ROLLER DERBY

In days of yore, long ago, circa 1955, when television first reared its head in rural southeastern South Dakota, there was not much to see.  Instead of the normal 999 channel selections widely available today, there were at that time a grand total of two (2) channels available.  There wasn’t even any public TV, a phenomenon that was brought upon us by the liberals of the Kennedy era. Furthermore, the two commercial networks did not tamper with housewives’ duties by broadcasting soap in the morning.  Little kids would escape their school buses, or finish their walks home if they lived in town, and congregate around the tube just before 3 p.m. to watch the Indian test pattern until programming came on.


But Saturdays were a little different.  Cereal companies filled the air time with cartoons for the most part (I guess they still do).  But evidently they hadn’t been able to make enough cartoons yet.  So the airtime was filled with a cross between ice hockey, professional wrestling, cock fighting, and bear baiting called “ROLLER DERBY!”


Viewers were regaled with a close-up shot of a crowd nearing fifty, most of who looked like they had been recruited from a downtown Chicago burlesque or peep show by the promise of a fresh bottle of Muscatel (vintage Tuesday).  The announcer was an elderly gentlemen in a spiffy suit thirty years too late for him, wearing the finest in toupees (three sizes too large), who talked in a tone grateful for the opportunity to bring this crucial contest to an eager public whose primary concern was which team would end the week leading the “league” of roller derby.  This contest was between the Bay City Bombers and the Dayton Dingbats or Cincinnati Porkers or Chicago Blowhards, or some other team the viewer had never heard of.  They may or may not have actually kept records of wins or losses.  Every game I saw was won by the Bay City Bombers.  And while they played teams with different names, the opposition players looked disturbingly familiar.

The rules of roller derby seemed relatively straightforward.  Each team had about ten men and ten women.  They worked in shifts.  For about five minutes, the men’s team would skate around a boarded circle (which had an iron rail protecting either the audience from the skaters, or the skaters from the audience).  There was a big pit in the middle where the off-shift team members would sit on folding chairs and sharpen their roller blades.  One team was on offense, the other defense.  There wasn’t that much to it – the defensive team skated around the circle, trying to stop the offensive team member with the odd-colored (like gold) helmet from passing them.  The other offensive team members tried their best to clear a path for the gold-helmeted offensive roller.  Evidently the offense got a point for every defensive player passed.  There were many clever and athletic moves displayed by the brave Bay City Bombers, such as having a chain of offensive players “whip” the gold-helmeted roller to such a speed that the defense would be unable to stop him or her.  This “whip” didn’t really seem quite believable on skates, but that did not stop the over-wigged announcer from claiming fantastic speeds never before seen by humans prior to this momentous day.  

Between shifts, the announcer would notice some brouhaha involving thrown folding chairs in the pit.  There were very rational discussions between opposing skaters of the upcoming shift concerning all sorts of nefarious deeds and outrages committed by the other.  Threats of serious bodily injury and promises of legal actions were widespread.  None of them made any sense, but it seemed to warm the opposing sides to the upcoming round of skating round and round on the boards, invariably with three bodies hurled over the iron rail, until either the Bay City Bombers scored the maximum possible points or the opposition was thwarted from doing the same.


Roller Derby was too good to disappear.  After a full life including a steel mill, Vietnam, four children, and Texas, it was heart-warming to find that ESPN classic fifty years later still has trouble filling in their programming, and has had the gall to resort to reruns of “ROLLER DERBY!”  It does beat women’s billiards, or Las Vegas poker, or for that matter, World Federation Wrestling.  But can’t they find another football game between California State of Pennsylvania and Gardner-Webb?

