Mr. West Virginia

DISC GOLF
Ohio Valley native Johnny Sias has
gone from Ritter Park Romeo to world
champion to disc golf evangelist.
WRITTEN BY HEATHER GREENFIELD
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ohnny Sias might never have been
a world disc golf champion if it
weren’t for a pretty girl walking
her dog.
“I always did like throwing the
Frisbee around. One day, I went
out to Ritter Park with a buddy
of mine, just to toss it back and
forth, and this girl walks by with her dog,” says Sias,
who was born in Huntington and raised in Lincoln
County. “So I got to talking to her, flirting with her,
and well, we’ve been together ever since. I couldn’t
quit throwing it around after that.”
He married Adele on July 8, 1978, and for the past
40 years, she has provided support not only to Sias
but to the entire professional disc golf scene. “I’ve
seen so many breakups with girlfriends and wives
over disc golf. I couldn’t ask for a better woman.”
A year after he and Adele got married, Sias heard
an ad on a local rock radio station for the West
Virginia State Frisbee Championship in Charleston.
They drove up to check it out and found a bunch of
guys standing on a hill with bushel baskets lying
around. “I asked them what was going on and they
said there was a new game called Frisbee golf. I got
to playing around with them and thought, ‘Shoot, I
like this.’”
Sias decided to enter the tournament. He won.
“I’ve been hooked ever since.”
While its origins are still up for debate, disc golf was
officially established as a sport in the 1970s. The rules
do not differ much from traditional golf. Players
traverse specially-made courses, using flying discs
instead of balls and clubs to hit targets in the fewest
strokes possible. Instead of holes, players shoot for
elevated chain baskets. The terrain of these courses
varies. Some are flat green parks, similar to traditional
golf courses, while others are built in hilly and heavily
wooded areas where discs often come up missing.
Courses tend to be free, making the sport accessible
to almost everyone. While the scene has grown wildly
in the last few years, in the early days Sias had to
travel long distances to get his disc golf fix. He joined
the Professional Disc Golf Association in the early
’80s, using the group’s mailing lists to find events in
nearby states. He made his way through the circuits,
racking up wins. But it wasn’t until he played a course
in Louisville, Kentucky, that he saw his first metal
basket. It was a lightbulb moment. “I realized then
that putting was the most important thing.”
In disc golf, “putting” refers to any throw made
within 10 meters of the basket. He thought that
if he became a great putter, it would help him win
more tournaments. So he bought a metal basket
and installed it where he could always get in a good
practice, no matter the weather: on the upper floor of
his home.
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“I threw it 300 times a day, all winter. I didn’t miss a
day.” And Sias got good. Really good.
Sias continued to play and win tournaments,
solidifying his status as one of the country’s
preeminent disc golfers. In 1986, Sias traveled to
Charlotte, North Carolina to play in the PDGA Disc
Golf World Championship. He walked away with his
first world title.
He would continue to play the Open division until
the early ’90s, when he took an extended break to
care for his aging parents. He made his return to the
sport in 1998. “Adele told me to move to the Masters
division and now I kick myself.” He didn’t follow her
advice, and it’s now the only division where Sias hasn’t
won a world championship.
He went from the Open division straight into Grand
Masters, where he claimed the world champ title again
in 2012. He returned in 2013, having aged out of the
general competition, but this time was named world
champion of the Senior Grand Masters division. He’s
the only person in the history of the sport to win the
world title in multiple divisions.
His legacy was secured by his induction into the
PDGA Hall of Fame in 2001. In 2016, he was the
first inductee to the West Virginia Disc Golf Hall of
Fame. He has sponsorships with Innova Discs and had
a Moundsville-based championship named after him.
And he might be as well known for his putt game as he
is for having two courses in his backyard.

West Virginia
native Johnny
Sias is the only
person in the
history of the
Professional Disc
Golf Association
to win world
titles in multiple
divisions.
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The Making of a Disc Golf Legend
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If You Build It, They Will Throw
Sias says he started building disc golf courses by
accident. In the early days of the sport, there were no
courses in West Virginia. “You had to go to Kentucky
or Ohio. And I thought, ‘Shoot, I want somewhere to
practice.’”
He had purchased a few acres of land after he got
married, to build his house on. After acquiring nine
more, he built his first personal disc golf course. Years
later, after buying 20 more acres, he built a second
course. The Lucky 8, his first course, and Crazy 8
are considered fun but very challenging. On the first
course, Sias personally welded all of the baskets. For
the second, he used a hodgepodge of baskets he made,
those he won in tournaments, and ones he purchased.
Sias’s course building hasn’t been limited to his
backyard. If you’ve ever played disc golf in West
Virginia, you most likely played on a course he helped to
create. The state currently boasts more than 60 courses.
Sias has built at least half of those, but the percentage is
probably even higher—he’s built so many courses over
the years, he’s losing track of them all. “I need to make
a list of them before I forget. I’m already forgetting.”
Some of his most notable projects include Cedar
Lakes Conference Center in Ripley, Grand Vue Park
in Wheeling, Rotary Park in Huntington, and most
recently, a disc golf course at Beech Fork State Park.

While disc golf has become more popular around
the globe, interest has especially spiked in West
Virginia. Sias credits the game’s accessibility for its
rise in the Mountain State. “It’s a cheap sport. No tee
time. Just walk up out of your car and play. You can
use a regular Frisbee or, for 40 bucks, get three or four
new discs and be set. And it’s good exercise. You’re
out in the woods, not laying around on the couch. I
tell people, if you like hiking and being in the woods,
you’ll love disc golf.”
Sias is too humble to admit it, but he’s also part
of the reason disc golf has grown in popularity. Back
in the mid 1980s, the mostly volunteer-run PDGA
struggled with outreach. So Sias and Adele stepped
in to recruit members, distribute newsletters, and
stamp logos on discs. Between 1984 and 1986, the
organization’s membership increased from 2,900
to 4,500. Today that number tops 40,000 active
members—with 180 in West Virginia alone. “It’s
mind-boggling. I’m really kind of speechless.”
There are now many other disc golf courses in
the state that Sias didn’t have a hand in designing—
although they might not have existed without his
efforts to boost the sport. Many of these courses are
located in West Virginia’s state parks. In addition to
the 18-hole disc golf course Sias designed for Beech
Fork, there are now 18-hole courses at Blackwater

LEFT Disc golfers
play at Morris
Park, in Fairmont,
one of many
courses in the
state.
RIGHT Sais shows
off one of his
“pole holes,” the
chain baskets
used as targets
for disc golf.
Notice the license
plate?
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“

MY GOAL THIS YEAR
IS TO WIN ANOTHER
CHAMPIONSHIP. I’M JUST
GOING TO PRACTICE
EVERY DAY.”
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Falls State Park in Davis, Greenbrier State Forest in Caldwell,
Pipestem Resort State Park in Pipestem, and Tomlinson Run
State Park in New Cumberland, and there are 9-hole courses
at both Stonewall Resort in Roanoke and Watoga State Park
in Marlinton.
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Going for Gold?

Renowned for his putting game, Sias was inducted into the Professional
Disc Golf Hall of Fame in 2001 and was the inaugural inductee to the West
Virginia Disc Golf Hall of Fame in 2016.

Even as the sport grows, there has been one notable absence
from the disc golf world—Sias himself. An Achilles tendon
injury put him on the disabled list for a year. This has given
him time to work on the house he and Adele built together.
But as he finishes his home improvement, he’s looking
toward the future.
Sias hopes to add more trophies to his collection. “My
goal this year is to win another championship. I’m just going
to practice every day.”
And maybe he won’t stop with a championship. Sias hopes
that, one day, disc golf will be an official Olympic sport. With
its official recognition as a sport by the International Olympic
Committee in 2015, that could be on the horizon.
If disc golf were approved for the 2024 Summer Olympics
in Paris, Sias would be 72 years old. If he qualified, it would
make him one of the oldest Olympians of all time.
Do we even have to ask him if he wants to play? “Yep. I’ll
probably play ’til I die.”w
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