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For most roller derby skaters, the derby 
team is like a family. For some lucky 
skaters, some members of the team 

are family.
Kimberly Merrill wanted a way to 

bond with her daughter doing something 
both active and fun, but there was not much 
in the way of sports activities for women 
and teen girls in her smallish town. Many 
women would have given up right then, but 
for Merrill, the opportunity to do something 
special for her community was too good to 
resist. She founded the South County Derby 
Girls in May of 2010, only a few months 
after strapping skates on for the first time in 
her adult life. 

Kimberly and her daughter Haylee, 
16, skate in a group of about 25 women in 
a warehouse they rent out for their practices, 
helping each other, learning, laughing, and 
working to get a competitive team together. 
Merrill said “At first I mostly liked how 
physical it was; I am tom boy in that way. 
But now? I love all my ladies on the league. I 
never expected it but I have met women that 
I know I will be friends with long after derby 
is over. I can call them anytime and we have 
really created a sisterhood.”

The sisterhood faces plenty of chal-
lenges, including the fact that they don’t have 
a home rink! The little town of Gilroy, Calif., 

where the Roller Girls are based, has not 
had a skating rink for years, and the nearest 
ones, over half an hour away, have their own 
derby teams. 

To practice, they rent space in an empty 

warehouse in Gilroy and offer practice slots 
five nights a week, with most of the team 
members coming at least two or three times. 
Many of them are new to derby and some are 

Mother, daughter share fun and challenges 
on California roller derby team

even new to skating, so it is a true team effort 
to build both the skills and the confidence to 
get to a competitive level.

“We haven’t started bouting yet,” Mer-
rill said. “We still need more women to pass 

their minimum skills to do so. We have about 
nine passed and need at least 14. We have 
about 25 women on the league but hope for 
more. So we are still practicing, training and 

Kimberly Merill and daughter Haylee are among 25 close-knit derby skaters in 
the small town of Gilroy, Calif. Merill started the Roller Girls team in 2010 so she 
and Haylee could spend time together ‘doing something active and fun.’ [Photo 
credit:  Matt Bowen]

recruiting.”
In addition to the adult women they 

have recruited, one other woman skates with 
her daughter. Molly McCrushin and Baby 
(15) enjoy the bonding opportunity. Merrill 
is working to catch the interest of other local 
teens to get a junior league up and running 
as well. 

“Currently our Jr. League is very small 
because we need a safe, low cost area for the 
girls. Where we are currently at isn’t ideal 
for a Jr. league so we haven’t pushed it... 
Yet! Our goal is to have it fully running by 
the end of summer. We also hope to be able 
to offer scholarships to the Jr. League so that 
every girl who wants to join can regardless 
of income,” Merrill said. 

So is it hard to skate with your daugh-
ter on a derby league? “I love it,” Merrill 
said. “I am very proud of her. Some days 
though it is hard not to mother her. Derby 
can be very difficult and I want to protect 
her! But she is safe and I just bite my lip.”

“I know some people wonder what 
derby women are like,” Merrill said, “but 
they are your neighbors, stay at home 
moms, teachers, postal workers and busi-
ness owners. We come from all walks of 
life and we want to make a difference and 
show women of all ages that they can be 
strong and brave! We will  train and support 
women who express and interest even if 
they can’t skate yet!”
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