F A S TER

S TRONGER



Roller derby is one of the few female contact sports in the world.
Even though it's experiencing a huge growth, tough girls in skates
still sounds like something out of a movie. We met some of the fierce
London Rollergirls to discover the strong community that is fueling
female empowerment.
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Little girls watch Disney movies and want to become
princesses when they grow up. Then, they become
young women who watch American romantic com-
edies and decide that roller derby is the way to go.
Well, not all of them of course. Whip it, the 2009
movie written by Shauna Cross, author of Roller Girl,
surely can be considered one of the big factors for
the huge growth that the sport has experienced in
the last decade.

From the USA, where it started as little more than
entertainment in the 1930’s, roller derby has evolved
to a fully-fledged contact sport and spread through-
out the world as one of the few, if not the only, pre-
dominantly female sport.

The revival that it experienced in the early 2000's was
fueled by the fierce movie characters that portrayed
badass women who were strong, independent and
beautiful, played by actresses Drew Barrymore, El-
len Page and Juliette Lewis just to name a few. More
importantly, Whip it showed women coming together
as a team and even putting themselves before a love
interest. Yes, you need to see it. But, as empowering
as the movie might be, it also represents a side of
roller derby that the sport is currently stepping away
from.

“Interestingly | know the woman who wrote Whip it
because | started playing roller derby with the Los
Angeles Derby Dolls and she was one of the skaters
there”, says Bette Noir after offering us some coffee
and sitting down for a chat at her beautiful kitchen
table.
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About ten years ago, this fierce American business-
woman moved to London and played a huge role in
introducing roller derby to Europe. The founder of
London Rollergirls, one of the top four teams in the
world, is an advocate of the “for the skater, by the
skater” ethos, which implies a huge jump from the
sexy girl gang presented in Whip it. “In the earlier
days [of roller derby] it was very much about this
kind of punk rock, tattoo, alternative, rockabilly
chick. And very white too, obviously, because that's
a stereotype of that alternative ethos as well, espe-
cially in America. But that has changed over these
ten years”.

In 2015, the BBC produced Skate Fast, Hit Hard,
a documentary on roller derby calling it “Europe’s
fastest-growing female sport”. Other newspapers
and websites will say it's cricket, rugby or football
that should take the title.

“I THINK OUR SOCIETY IS STILL SEXIST IN MANY
WAYS. THERE ARE A LOT OF PEOPLE IN THE ECHO
CHAMBER OF THE INTERNET OF ANYWHERE ELSE

WHO WILL TELL YOU THAT WATCHING WOMEN'S

SPORTS IS NOT AS EXCITING AS WATCHING MEN'S.”



-

The discrepancy of opinions only shows one thing:
women are now participating seriously in sports and
being successful more than in any other moment in
history. Unfortunately, female sports still don't get
the backing they need to develop their structure.
When was the last time you watched, whether live
or on TV, a female sports game? Exactly.

"I think our society is still sexist in many ways
and there are a lot of people in the echo chamber
of the Internet or anywhere else who will tell you
that watching women's sports is not as exciting as
watching men’s.

| don't necessarily think that's true, it's just an opin-
ion, but if they're the ones buying merchandise and
they're the ones the television executives think they
need to cater to, then that's going to continue to be
the reality”, says Bette Noir. “The England’s lady
team did really well in the World Cup and hardly
anyone watched it here. They did get a lot more
coverage than they've ever had before, but | can
guarantee that most people in the UK were like
‘'yeah, whatever . And I'm pretty sure Sky was not
buying the rights to the ladies Arsenal game”.
Unlike football though, roller derby started as a
female only sport. There are currently some male
players and teams, but this is one of the few — if
not the only - sport that was created primarily for
women. A unique title that has connected roller
derby to notions of female empowerment and fem-
inism.
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“Our mission statement is not to act as an advocate
to further the cause of women and feminism in a
direct way, but it is absolutely a side effect of what
we are doing and a bit of the ethos behind it as well.
The ‘for the skater, by the skater’ [motto] started as
having a women centric focus because it was like
'no, we don’t want some guy with a chequebook
telling us what to do and what to wear’. It's just a
natural progression for us to fly that flag”, explains
Bette.
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One of the few things about Whip it that matches
reality is roller derby names. Sheila, like so many of
her team mates, was baptized in the pub.

“My roller derby name is Sheela Thekilla 2for1l.

| laugh about it because | don't think it's very inven-
tive”, she says. An understandable position if we bear
in mind that other team mates’ names include Claire
Force One, Sirius Whack or Van Hustling, just to
name a few. Pearls. “There used to be a lot of overlap
between roller derby and the pub, maybe not so much
now. It's more like we're athletes”.

In 2010, Sheila was recovering from a breakup and
in between university. “I'd finished my undergrad and
was waiting for my Masters so | had loads of free
time. | was like 'l need to get out of the house™.

Roller derby was a way of meeting new people, but
also of finding herself. “I think that one of the big-
gest things roller derby has given me is more self
confidence in general”. Still on the positives, there
is physical fitness, of course. I don't like running or
going to the gym, so this is really good because | have
fun while I'm doing it so it doesn’t feel like exercise”,
says Sheila.

In 2016, the London Rollergirls celebrated their 10th
anniversary. In that decade, roller derby has gotten
so much bigger, not only in the UK, but all around the
world, that it has “naturally grown to encompass out-
side of the stereotypes”, as Bette puts it. “There are
plenty of people who play roller derby that don’t have
tattoos, only want to listen to pop music and couldn’t
care less about wearing fishnets. As the sport has
become more athletic and less centred on the fun
side, it has attracted a lot of people who are serious
athletes. Some of the best players in the States are
competing at an international level at speed skating
or come from hockey backgrounds”.

A roller derby team is composed of four defensive
players and one jammer, who is the point scorer. As
the jammer tries to race past the opposing team'’s
blockers (defensive players) to win points, things can
get quite physical and intense.

Let's not forget that this is a contact sport after all.
“Accidents happen, both in practice and in games. You
could be flying at people with quite a lot of speed, but
we've got as much protective equipment as we feel
we need. Plus, everyone in the league does a lot of
off-skate training so that our muscles are as strong
as they can be to make sure that we're supporting our
bodies”, says Hanna.

After five years of roller derby, she jokes about the
fact that she's never gotten seriously hurt. “I've still
got all my teeth, they're all real. Touch wood. No bro-
ken bones, no concussions, those are probably the
most common injuries we get”. In 2011, a bit like
Sheila, Hanna was going through a rough patch and
felt like she needed to get out of the house.

"AS THE SPORT HAS BECOME MORE
ATHLETIC AND LESS CENTRED ON
THE FUN SIDE, IT HAS ATTRACTED A
LOT OF PEOPLE WHO ARE SERIOUS

ATHLETES.”
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"l moved back with my parents after university
and was in that dip that a lot of recent graduates
probably go into after they've had freedom and
suddenly they're thrust back with their parents. |
was waitressing and most of my friends were still
at university so | was lonely. Then | remembered |
had seen this really cool film and wondered if there
was someone local doing it".

Hanna entered the Fresh Meat, an entry program
to develop basic skills and a first step into one of
the teams that compose the league. Today, she is
Cheesus, captain of the Batter C Power team. “I
spent a year learning the basics, then another cou-
ple of years perfecting skills and then a few more
to build up to this competitive level | am at now”,
she says.

Baby Cheesus, her roller derby name, is not to be
seen as an alter ego. In roller derby, as far as Han-
na is concerned, Clark Kent and Superman are the
same guy. “I'd like to think that I'm a little bit fierc-
er when I'm on skates, on the track. Maybe a bit
more focused on what I'm doing, in the moment.
But I've never felt like | was a completely differ-
ent person. It's just more interesting to have on my
T-shirt than Hannah".

The London Rollergirls practice together three
times per week, which takes a minimum of six
hours. Then there’s physical fitness training off-
skates at the gym, and then a lot of volunteering
so that London Rollergirls can carry on the “for the
player, by the player” ethos.

The freedom of not having an external private
owner comes with a cost, of course, but it's one
that the players are happy to pay — and they pay it
with their own time and skills. Marketing, PR and
most of the roles you'd find in your common com-
pany exist here too, but are carried out by players,
ex-players, friends and fans, on a mainly volunteer
basis.

"Of course everybody would love to be able

to focus their time on doing this and getting paid,
but | don't think that is totally realistic for the next
ten years. It's going to be a slow process because
we are a women'’s sport and we are not on televi-
sion”, says Bette, who is also the Director of the
London Rollergirls, a registered company.

In Whip It, one of the strongest moments is how
the movie ends — ring the spoiler alert. There's a
sexy guy that has left to follow his dreams and,
when he comes back, the girl hasn’t been waiting
around for him. She's moved on, with a little help
from her friends and a renewed confidence she
found in her sporting abilities. It's not your typical
Hollywood ending, but it's been a starting point for
a lot of girls that now believe they can stand alone.
Or, even better, with each other.
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“I'D LIKE TO THINK THAT I'M A LITTLE
BIT FIERCER WHEN I'M ON SKATES,
ON THE TRACK. MAYBE A BIT MORE
FOCUSED ON WHAT I'M DOING, IN
THE MOMENT.BUT I'VE NEVER FELT
LIKE | WAS A COMPLETELY DIFFER-
ENT PERSON”
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