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he nation's first love affair with roller skating was in the 1880s, A
but by the early 1900s, the public viewed skating as a low-class
amusement for roughnecks. Nice people did not roller skate. )
by rink
owners,
]
image,
[ ]
classic adult
f ' .
he respectable pastime of skating is shown in this 1880 magazine ro I I e r S kat I n g
illustration, right. The skating couple to the far right is from an 1885 skating
manual. Skating was promoted as both healthy and moral form of 3 f n

The formation of the Roller Skating Rink Owners Association
(RSROA) in 1937 ushered in a new era for skating. The RSROA set
rules for competitions and established professional career paths for
skate coaches, instructors, rink managers, and performers. The
organization's slogan, “Roller Skate to Health,” re-emphasized
skating's wholesome image to attract young and old alike
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Rink owners advertised skating as a wholoesome and
healthy activity. Dress codes, rules of behavior, and
schedules accomodating different ages and skill
levels reinforced that image.

entertainment. The book includes this statement from a member of the clergy:

Allow me to commend to you and your readers roller skating. It can and

should substitute dancing as an exercise and amusement for the young
people of both sexes. It furnishes indoor, lively, graceful exercise, both
muscular and nervous excitement, and leaves no excuse for dancing. |
wish there was a skating rink in every village and boarding school.

— Henley's Manual of Roller Skating, 1885



Skaters whirled around the rink, while

Couples whizzed along, with boys leading
by skating backwards in a fog of .
cigarette smoke and rink surface rosin.
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Speed skating was the first, formal, roller skate competition established
by rink owner organizations. Chicago speed skaters dominated national
competitions throughout the 1940s and early 1950s.

Victory in artistic skating is something the judges sometimes give
you but in speed skating, you win yourself!

— Skate Magazine, January, 1966

Speed skating competitions are as old as skating itself. Like roller
derby and artistic skating, speed skating gained respectability and
surged in popularity once RSROA organized sanctioned regional and
national events. Much like track and field events, speed skating heats
include short and long distances, and individual and relay events.

Skaters round a turn at the Hlinois State

Roller Skating Championship held in
Chicago's Arcadia Rink in 1946 (left). Arcadia
Speed Club racer Roy Sopper leads. The fastest
amateur skaters average 20 miles an hour on
the short, flat, 110 yard-long oval track.
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acers competed in a number of events at
each meet. In 1941, Russell Brown of
ns Rink set records in
-mile, and two-mile

kil the senior men's 440, one
races that still stand today. The

ey skated on a 125-yard tragk as omtfowere
today’s 110-yard track. No one broke them for
the 28 years between 1841 and 1970, when
competitions switched to the 1 10-yarc§ track, and
No one has yet gone faster. )




Speed skating competi rivals as roller
organizations establishec : istic and dance
competitions. Roller ska volved from ice

skating and, as wi /e sate outfits.




Chicago was the birthplace
for roller derby and the
introduction of television in
the late 1940s carried roller
derby to entire new audience
looking for roller action!
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Roller skating emerged as the
number one participatory
sport in America in 1950. Across
the country, 5,000 roller rinks and
18 million skaters defined an era
that became roller skating's
Golden Age—and Chicago was
the center of it all.

he Golden Age of Roller

Skating spanned from the
late 1930s to the 1960s. It was a
time following the Great
Depression and during years of
war when the country looked for
affordable fun and community
connections. Americans found

Rinks established skate —.. R
clubs to recruit, train Winmsomsms o B,
and promote S SRR
competitive skaters.

City rinks competed for

the best skaters to fill

their member ranks.




The Savoy, a Chicago Southside ballroom, featured a black
Jazz band where whites would go to see the “latest dance
crazes.” Jimmy Davis, asst. manager, lobbied white owners if
Monday could be set aside for roller skating. Davis trained
speed skaters and established a Midwest all-black league
for speed skating. The Savoy’s speed club dominated the
Midwest circuit and the league was short lived.

But, roller skating persisted, resulting in the revival of roller
skating in the Disco and that led to black subculture skate
styles into the twenty-first century such as jam skating.



Jimmy Davis, (center)
assistant manager and The

roller skate enthusiast

1938-48

Skate swings
partner at the
Savoy Roller Rink
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Jenny on the Job “has her fun after work!”

The caricature of Jenny was used by the U.S.
Government’s WWII Federal Security Agency to promote
women in the workplace and the wearing of men’s work
clothes, a show of support for the war effort.

Women and minorities were recruited to work in war
munition plants to meet the need as men were drafted
and shipped overseas.




Jenny has her fun after work!

* Jenny was featured in a WWII
propaganda campaign to entice women
to wear overalls, slacks, gloves and hats
to work in the war factories...not heard
of before 1941 !

* |n this particular poster, Jenny “has her
fun after work” and shows her in roller
skates. This illustration depicts the
extent to which roller skating as
recreations had infiltrated the halls of
the war department, actually the
Federal Security Agency, as well as
Washington DC.




e thing that was marvelous was the organ. I don't know f you

heard about the ovgan, it was like being in Disney World. You had
@ suspension in the center of the rink - up, ceiling height, w here the
argan console was, and you just had banks of pipes that went all the
way around the whole rink and it would have given Disney World a
run for the money

— Jemy Koppel
ecause the organ pipes were installed above the skate floor,

sound filled all corners of the big room. People called the
effect “surround-a-sound.”

Mzmy talented organists played The Elm's massive
pipe organ including Bill Kuczek. The sign you
see sign on the organ console in this photo is the
same one exhibited here (below). Each organist
changed the nameplate when they performed

he Elm's loudspeaker was a 1,000-pipe organ thq size of a

two-car garage. Organist Tony Tahlman invested in pipe
organ parts and built the massive organ with the same
devotion as a car enthusiast building a high-performance racer.
For over twenty years, Tahlman served as “chairman” of the
console.

his photo of The Elm, taken in 1981, shows the organist's

console at left and the banks of pipes along the upper wall.
A structure directly over the floor (not visible in the photo) held
still more pipes.
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BENEATH T

REINVENTING THE WHEEL

he invention of the modern, four-wheel,
the roller skating boom of the late 19th century. Chicago's Richardson

Ball Bearing Skate Company improved on this design. In 1908, they
introduced the ball bearing skate wheel that allowed skaters to go faster
with less effort. In the 1950s, wood wheels gave way to synthetic
compounds of varying “stickiness.” Today, skaters can choose the kind of

wheel they liked best for the style they skate.
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The Elm had a “rotunda” fioor pattern at the rink’s ends. On a rotunda floor, the
skaters always roll with the grab'd mew wood. This gives smoother, quieter skating. You can In 1956, The Elm’s 20,000 square foot North
see the curved floor boards in this photo. Courtesy Judes Gianneschi American hardwood maple floor was the envy
of Chicago rinks. While built for speed, the floor
also absorbed the sound of rolling wood
wheels. This model shows a cross-section of
the floor's construction.

maple skating floor
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The challenge to rink owners in the 1940-50s was
“how to quiet skate floors when wood wheels met
maple floors and created a noise nuisance?” The
Elm skate floor became a model for new rinks.




The ElImhurst History Museum special exhibit
ended November 4, 2018. Its grand opening was
the most attended in the museum’s history while
generated a record number of visits.
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The Golden Age of Roller Skating: 1938-59

A summary of final thoughts

* The Elmhurst History Museum exhibit was based on Chicago Rink Rats: The Roller
Capital in its Heyday, published in 2017.

* The Golden Age ended as rinks were challenged by rising real estate values,
insurance liability costs and as boomer generation who sought rock’n roll music,
rejecting their parents love of pipe organ music.

* The Disco era spurred a revival for roller rinks with roller Disco and became a
boom for recreational skate enthusiasts who etched out skate styles that live to
this day such as Jam skating and rhythm skating.

* The origins of today’s skate styles is a throwback to black rinks that offered
alternative roller skating to jazz bank music, such as the Savoy Roller Rink.

* Chicago’s claim as Roller Capital, derives from several firsts, whether its from the
silent movie The Awful Skate in 1907 by Chicago’s Essanay Film Company, roller
derby at the Chicago Stadium in 1935 or speed skaters dominance in national
competition; Chicago rinks were at the forefront of roller skating’s Golden Age.



