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”TRY A RUSH ON WHEELS” 


KEVIN PACE stands at the center of the rink and blasts his whistle. Suddenly he is surrounded by speed. 

    Little, little kids come zooming toward him, low to the ground like stealth missiles. Teens and ’tweens snap to a stop in front of him. A few grown-ups join the growing group in the center of Greenbrier Family Skating Center’s gleaming rink. 

    Meet Hampton Roads Speed, an award-winning team of 35 roller skaters ages 5 to 48 from across the area, plus a few parents and kids who just like to get an adrenaline rush on wheels. 

    Standing in the center of the rink, Pace outlines coming events – a trip to a competition in Florida the following week, a meet on their home rink a couple of weeks later – and then separates the crowd into groups. The first group follows him to the outer ring and hunches over the starting line. 

    “Listen up,” he says. “A lot of folks are toeing really hard in the corners. You can see it in the video as clear as day.” 

    Toeing limits the power a skater develops in the turns, but once this group is off, slow is not what comes to mind. The pack quickly gains speed on the straightaway. Bodies are upright, then crouched into the sharp turns, feet crossing one over the other, torsos leaning in so low that skaters sometimes swipe their hands on the ground. 

    It’s like watching the speed demons in the Olympics. In fact, Pace says, some top ice skaters, including Joey Cheek and Chad Hedrick, got their start on wheels. 

    Unlike Rollerblades, these skates have low-cut carbon fiber boots that allow for ankle movement. Wheels are larger than those on Rollerblades, and a pair can cost $200 or more. Luckily, skate rental is included in the dues. 

    For most of the two-hour practice, groups of skaters speed around and around the rink practicing technique and building endurance. Bill Rodgers, 47, of Chesapeake, the junior team coach, estimates that they are traveling about 25 mph around the turns. 

    There’s no doubt it’s great exercise. 

    The warm-up itself is 75 laps. A University of Massachusetts fitness study found that a 160-pound person burns about 1,100 calories an hour skating 16 mph. 

    Pace says many of the adults who are on the team or who practice with the team got started watching their kids skate. 

    “Instead of being on the sidelines at Little League,” he says, “parents can get out there and skate.” 

    Kids hang with the team for years. 

    “It’s fun,” says Abby Baker, 9, of Virginia Beach, who says she has about 10 skating trophies at home. “At the end of practice, you are tired and sweaty and your feet stink, but it’s enjoyable.” 

    This Tuesday night practice ends with a relay race where skaters tag one another with a push; a few of the teams are family. 

    “It’s been the best thing for our family,” says Mark Merrick, 42, of Chesapeake, whose family started skating more than five years ago. His daughter, Melanie, 15, and son, Troy, 12, are both on the team. 

    “It’s allowed us to do things together, to connect. They’re getting to the age where you grow apart sometimes.” 
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STEPHANIE OBERLANDER | SPECIAL TO THE VIRGINIAN-PILOT Mark Merrick and his daughter, Melanie, 15, skate together during a Saturday morning practice at Greenbrier Family Skate Center in Chesapeake. 

