
The Golden Age of Roller Derby: The Rise and
Fall of the Birds
In the early 20th century, a unique and thrilling sport captured the hearts of
millions across the United States. Roller derby, a contact sport played
predominantly on roller skates, became a cultural phenomenon during its golden
age from the 1950s to the 1970s. This exhilarating form of entertainment
attracted passionate fans, showcased strong female athletes, and ultimately
shaped the history of professional sports.

The Birth of Roller Derby

Roller derby originated as an endurance race in the 1920s, where skaters would
race around a track for hours on end. However, it wasn't until the 1930s that the
sport evolved into a competitive team-based game. Leo Seltzer, a Chicago
promoter, is credited with introducing the modern format of roller derby, complete
with rules, teams, and strategy.

Seltzer's roller derby featured two teams of skaters competing against each other
on an oval-shaped track. The game involved a combination of speed, physicality,
and strategy. Skaters earned points by passing opposing players, creating an
intense and dynamic game that kept spectators on the edge of their seats.
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The Rise of the Birds

During the golden age of roller derby, one team stood out above the rest: The
Birds. In the late 1950s, the San Francisco Bay Bombers, one of the early
powerhouse teams in roller derby, rebranded themselves as The San Francisco
Bay Bomber Birds. The Birds quickly became fan favorites, captivating audiences
with their skill, charisma, and fierce competition.

The Birds were led by charismatic skaters such as Joanie Weston, Ann Calvello,
and Karen Magnussen. These women became icons of the sport, paving the way
for future generations of female athletes. With their entertaining style and fierce
rivalry against other powerhouse teams like The Midwest Pioneers and The New
York Chiefs, The Birds elevated roller derby to new heights.

The Cultural Impact

During the 1960s and 1970s, roller derby became more than just a sport. It
became a cultural phenomenon that transcended societal norms and
expectations. Roller derby was one of the few sports where women could freely
express their strength and competitiveness, challenging gender stereotypes of
the time.

The Birds, in particular, captivated audiences with their athletic prowess and
larger-than-life personalities. Fans would flock to arenas to watch their favorite
skaters in action, creating an electric atmosphere filled with excitement and
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anticipation. The popularity of roller derby soared, drawing in millions of viewers
and making headlines across the country.

The Fall and Resurgence

Like many trends, the golden age of roller derby eventually came to an end. The
sport's popularity waned in the late 1970s, as other forms of entertainment gained
prominence. Television networks shifted their focus, leaving roller derby without a
major broadcasting platform. The Birds, along with other teams, faded into
obscurity.

However, roller derby experienced a revival in the early 2000s. A new generation
of skaters, inspired by the sport's rich history, formed leagues and began
competing again. The roller derby community worked tirelessly to bring back the
excitement and passion associated with the golden age. Today, roller derby is a
global sport with professional leagues, international championships, and a
dedicated fan base.

Legacy of the Birds

While roller derby has evolved significantly since its golden age, the impact of
The Birds and their counterparts cannot be overstated. These pioneering skaters
paved the way for women's participation in professional sports and challenged
societal expectations surrounding femininity and athleticism.

Today, roller derby retains its unconventional spirit and continues to empower
individuals from all walks of life. The rise and fall of The Birds serve as a reminder
of the transformative power of sports and the enduring legacy of those who dared
to push boundaries. The golden age of roller derby will forever be etched in
history as a time when women shone brightly on wheels, defying expectations
and captivating audiences worldwide.
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Scott Stephens received his first set of roller skates at age six in 1966 – and soon
he was staging Roller Derby games in his backyard.

Growing up in Los Angeles in the 1960s and 1970s, it was impossible not to have
heard about Roller Derby and the Los Angeles Thunderbirds, whose games were
televised. In fact, many of the T-Birds were just as popular as those on traditional
sports teams such as the Dodgers, Lakers, and Rams.

When Stephens started training at the new T-Bird Rollerdrome in Pico Rivera, it
was mainly because he loved roller skating on a banked track. He had no idea
that the Roller Games league was low on skaters.

From 1978 to 1981, from his seat on the infield of the track and on the track itself,
Stephens was part of everything the games had to offer, including its
underground scene of shadowy characters and venues, adrenalin seekers, and
alternative lifestyles. He loved it!
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Trace the history of Roller Derby and Los Angeles’ flagship team, the T-Birds, with
this brilliant account highlighting the sport’s booms and busts.
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