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The Roller Derby was created in 1935. It was a high-speed banked-track

endurance race on wooden wheel roller skates. These outrageous events filled

grandstands for nearly 40 years. It is currently being revamped with new interest

in four-wheel skates that are the current rage on the beaches in California. The

Roller Blade ran its course, and now a new generation of athletes is looking back

at the pioneers of Roller Derby with pure admiration.

Seventy-one years ago my parents, Joe Nygra and Gene Vizena went to a tryout for a brand-new concept sport originally called; The Transcontinental Roller Derby. My mom and dad are partly responsible for the way today’s American sports are packaged, viewed, and adored. They are the original “villains” of the Roller Derby. They were there from the very beginning and became two of the Derby’s most admired stars.

On-camera interviews with my parents, along with many of the other celebrity

skaters, will tell a fascinating success story that began during the height of the

depression. While out on the road, my mom took thousands of photographs and

collected articles about the Roller Derby. She kept them tucked away in a trunk

along with original uniforms, programs, scrapbooks and memorabilia. With his

16mm camera, my dad captured skaters ranging from 16 to 45 years old all living

together as they barnstormed across America. Most of this is never before seen

footage and photography. 

The Roller Derby is an amazing story and part of our American History. This film

will show who these colorful athletes and entertainers were back then and who

they are today.

Joel Justin

Target Audience:

Sports enthusiasts. American History buffs. Athletes of all ages.

Investment recoupment and profit possibilities:

Worldwide DVD sales and movie rentals. ESPN Sports Television. The History

Channel. PBS Television. A&E Television.

Please contact Joel Justin if you are interested in being involved with the

completion of this film.

Joel@JoelJustin.com
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Roller Derby Facts:

1. In the early days of the Roller Derby, there were fifty skaters with ages that

ranged from 16 to 45 years old. They traveled across America during the

height of the depression. They were lucky enough to have “talent” as jobs

were hard to find. They slept on cots in the center of the track that was often

set up in coliseums, theaters and an occasional circus tent. Their days were

spent at the beaches and lakes. The derby was their family now, but on the

track it was a different story. You were paid by the quality of your

performance. The Roller Derby lasted nearly 40 years. 

2. My Mom holds the women’s world speed record for the ¼ mile: 2:34.

3. In San Francisco while leading the pack in a full-on jam, she slipped and fell

in a sitting position at nearly 40 miles-per-hour. The rest of the pack fell on

top of her and broke her back. She was in the hospital for 16 days and was in

a full body cast for 6-months. She was also caring for her 10-month old son.

4. My Mom & Dad became partners both on and off the track. In their first race

as partners in Miami Florida, my dad pushed her off in customary tag-team

fashion, only he pushed too hard and she went head first into the railing.

Unknowing of the seriousness of her injury he said, “Get up you cry baby.”

She had fractured her skull and needed 32 stitches. He regrets saying it to

this day.

5. My Mom & Dad had quickly become “top pay” skaters thanks to their speed

and showmanship. They could now afford to buy their convertible dream car

so they didn’t have to travel on the rickety bus the promoters had purchased

for the skaters. A few days later, the bus had lost control in Salem Illinois,

crashed and burst into flames killing all on board but three. It looked like the

Roller Derby would shut down permanently, but the remaining skaters felt

that those who perished in the crash would have wanted them to go on. They

regrouped, trained new skaters, and history was made.

6. My Mom (Gene Vizena-Nygra) is credited with creating blocking for the sport

when she locked hands with a teammate and wouldn’t allow her opponents to

pass by. Something the management hadn’t thought of.
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OVERVIEW:

This is an up-close and personal story of America’s “original” and favorite past-time sport during the depression and beyond: How it started. Who they were. Why it ended.

In the early 1930s, a promoter from Chicago named Leo A. Seltzer created his

concept sport while sitting trackside at a six-day bicycle race which was the rage

then along with the popular dancing and walking marathons. He originally called

his creation “The Transcontinental Roller Derby.” The object was simple: Skate

3,000 miles and do it in just 49 days. It was a fictitious race from New York to

San Francisco. The management hung a huge map at one end of the track and

when the skaters reached the designated city, a light would go on in that city.

Seltzer took the element of speed and the banked track, and combined that with

the endurance that the skaters needed to skate as much as 12 hours a day.

In the beginning, it was a mythical race from coast-to-coast where each skater

had to cover the required miles for the evening---as many as 100 miles. And if a

skater was unable to complete his or her miles due to severe cramping or

blisters, their partner of the opposite sex would have to make up the miles for

them or they were both out of the race.

Once the race was over, they’d pack up the skaters and the track and move to

the next city, often setting up inside stadiums or an occasional circus tent. The

race was legitimate in the beginning, but was lacking pizzazz. That would soon

change, thanks to the showmanship of aggressive skaters like Gene and Joe

Nygra and the hungry newcomers they inspired.

You will meet a young couple that skated in that very first race on August 13,

1935 who went on to become two of the derby’s biggest stars. They would

change what started out as a simple race around a track, and turn it into an

outrageous spectacle. Kathleen Eugenia Vizena (better known as Gene) and Joe

Nygra met on the track and were married on December 14, 1937.
Gene Vizena was a spunky 18-year old gal from Indiana known in the derby as

“The Fighter.” She resisted the good looks and charm of Joe “The Villain” Nygra

as long as she could, but one day Joe was standing at the track’s edge watching

Gene skate and wind down from an intense “jam” (full-speed for 2 minutes) when

he handed her a note that read: “WILL YOU MARRY ME?” Gene and Joe Nygra

later became the parents of six kids, including yours truly, Joel Justin Nygra.

My dad is also a brilliant amateur photographer, capturing the derby’s finest

moments with his 16mm and still cameras. My mom collected thousands of

articles and promotional goods, even original uniforms and programs from the

derby. Many of the skaters have entrusted me with their precious scrapbooks, so

the materials available are abundant.
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This film will appeal to a wide demographic of sports enthusiasts and to people

who care about family values. These skaters had to learn live together when

America was at an all-time low and deep into the Depression. They are a part of

our American sports and entertainment legacy.
The budget for my film is a very reasonable $100,000.

I have personally invested $50,000. My investment has been carefully spent on

filming interviews, research, travel costs to skaters’ homes, rental equipment to

shoot interviews, transfers of film to digital, and many miscellaneous pre-production costs. This leaves a necessary investment of $50,000 for the completion of this documentary film on the Roller Derby.

Along with returning investment money and profit sharing, I will give a portion of

the proceeds to the Roller Derby Skaters Fund that was set up to financially

assist some of the less fortunate retired skaters.

Here are a few ways this film will generate income:

1. A license agreement to multiple television networks over a period of time.

2. Sale of VHS tapes and DVDs through the Home Shopping Club’s, etc.

3. Sales of VHS tapes and DVDs via the Internet.

4. Worldwide Distribution for home movie rentals and sales.

5. Cross-Marketing within DVD packaging of other sports and skating films.

Thank you for your consideration. I look forward to producing a brilliant film that

anyone involved should be proud to be a part of.

Joel Justin

Contact Information:

Joel Justin

Farbeit Entertainment

PO Box 1893

Studio City, CA 91614

310.572.6503

E-mail: Joel@JoelJustin.com
If you would simply like to make a donation to further the development of this film please

send it to:

Wooden Wheel Wonders

c/o Joel Justin

PO Box 1893

Studio City, CA 91614

Make you check payable to: Wooden Wheel Wonders

All donations will go to the production and distribution of this film.

