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by Eric Hansen

OUT OF BOUNDS.

Revenge of
the Nerds

Paris is rormantlic, culturad, and
sophisticated-—and teerning
with rollerblading fanatics?
Aninvestigation into France's
most mysterious obsession.

AT FIVE B.M. ON A THURSDAY, the banks of
the Seine are bustling. Tourists carrying
drippy ice-cream cones parade past the an-
tiquebooksellers, couples from the Sorbonme
lounge between the willow trees, and in the
wall-mougted trash cans, mixed in among
the sandwich bags and half-eaten maca-
ronns, are the first of the season’s champagne
battles, t's springtime in Paris.

The fashion is clearly changing, too. At the
Pont des Arts, aniron bridge near the Lowvre,
1 stumble upon a photo shaot overseen by a
white-haired man in 4 high white collar and
fitygetless gloves. It's clothing desigrer Karl
Lagerfeld. He takes one sip from a goblet of
red wine and has his assistant throw the rest
in the river, Out with last moenth's scarves
and the color vielet; inwith hot pants!

I climb the atairs to the 17th-century
Hotel des Invalides, and theve I find them:
a handful of les rollers, the rollerbladers,
weaving around little pink cones, They look
just like they might have a decade ago, but
withless neon.

They swaop and twirl and glide across the
glasgy-smooth square. A ghirtless guy in his
mid-twenties, flabby belly jizeling, weaves
throngh the cones on toes and heels, his arms
waving like those of a competitor In thythrmic
eymnastics. He aceidentally knocks over a
couple of cones—blonk, blonk—but contin-
ues his balletic performance unperturbed,
dancing for no one but himself. The winged
horses and trumpeting angels of the Pont

42 Chrtadde
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Alexandra 1T stare off in the other direction.

I git down on the esplanade’s carved stone
bench and ask ryself the question Twill ask
over and over during the next four days:
Rollerblading?

A 60-year-old skater w1ﬂ1 yellowing eyes,
wearing the full complement of pads, intro-
duces himself a3 Mare Delalain. A fortner
oil-futures trader, he started skating
roughly a year agn, Fle practices here several
hours a day and just recently took up the
slalom. Me says that because trinket sellers
have displaced skaters from the gentle slopes
of the Trocadéro, near the Eiffel Tower, this
iz now the best place for slalom.

“8lalom is not so easy!” he opines, “but
with the roller we join another world for
the body. Walking, legs ate in front; with the
roller, lege cross”

His Franglish hangs in the air for all to
ponder. When T hint that rollerblading just
ain't so cool in Ametica, he looks injuted,
and I immmediately feel bad.

“WWhat do you like about it 2" T ask.

“With two feet on the floor, in shoes, you
are a lonesome cowbay!” he explains. “But
with the roller, vou are not like that tan.
Young, old—in roller, we are all the same
tribe.

What Is Irrefutalbile
15 that Pariglans are
1o} ashamad to
skate In pubilic,

WERE THE SAME TRIBE, I want to cotrect.
Last year, only 3 percent of Americans
rollerbladed even omece, ronghly the same
number as those wha swatted a bad-
minten birdie, and if a man wasn't train-
ing for hockey season, he was tore lkely
to cop to singing along at a Coldplay con-
eert than meeting up with buddies and
going 'blading,

But it's worth remembering how popular
the sport onee was. In 1996, it was one of
the fastest-pgrowing pastimes in 0.5,
history, and soon bike lanes on both coasts
wete being repaintad with boot symbola,
Pro skaters like Eddy Matzger were making
six-figure salaries while pulling off feats
such as 'blading the rocky slopes of Kili-
manjare. Bottles of chocolicions Yoo=hoo
showed a rollerblader sliding arail about a
foot off the ground. Six Flags theme parks
faatured rollerblading stunt shews, while
maovies like Prayer of the Rollerhaps, starring
g bandannz'd heartthrob named Coray
Haitm, depicted the 21st century as a battle
between good versus evil—on whaels.
Rollerblading was the spandax-clad future]

Then it wasti't, Ia the late nineties, about
the time the last Acrobie snagged in the
branches of a tree, seamingly evervone
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donated their skates to Goodwill, In 2004,
the 12-year-old Tnternational Inline Skating,
Association dishanded, handing over
administration of its Web site to a general-
interest travel-tour operator in Montana.

Why the precipitous decline? The reasons
ara many. A lack of smooth surfaces to skate
on. The blistering fit of eatly rollerblades.
Hills, potholes, speed bumps, and what
conld be called “the stopping problem.”

But, most important, it just fell out of
fashior, says Dong Urquhart, creator of the
2007 rollerblading documentary Berely
Dead. While Urguhart is quick to point out
that he rollerblades daily with his dogs and
that a tiny cadre of radieal skaters have zo-
lidified into an edgy suboulture, he thinks
the main appea! of recreational rollerblading
was its novelty—hey, we can skate outside
the roller rink!—and after a while that sim-
ply wore off. “When rollerblading first carne
ot/ he retnembiers, A twinge of nostalgia in
his volee, ‘o ong knew it wasn't cool”

So what happetied in Paris? There, in
arguably the world’s most trend- conscious
city, it not only survived but thrived, at-
trocting move participants per capita than
arywhera else in Europe or the States.

Never mind the rainy winters and the
cobblestone streets, the walle of bumbling
pedestrizns and the drivers drifting across
lanes: Paris now hosts so many styles of
rollerblading in so many locations that it
will take me two days just to sample them.
What is it about rollerblading that so
appeals to the Parisian soul? Or did they just
not get the memo? With all this in mind,
I cinch my rental skates and hegin my
investigation at the birthplace of the seene:
Le Friday Might Fevet. |

LE FRIDAY NIGHT FEVER I5 an organized
skating tour, or randonnde. Rendonnées
wind through the city atmost daily—from
the Rando da 1a Lune, which takes place
under full moons, to the randonnée that
goes to varlous sites important in the life of
Edith Miaf, But Le FNF was the original.

Tt was created in 1993 by now 38 -year-old
angineer Borls Belohlavek, originally from
Poland, and his 36-year-old friend Tanao
Terrz, a naturalized Madagascan. Le FWF
begins outside the wide glass-and-steel
entrance to the Gare Montparnasage train
gtation at 10 M. every Friday, year-round,
unless there's a downpour. The rountes
change weeldly biat are usually 12 miles, with
police and dozens of organizers in yellow

FROUE FUB COMM DEFT

jetzevs stopping cats to lat an average of
8,000 skaters enjoy a nearly uninterrupted
threa-hour tour.

People had told me it was an “aggres-
sive"” skate, but ] didn*t really take them se-
riougly. This is rollerblading; a patch of
gravel stops anyone.

Looking around at the 3,000 folks at the
sturt, I'm not worried. They're 2(+to 40 of 50,
slender as any Furopeans, most wearing typ-
jcal fithess clothes. Pushing up all four lanes
of Boulevard Saint - Getmain, the crowd
stretehes out in a leisurely marathon -like
gtart, but after Bonlevard Henri IV and the
gight of Notre Dame, the City of Lights be-
romes a fever dream, and cur rolling tour of the
northeast arrondissements turnz into a melee.

Three hip-hoppers in baggy gray sweats
swarm around me in a disodenting typhoon.
Atraln of guys in race position, one in a
white, skintight vni-suit, cut through the
crowd with arms swinging lke machetes.
The pace settles in at about 13 miles per
hour, shoulder to shoulder.

#4637 P.O0OL/0D5

“What about the crashes?” T ask.

“Yes, Ilike that he replies.

“ouda

“Yes, it presants the adrenaline,” he says.

hy do vou skated”

4T gkate to tnake spart, to feel good, to go
fast—fot the Uberty”

His friends nod in hearty, helmetless
agreemertt.

THERE'S NOTHING LIRERATING about a
hospital visit, so the next day I leave my
skates behind and walk to the Palais Roval.
The ¢lerk at the Nomades skate shop sug-
gested I check out the “freeriders” there,
After the randonnées, freeride is the most
popular style of skating, and it involves
sprinting, jumping, and sliding without re-
ally going anywhere.

Any afternpon at the Pont au Double, off
ile de 1a Cité, jumpers might throw back
layouts off a quarterpipe tamp, or a guy
called Rollerman, who invented a bodysuit
that has wheels at every joint, might skitter

Thenthetourturnsintoamelee. Three hip-hoppers

swarm around me in adisorienting typhoon. A train

of guys, one inawhite, skintight uni-sult, rollerblade
past me with arms swinging like machetes.

T'ma decent skater, once even skated teg-
wlatly, but no matter how hard T push ! end
up sucked to the back of the pack...where
thera’s no sag wagon, only the first-aid vans
that form the rear guard, their lights shiniog
on me like an escaped convict, and a wiry
old vellow-shirt in tiny jean shorts yellitg
“Allez, ollez, allez!” like a coxswain. I have
never falt 30 lame in such alarge group,

The whole thing comes apart on the grad-
nal and winding descent from the 300-foot
“grrmimit of Pards! in Belleville, Racing at 30
miles per hour or more, the skaters—
helmetless kamikazes, all of them —ping off
curbs and topple over speed bumps and
cragh in sliding champs, each of the five or 50
falls threatening a peloton-style pilevp.

Maybe ona-tenth of the starters finish.
Tharest, I'm sute, have diad. Those who sur-
vived, of course, thought it frés sportif.

“Very nice," says one skater, a twenty-
sorething computer programmer known to
other skaters as Raoul in Ze Zone. Raoulin
7o Zone wears 3 uniguely dorky black sweat
suit limed with green flexi-tnbes of light.

around like a crab. Beginners prefer to teater
across the Place Henti Frenay, opposite the
Gare de Lyon, or stody the art of braking at
one of the handful of sehools, like the Roller
Squad Ingtitut.

Half a dozen groups of twenty-something
males congregate for extreme underground
“gnicide skates.” Calling themselvea Les
Randdoa Savvages {“the Wild Skaters™) and
Les Randos Belettes (“the Weasel Skaters™),
theyblast through tight alleyways and down
subway-station escalators, flouting the law
and generally behaving 1ike the bad-boy
gang in a Broadway musical. I know this
bocause I watched them on YouTube. An
unemployed graphic novelist predicted,
cotrectly, that this would be the only place
I'd see 'em. *The Sauvage ate everywhete,”
he said, very Frenchily, “bnt most of the
time, they are alone”

Street-style skaters, essentially tricksters,
prefer the angular architecture of Betey (the
Ministry of Finance building) or La Defense
{the business district) or the skate parks at
Porte de Ia Chapelle and Jules Noél,

QUTIDECNLINE CoM Chtudels 43
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Gt the mast for your

s dollar {and taste budsl)
at the meat counter, Beef
offers a wide variety of options
ta fit all budgets.

Slice right to the savings
= by buying beef In bulk and
cooking onca - dining twice for
pagy menu ptanning.
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5 REASONS
TO LOVE
LEAN BEEF

Make your time count by
= matching cuts with the
proper cooking methods for
guaranteed tender results and
the satisfaction you love.

The protein found In
a nutrient-rich lean beel
helps provide the sustenancs
you naed 1o live well.

Tha Grilled T-Bone Steaks
a with BBQ Rub recipe,
pictured above, is fresh, fast and
packed with exciting flavor,

For the full recipa and more
great ideas and tips, visit
BaafltsWhatsForDinner.com
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QUT OF BOUNDS

One could argue that the scene is so big
and varied because Pards itself is one big
ckate park. But, then, U'm not sure this
ism't also true of, say, Houston. What is
irrefutable, however, i3 that Parisians are
not ashamed to gkate in public, especlally at
the Palais Roval.

At the square beside the art deco Métro
stop, some 20 skaters have taken over, and
shoppers exiting the subway find them-
selves pushed down the stairs by a recoiling
croved of spectators.

A pasty white Gaul lines up to jump over
shipping palettes, an Indian in a Cosby
sweater tries to attempt daffies over 2 line of
police tape, a rainbow of slalomers moon-
walk through the cones, and one gangly
white kid practices his skid, throwing his
forward skate sideways and sliding ten
yards, over and over and gver.

But the kings of the square are the 20-to-
35-yaar-olds playing the actobatic freeride
game Epervier—“Sparrowhawk,” or what
Amarican ten-year-olds ¢all Shark in the
Middle. Thev dodge and weave and skid and
are their backs and face off and juke and hop
laft, leanright. The exhausting game of tag is
mesmerizing and, 1 gotta admit, pretty cool.

1£all into talking with a local iMustrator
about the relative hipness factor of Paris’s
faw skateboarders (high) versus its bordes
of rollerbladers (no conclusion), vt one of
the athletic skaters, a 35-year-old data
processar from the Céte d’Ivoire, overhiears
our conversation. Alexds {sn't interested in
debating cool. He wants to point out some-
thing else entiraly.

“Roller is for everyone,” he says, nodding
toward the rainbow of different races gkat-
ing in the square. “Algerian, Tunisian, me,
Jewish..!

He's right: it's a melting pot. And, yeah,
a coticern with epol is, well, not cool.

OFR 12 IT? On my final sojours, I return to
Momades for the Sunday-afternoon Rollers
& Coquillages randonnée, supposedly the
easiest and quite possibly the dorkdest in the
oity. Near the sign-up, people grab a degetip-
tion of teday’s route, named Humankind,
and free Love Kits, including a Durex con-
dom and Play Lubes gel.

The crowd s a hool: a guy in a floppy-
eared bunny outfit, others in manpri’s and
homemade roller skatas, conples dressed for
church, a chubby skater in full pink and
vellow and blue spandex.

Before the start of the event—a roughly

4 Cuntmice
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mile-long stream of skaters following two
volunteers holding a streetwide banner—an
gxpat toy designer and longhime R&C volun-
teer narned Peter explains the carnival mood.

The key, he says, isin rollerblading’s rebel-
lions histery, In the early nineties, before this
or Le FNF, the cops were unable to suppress
the informal bandit randonndes, which were
Yind of like today's suicide skates.

501in 1995, when a citywide bus-and-
subway strike owelled skating's ranks, the
polics grew worried. The authorities talked
with Boris and Tanag in 1997 and agreed to
formm the Brigade de Roller, or the rollarskat-
ing cops, to accompany the increasingly
popular randonnées.

Hundreds of palicemen completed rigor-
opus rollerblading tests, inclnding jumping
owver curbs and hockey-stopping, and eight
were selected for the elite cotps. (The ath-
letic, crew-cut members now number 35,
live in thair own compound, and train daily
on an obstacle course. “We're always on
skates! laments one. “I don't skate so much
for fun atyinote.)

The only catch was, the government
wanted randonmée participants to fund the
Prigade de Roller, Skaters disagreed. An
agreement couldn't be reached, so naturally, -
being French, Le FNF organizers went on
strika, On Tuly 14, 2000, some 20,000 skaters
without a plan or a leader looded the touristy
Latin Quarter. ‘The next day, the government
agreed to fund the brigade, And this, says
Peter, is the spirit that the organizers of the
Rollers & Coquillages wanted to capture,

Indeed, the idea of joyeus deflance is
imprinted in the word coquillage, or “sea-
shell” Back in the sixties, leftist protesters
jnstified prying up cobblestenes and throw-
ing thern at the police by saying that there was
abeachunder the cobblestones and they were
simply looking for seashells. o the Rollers &
Coquillages is not ouly a zilly skate but one
with a snbversive element, the whole thing
pushed along by the foree of history.

All of this heady Frenchiness makes me
roally excited. I feel part of the tribe, am
ready to join another world for the body!
With its dopey riendlinass, its freedom to
g0 Insanely fast, and its bizarre connections
with justice and equality, rollerblading
appeals to the deepest, most philnsnphic al
part of the Parisian soul,

“Liberté, sgalitd, fratermte-ml!ez I
1 want to holler. T check my wrist guards and
elbow pads and knee pads ﬂ.nd shufﬂe
toward the door. o




