
It’s a hot Saturday afternoon and in a North 
London Sports Centre Car park, an orderly 
queue has formed of Goths, rockabillies, 
hippie chicks, indie-nerds and just about 
every other sub culture known to academia. 
They are certainly not what one would 
usually take to be sports fans but they are 
here to witness a no-holds barred clash of 
what is becoming Britain’s fast growing and 
coolest looking sport. Welcome to Roller-
Derby, an all grrrl, all-thrills sport sweeping 
the nation. As exciting to watch as it is to 
participate in.  

Roller-Derby has its roots in depression-
era America when there were both men and 
women’s leagues, but despite a brief revival 
in the seventies it gradually fell into decline 
as a competitive sport. However in the last 
decade it has grown once more across 
the United States as an all-female sport, 
finding much of its inspiration in the DIY 
riot grrl scene of the early 90’s.

The sport itself takes place on either a 
banked or more usually flat circular track. 
A pack of 8 ‘blockers’ - 4 from each team – 
skate, while two ‘jammers’ (point-scorers) 
try to lap the pack as many times as they 
can. Each ‘jammer’ gets a point for each 
opposing blocker they pass and it’s full 
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Sue. Even the referees Duncan Disorderly, 
Carl Lagerfilled and pitch-side announcer 
Big Cat Merv get in on the fun.

If looks could kill then the Rollergirls would 
all be doing life. Make-up, tattoos, fishnets 
and accessories are all part of a scene, 

which continues off the track as well as 
on it. As Kamikaze Kitten says, it can help 
quell pre match butterflies, “I do enjoy the 
theatrics of making up an outfit before a big 
game. It makes the games feel more special 
than just practice scrimmages and takes my 
mind off my nerves.” The bouts are always 
followed by a good celebration in the pub 
afterwards for fans and players alike whilst 
fundraising events help keep the sense of 
community alive. 

“Even if you don’t enjoy the sporting 
aspect as a spectacle its pretty amazing,” 

says Darren, one of the sports very many 
male fans. His friend Luke, whose partner 
helps organize the events also admires the 
entertainment. “The skill levels are very 
high, London especially have just got better 
and better. ”

The sport can be thrilling to watch, a 
dazzling mixture of skating skill and strength  
“Both are very important, says Kamikaze “If 
you are pretty fearless and have relatively 
good control of your limbs, the skating 
should come quite quickly. I rate strength 
as very important for injury prevention too. 
Although the more you play the game, the 
more the desire to build your core strength 
and fitness grows, as you can see the results 
of a few extra press-ups.”

As well as being highly skilled it’s also very 
competitive. “It’s full-contact,” says Sky 
Rockit of The London Steam Rollers, who 
used to play roller hockey “but it’s controlled 
and there are lots of rules to prevent injuries. 
You can body-check with your hips and 
shoulders but it’s forbidden to trip, grab, 
punch or head-butt.” 

“EVEN IF YOU DON’T ENJOY THE 
SPORTING ASPECT AS A SPECTACLE 

ITS PRETTY AMAZING”

directors. Through word of mouth and fund-
raiser events the sport began to grow, though 
initially finding venues was difficult, In 2008 
The London Rollergirls League was formed 
featuring three teams, The Steam Rollers, The 
Ultra-Violent Femmes and eventual winners 
The Suffra Jets. Players from all three teams 
combine to play for The London Brawling all 
stars, who have represented London against 
teams from the States and Germany as well 
as other British Cities such as Edinburgh, 
Birmingham, Leeds and Manchester.

One of the first things that one notices 
about the sport is the entertainment value. 
Over hyped commercial sports such as 
Football have tried to inject some American 
razzmatazz elements into their set up but it 
doesn’t work, often because partisanship  
(and stubborn habit) is the main reason 
spectators turn up in the first place. With 
Roller-Derby the crowd are right next to the 
action, and they all look like they could be 
doing it themselves. The musical interludes 
(Grunge, EMO and punk), the running 
commentary and the general visual splendour 
of it all are as much part of the experience 
as the overall combat. “The spectators are 
amazing,” coos Kamikaze “ The first time 
someone asked for my autograph I didn’t have 
a clue what to do- after all, I don’t sign much 
with Kamikaze Kitten.”

These creative nom de plumes, are a 
feature of the sport. Each skater, indeed 
any one involved with the sport has their 
own individual moniker - examples include 
Correctional Felicity, Grim Rita, Bonnie 
Boiler, Anna Ki, Fox Sake, and Blue Suede 

contact so blockers try to knock the jammer 
down or out of bounds as they try to stop 
them. The scoring system takes a while to 
get used to and there are many nuances, but 
it helps to know that each Jammer has a star 
on their helmet, so you can watch them work 
their way through the pack.  

Teamwork is a big part of the sport as 
Kamikaze Kitten, vice captain of London 
team The Suffra Jets explains. “It’s 
important to work together and learn how 
each other plays so that you can compliment 
each other’s game-play. It’s one thing 
landing hits on the opposing jammer when 
she comes near you, it’s another thing to 
really trap her in the pack and take it in turns 
to hit her out of bounds over and over.”

London Rollergirls started out three years 
ago when three American skaters based 
in London met on the Internet and decided 
to start a League. Bette Noir, captain of 
The London Steam Rollers, who was one 
of them and is still one of the league’s 

“THE FIRST TIME SOMEONE ASKED 
FOR MY AUTOGRAPH I DIDN’T 
HAVE A CLUE WHAT TO DO - 

AFTER ALL I DONT SIGN MUCH AS 
KAMIKAZE KITTEN”



The girls all learn how to fall properly and 
are well protected with knee and arm pads. 
“I think you have to have a desire to win 
in order to play any competitive sport,” 
says Kamikaze, “but it all feels pretty good 
natured. You know that you have to see 
each other at practice and the pub so it’s 
worth working hard on relationships and 

understanding that what goes on the track 
isn’t personal.”

With such a physical demands one would 
expect it to appeal to certain type of girl 
but as the sport takes off, these myths are 
being exploded “There’s a tattooed, punk-
rock-chick stereotype,” says Sky Rockit 
“but there are so many different types: 
artists, web designers, lawyers, teachers, 
we have girls from Australia, America, 
Spain, and all over the place.” Indeed 
London’s top player, Kitty Decapitate 
is heading back home to Australia this 
season and will be sorely missed.

The widening appeal of Roller-Derby was 
illustrated in July 2009, when the LRG 
hosted an event at Earls Court, which 
featured 12 teams from all over Britain and 
Europe including Berlin and Stuttgart. Next 
year the LRG plan to go on an American 
tour where many of the teams are Semi-
pro. It will be a big test and they can expect 
to come up against legends such as Suzy 
Hotrod and Bonnie Thunders of New York 
City’s Gotham Girls.

Back in the UK, new girls (newbies) are 
joining the sport all the time. However it 
takes a fair amount of practice and it’s 
sometimes hard to find places big enough 
for 50 or more girls to train (and to lay 
down a full-size track). “At the moment we 

practice in sports centres twice a week “ 
says Sky Rockit, “in Stonebridge Park, near 
Wembley, and once a week in Bermondsey.” 

Roller-Derby remains a grass roots sport 
and it can also be inspirational to girls of 
all shape and size as Kamikaze points out 
“I accept my body for the size and shape 
that it is now. I’m proud of strong thighs and 
tough arms because I’ve experienced what I 
am physically capable of. That’s got to be a 
good thing.”

“THERE’S  A  TATTOOED, PUNK-
ROCK-CHICK STEREOTYPE”

If you want to get involved  
email info @ londonrollergirls.com


