games (June
through August), a MUFA tech-style
jersey, a disc and free beer, each player
contributes $33.
MUFA player Kyle Dorscheid considers
that a pretty good deal.
“The beer definitely doesn’t hurt,” he
said.
MUFA’s partnership with The Great
Dane Pub has been a big help. The Dane,
which has four locations in Madison not
only provides the free beer – which is
great advertising – it pays $6 per MUFA
jersey to get its logo on it.
In summer league, that adds up to
more than $21,000 and helps keep player
costs low – a priority for MUFA.
“The fact that it’s cheap makes it easy
to try out,” Schramm said.

‘The fact that
it’s cheap makes it
easy to try out.’
Staying all-volunteer
So, let’s review: MUFA provides a
cheap sport with lots of games and free
beer. It’s easy enough to pick up and
practice, involves men and women and
has a healthy dose of competition.
Starting to make more sense, now?
What doesn’t make sense is that it’s
organized by an all-volunteer staff of five
core board members as well as other
league coordinators.
By comparison, DiscNorthWest’s
business model features three paid
employees, including executive director
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since 2005 William Bartram and youth
director Wynne Scherf. Both said they
were impressed by MUFA’s ability to
run a multitude of leagues on a strictly
volunteer capacity.
DiscNorthWest has a more stable yearround and youth following than MUFA,
but Scherf said he was particularly
impressed by MUFA’s ability to maintain
an all-women spring league.
Female participation is essential for
co-ed leagues, and, by that measure, to
keep the recreational sport going.
This summer, MUFA had 2,200 men
and 1,660 women.
Year to year, there are many
volunteers, but Schramm, league vice
president Matt Merrill and secretary Sue
De Cicco do the lion’s share of the work.
Schramm said MUFA can take up to
anywhere from five to 30 hours a week in
addition to his full-time job.
And his main perk besides the
friendships he’s mad through MUFA?
“I get to pick my jersey color,” he said
with a smile. “…And I’m colorblind.”

A lasting legacy
Part of the organization’s success,
Schramm said, is being responsive to
players’ suggestions and making tweaks.
For example, last year a “Swiss
league” was added to the summer games.
The league, consisting of 72 teams, is
based on a weighted performance to
decide standings and what team are
paired up each week.
Perhaps it’s that same cooperative
spirit that has helped keep the
organization all-volunteer. But some
in the MUFA community wonder if it’s
getting too big to stay that way.
Wendt, who still serves as an at-large
board member, said it continues to be
volunteer-run because “people who listen
and care just have that mentality,” he
said.
Schramm and Wendt agree the lasting
way for Madison Ultimate to thrive is
through teaching and cultivating young
teams. MUFA began a youth development
initiative in 2006, giving grants to schools
that want to start Ultimate teams or other
Frisbee causes.
What keeps the MUFA team going,
besides love for the sport, is knowing
they can provide others the opportunity
to grow that same fondness for a sport
that seems to transcend merely beating
an opponent.
“Everyone seems to be having a good
time,” Schramm said. “I think we provide
one of the best Ultimate Frisbee leagues
in the U.S.”

Kyle Dorscheid holds up a 2013 summer MUFA
disc that each player receives.

Ultimate players
missing MUFA
Camaraderie and
competition keep players
coming back, and ex-MUFA
players seem to miss it.
Michael Bartoli, who moved from
Madison to Kenosha, said he misses
the regular league play and has to
“take what he can get” with pickup
games.
“It’s growing, but its nothing like
Madison,” he said of the sport’s
popularity in the Kenosha area,
which has a population of around
100,000 people.
Lucinda Carpenter, a former
Madisonian who last played in MUFA
in 2011, found it hard to separate the
two after moving to South Carolina
with her husband.
“I miss playing in MUFA because
it reminds me of everything I miss
about Madison,” she said in an email.
Carpenter moved to Greensville,
S.C., (population about 60,000)
where she and her husband play in
a Frisbee league that has about 100
people.
Even some non-MUFA Ultimate
players keep Madison dear, dating
back to what started it all – the
World Flying Disc Federation
Ultimate World Championships.
“Worlds” player Delfino Cornali, a
59-year-old who now lives in Seattle,
looks on his time in Madison as
“special.”
“I’m so glad to hear that the
Ultimate spirit lives on there,” he
wrote in an email.

