
 ROLLERGIRLS FORGE FRIENDSHIP IN BATTLE

SPORTS
The Rodeo City Roll-
ergirls clash with the 
Rainier Roller Girls, 
from Auburn during 
a bout at Ellensburg 
High School
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War Paint Wendi explodes out of the pack to 
start the Rodeo City Rollergirls bout against 
the Gorge Roller Girls at Ellensburg High 
School. She leaves behind a trail of sprawled 
bodies, skates in the air.  

Two days earlier, the Rodeo City Rollergirls 
were just practicing. They called each other by 
their real names as they skated the flat track, 
running drills and discussing strategy.  

Now, their alter egos are on the loose as they 
compete against a 
team from Hood 
River, Ore. Ripped 
nylons, spandex 
and short-skirted 
members of the 
Posse — the Rodeo 
City Rollergirls A 
team — tear around 
the track powered 
by adrenaline and muscle. A nearly sold out 
crowd shows up to watch.

THE PLAYERS
War Paint Wendi starts out as the Rodeo 

City jammer. Jammers are the only skaters 
who can score points. Each team has one and 
they wear stars on their helmets. War Paint 
Wendi scores one point for every member of 
the Gorge Roller Girls she passes.

The other four skaters on each five-person 
team are blockers. The Posse’s blockers 
play offense and defense at the same time, 
muscling for position with the Gorge team’s 
blockers. They try to create an opening for War 
Paint Wendi while simultaneously blocking 
the Gorge team’s jammer, who is trailing far 
behind. 

War Paint Wendi rounds the oval track and 

approaches the pack of skaters. She doesn’t 
focus on the jumble of elbows capped in hard 
plastic pads. Instead, she sees the space between 
them. She carves a sharp right-turn around one 
blocker and leaps left past the oncoming hips of 
another before sprinting — half skating and half 
bouncing off the rubber stops at the front of her 
skates, until she is well ahead of the pack. 

Five points appear on the scoreboard while she 
glides silently around the track again. This time, 
War Paint Wendi passes the whole pack on the 

inside of a corner while 
skirting the boundary 
line with her right skate 
directly in front of the 
left. 

Roller derby matches, 
called bouts, are 
composed of jams. The 
first jammer to pass 
the pack becomes the 

lead jammer, and can call the jam off whenever 
she wants. War Paint Wendi called off the jam 
after scoring 25 points. The format makes for 
explosive jams and fast scoring. Several jams 
later, the Gorge Roller Girls are catching up with 
22 points on the scoreboard.

THE HOME TEAM 
The Rodeo City Rollergirls, which regularly 

sells out its monthly bouts at Ellensburg High 
School, started just three years ago. 

Efforts to start a team locally took off after 
Ricki Towner and Seana Blake went to an 
Atomic City Rollergirls bout in Richland to 
watch a friend. On the way home, they were 
already shopping for skates and dreaming of 
starting an Ellensburg league. The two women 
hung fliers around town, created a Facebook 
page and scheduled an informational meeting. 
Eighty women showed up.

“I was shocked,” Towner said. “I couldn’t believe 
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Clever roller derby names 
like Cat-a-ma-Ram, Rosie 
Bulldozie, and Shirley 
Whackaho are derby 
tradition and an important 
part of derby girls’ alter egos.

Each name is unique 
not just to the league or 
country, but to the whole 
world. 

“I’m the only Hang ‘Em 
Heidi and there can be no 
other Hang ‘em Heidi until 
I retire and give someone 
permission to use it,” Fiona 
Gardner said about her 
derby moniker.

After coming up with a 
derby name, skaters have 
to look it up in the O!cial 
International Roller Derby 
name database to make 
sure it is unique. Skaters 
can’t submit their name 
until they have been with 
the league for three months.

“It’s a huge deal and 
girls are so excited to 
be able to submit their 
names,” Gardner said. “It’s a 
milestone and makes you 
feel o!cial in the derby 
world.”

it. When we started practicing, we had 60 people consistently 
showing up.”

In the beginning, members of the team went to a boot camp 
clinic with the Rat City Rollergirls, an established roller derby 
team in Seattle, and later hired members of the Rat City team 
to come to Ellensburg and teach them for two days. 

Beyond that, the team taught themselves from YouTube 
videos and by watching other teams. 

The modern boom of flat track roller derby started in 2000 
in Austin, Texas. It has spread across the country by women 
watching bouts and going back to their hometowns to start 
a league. After Ellensburg became the first derby town in 
Central Washington, new leagues sprang up in nearby towns. 

Hula C Nation (Shelby Taylor-Olsen) blocks the jammer from Snake Pit Derby Dames 
during a bout at Ellensburg High School



Now, Wenatchee, Moses Lake and 
Yakima have their own leagues. 

JOINING THE TEAM 
Andrea Eklund, Central 

Washington University professor of 
apparel, textiles and merchandising, 
didn’t make it to the first 
informational meeting, but she 
found out about the roller derby 
league soon after. She started 
practicing in the beloved skates she 
had been hanging onto since she 
was 10 years old.  

Eklund, 35, started teaching at 
CWU in 2007, but hadn’t made 
many friends and felt isolated in 
Ellensburg. 

“Once I started derby I was 
like, ‘Oh my God, look at all 
these people!’” she said. “I started 
building relationships and they’re 
my closest friends. They are my 
family.”

After a couple gear upgrades, 
Eklund was skating in a pack with 
Rodeo City’s competitive team 
during a practice in September 
2011. Her derby name — Professor 
Pain — comes with a story. Eklund 
was in back of the pack when the 
woman in front fell,  knocking 
the rest of the skaters down like 
dominoes onto her. 

“It wasn’t good and I knew it 
instantly,” she said. “My wheels 
went back and touched my calf. 
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TOP: Yo Yo Mauler (Callie Guntheroth) drives toward the competition during a bout at Ellensburg 
High School. LEFT TOP: Warpaint Wendi (Celeste Wendler), jammer for Rodeo City Rollergirls,  
attempts to get by on the inside during a bout against the Snake Pit Derby Dames.  
LEFT BOTTOM: Hula C Nation (Shelby Taylor-Olsen) clashes with the competition during a bout.



I’m not a ballerina and even 
ballerinas don’t do that.”

Eklund broke her fibula and tore 
all the ligaments on the inside of 
her foot. She couldn’t skate for 
seven months. She still has some 
pain and issues with her ankle 
and she doesn’t compete; skating 
in bouts requires fearlessness, she 
said, and she is timid about her 
injury. 

Eklund wanted to stay involved 
with the league, so she started 
coaching the Rodeo City league’s 
B team, the Backroad Beauties.

Eklund no longer feels isolated in 
Ellensburg. She refers to the derby 
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girls as her sisters and she spends 
so much time with them that her 
husband started officiating derby 
bouts so that he could spend some 
time with her, she said. 

“They are my sisters. I have 40 
sisters,” Eklund said. “If you mess 
with them, you mess with me.”

SENSE OF COMMUNITY
Eklund is not the only one who 

found a sense of belonging with 
the roller derby league.

“I think a lot of us, we maybe 
hadn’t found our place in a 
community like this ever before,” 

said Fiona Gardner, the Rodeo City 
Rollergirls spokeswoman and a 
star blocker and jammer known on 
the track as Hang ‘em Heidi. “It’s 
something a little bit alternative, a 
little bit off the beaten path, and 
I think it really fosters a sense of 
family and community.”

That sense of community 
extends beyond just the Rodeo 
City team members. When an 
Ellensburg derby girl had her gear 
stolen last year, her Rodeo City 
teammates and members of other 
leagues raised enough money to 
buy her new equipment within a 
matter of days, Gardner said. 

“We go through battle together, 



we get beat up together,” Gardner said. “The support 
that you get from your team members and everyone 
in the league; it’s amazing.”

Some skaters are so dedicated to the league they 
stay in Ellensburg after graduating from school just 
because of derby. Gardner graduated in 2011 with a 
master’s degree in English literature, and just bought 
her first house in Ellensburg.

“As long as there’s a league and as long as I’m able 
to play, I’ll probably be staying here,” she said. 

STARTING OFF
The Rodeo City Rollergirls league introduces new 

skaters to derby with “fresh meat” clinics. After the 
introductory program, girls can join the Backroad 
Beauties. Skaters must try out to make it onto the 
competitive Posse team. 

By the time skaters make it onto the Posse, they are 
so experienced at falling that rolling and protecting 
themselves from injury during a fall come naturally, 
Gardner said. Serious injuries usually happen to less 
experienced skaters.

Even so, Gardner is skating with a bad knee. She 
has bursitis, some surface nerve damage and possibly 
a fractured knee cap. 

“We’re so used to it and we’re all just covered 
in bruises all the time, but it just doesn’t faze us 
anymore,” she said. 

Gardner’s husband, Andrew, said he doesn’t worry 
too much about his wife getting injured. He is a fan 
of most sports, and started going to bouts to support 
Gardner. He soon got hooked. 

“The first time I saw her lay a girl down, it was 
awesome,” he said. He’s known for ringing a cowbell 
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The Rodeo City Rollergirls head onto the track during a bout at Ellensburg High School,



at all the bouts. 

When a Roller Derby girl 
is seriously injured, the rest 
of the team takes care of her 
by filling their freezer with 
frozen meals and sometimes 
even cleaning their house. A 
skater named Fraulien Von 
Hammers Her Mark, who 
broke her leg earlier this year, 
was shuttled to and from work 
and anywhere else she needed 
to go by other derby girls. 

WHAT’S NEXT 
Despite their growth and 

popularity in Ellensburg, 
the Rodeo City Rollergirls 
lack a permanent place to 
practice and compete. Before 
each practice and bout at 
Ellensburg High School, 
the team measures and rolls 
gaffer tape out onto the gym 
floor to mark the boundaries 
of the track. This takes about 
15 minutes. So does cleaning 
skate marks off the floor at the 
end of each bout. 

High school functions take 
precedence over roller derby, so 
the team can’t always practice 
during scheduled times. 

Time restrictions at the high 
school also require the roller 
girls to schedule mostly double 
header bouts, where the Posse 
and Beauties compete back 
to back. This makes for long 
nights. Each bout is an hour 
long.   

“Really our biggest and 
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