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February of 1975 marked the formal establishment of the United

States Sports Acrobatics Federation when a group of enthusiastic people

met as the Executive Committee under the leadership of Glenn Sundby,

creator, publisher and editor of International Gymnast magazine. The

process began two years earlier when George Nissen, former President

of Nissen Trampolines and Gymnastic Equipment of Cedar Rapids,

Iowa, attended the First World Congress in Sports Acrobatics. Held in

Sofia, Bulgaria in 1973, this meeting is recognized as the official beginning of the International Federation of

Sports Acrobatics, IFSA. Bulgaria, USSR, and Poland were the leaders in creating this international federation.

They had been competing in the sport of acrobatics in their respective countries as far back as 1939 and wished

for the sport to be recognized internationally under common rules and regulations. At this time, it was antici-

pated that the International Trampoline Federation would join together in the same international federation but

this was not to be.

In 1974 the first IFSA World Championships was held in Moscow. Mr. Nissen attended as the U.S.

member of the International Federation Executive Committee and was accompanied by his daughter, Dagmar,

as photographer; Neil Godbey, President of U.S. Trampoline Association, as coach; and tumbling competitors

Eddie Goldman of Ohio and Denise Tenny of New York.

In late 1974, there was very little information written about sports acrobatics in

English that came from the international organization, and no U.S. National Gov-

erning Body handling Sports Acrobatics. Glenn Sundby, with Nissen's encourage-

ment, took the initiative and began to formalize a new federation, the United

States Sports Acrobatics Federation (USSAF).

George Nissen with his daughter Diane.



The first Executive Committee consisted of Sundby, Director-Treasurer;

Paula Boelsems, First Vice-President; Dr. Richard Criley, Second Vice-

President; and Carolyn Booth, Secretary.. The meeting was held in Santa

Monica, California. Others in attendance included Russ Saunders, Harold

Zinkin and Harry White. A Constitution with By-Laws written by Dr. Criley. In

March of 1975 Paula Boelsems and Russ

Saunders attended the first IFSA Rules and

Judges Course in Saarbrucken, Germany and

became the first U.S. internationally rated

judges. They took with them copies of the first

issue of the new magazine, ACROBAT, written and published by Sundby.

This gave a strong voice internationally to the United States Federation and

the International Federation accepted the new organization as the official

representative body in the United States. In the third issue, this magazine

was renamed ACROSPORT and was published by Sundby Sports as the of-

ficial publication of the USSAF until 1982 when it was discontinued and re-

placed by a national newsletter.

An Advisory Council was created during 1977. Some of the members met

in Chairman Glenn Sundby's Santa Monica offices in April 1977 to reconfirm the

officers on the Executive Committee and to appoint Paula Boelsems, Women's

Technical Chairperson, and Bob Monahan, Men's Technical Chairperson. Others

present at this meeting were Bill Copp, Dick Criley, Chuck Hardy, Gary Hutchison,

George Nissen, Russ Saunders, and Harry White. Early pioneers included such

people as Harold Zinkin, Jack Lalanne, Bruce Frederickson, Frank Bare, Dave

Field and Don Robinson.

Dr. Richard Criley headed the
Waikki Acrobatic Troupe and
is a professor of horticulture at
the University of Hawaii

Stuntman Russ Saunders shows
"how to pick up girls" on Muscle
Beach, circa 1948. Pudgy
Stockton is the second woman
from the right.

Gymnast Frank Bare



These people and others spread the word of the 'FUN SPORT". Also the

publishing of the magazine was very important in the early growth of the

Federation. USSAF received its federal nonprofit status in February 1977,

and in July of that year the organization obtained its official Corporation

Charter from the State of California. In November of 1977, Dr. Joseph

Schabacker, Professor of Business Management at Arizona State University,

joined the Advisory Council and hosted a meeting in Tempe, Arizona. This

committee, (renamed Steering Committee), consisted of pioneer people

from across the U.S. who were educators, coaches, gymnasts, handbalanc-

ers, former performers and all volunteer supporters of the new sports federa-

tion. It was here that Dr. Schabacker was appointed President of the Federa-

tion.

Internationally, the U.S. has had the honor of being represented on all of the

IFSA Committees since their inception: Technical Committee- Joe Schabacker,

1977 to 1985; Dick Criley, 1985 to 1999 and elected IFSA Technical Chairman

in 1993 for a four year term; Judges Committee-Paula Boelsems, 1977 to 1989,

Angie Blalock (New Orleans) 1989 to 1995, Jola Jones, 1995 to 1999; Scientific

Commission - Dick Criley 1981 to 1985, Dr. Joe Schabacker 1985 to 1989, Dr.

Jim Campbell (New York) 1989 to 1993. In 1998 Tonya Case-Patterson was elected to the Sports Acrobatics

Technical Commission, formed when IFSA merged with the International Federation of Gymnastics.

The International Federation of Sports Acrobatics (IFSA) was recognized as a member of the Interna-

tional Olympic Committee in 1986 and the USSAF was accepted into the U.S. Olympic Committee in 1987 as

a "C" level sport. With a grant from the U.S. Olympic Foundation, the headquarters of the USSAF was based

in Colorado Springs for two years from March 1990-1992. On termination of the Executive Director, the office

was run partially from the residing city of the President, Tempe, Arizona and from the Colorado office until the

move in 1993 to Riverside, California. In 1997, the National Office was moved to its present location in Sacra-

Fitness guru Jack LaLane hand
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mento, California.

The first committee of the U.S. Federation to be formed was the Technical Committee with Dick Criley as

Men's Chair and Paula Boelsems as Women's. The two categories were later consolidated under Boelsems as

Technical Chairman. Although all written rules were only in Russian, Boelsems and Saunders brought back

primitive information on the rules from the 75

course in Germany. Rules for USSAF were formulated from this information and from the Russian rules trans-

lated by Dick Criley. This information was then circulated and printed in the AcroSports magazine. It was not

until several years later that an official rulebook was circulated, based on the IFSA Rules which by then were

compiled in English.

The USSAF Judges Committee remained part of the Technical Committee until a separate committee

was formed in 1981 with Chuck Hardy from Torrance, CA. as the first chair. This was followed by the forma-

tion of the International Relations Committee in 1983 with Paula Boelsems as its first chair. At the outset, the

nation was divided into 12 regions under the direction of Grace Kaywell, who was the first employee of the

Federation as Executive Secretary. A system of Regional Directors was set up in 1979, but it was not until

1989 that an organized committee of the Regional Directors was formed. Employees of the Federation other

than secretarial/clerical have included Executive Directors - Sam Bailie from 1981-1982 and Jed Friend from

1990-1991, and Program Director - Morgan Smith from October 1977 to May 1978.

In 1977 the Federation opened its own gymnasium, "Acrogymnastics" in Santa Monica, CA. Backed

entirely by George Nissen, Glenn Sundby and Paula Boelsems, it was to be the center for training athletes

and coaches in Sports Acrobatics. It was well equipped and had the first Nissen Tumbling Platform in the U.S.

The program survived until 1980, when it was closed due to cost and difficulty finding the right director and

coach.



The first concentration of competitors in the United States was in Ohio

where coaches Bill Copp of Chagrin Falls and Gary Hutchinson of Colum-

bus recruited athletes and pioneered for the sport. Igor Ashkinazi held the

first official National Coach position starting in 1980. A former competitor

in the Soviet Union, he immigrated to New York by way of Austria and

Italy. Fortunately for the sport, he came in contact with Cherry Lane and

Bob Monohan, who were instrumental in getting Igor a job with the Jewish

Family Center in New Orleans. In 1977 he started the first program which

grew into the largest center for Sports Acrobatics in the U.S. He continued to develop champions from his

team's first year of competition through the time he resigned in 1983. At its peak, there were as many as five

separate clubs in New Orleans all having a few of the competitors first trained by Ashkinazi. He was a most

gifted coach and his athletes have gone on to become coaches and officials in the sport.

Dan Hoff of Northern California became the National

Coach in 1984 and held that office until 1988 & then

again from 1991 -1996. He has contributed much of

his personal time and effort to help the sport grow by

giving many clinics across the United States and re-

cruiting many new athletes. Before his term as Na-

tional Coach in 1988-1990, Jurek Pol, in conjunction

with Dr. Criley, set up the first successful developmental program for the USSAF in 1985. First an assistant to

Ashkinazi, he continued on his own with successful teams and participants in the sport after Igor left.

The first U.S. competition in Sports Acrobatics was the Buckeye Open, held at Ohio State University

in Columbus, March 1976. This meet was held every March until 1980 under the auspices of Coaches Jim

Sweener and Gary Hutchinson. The Federation held its first National Championship and trial for the IFSA

World Championships in June, 1976 at Kent State, Ohio. The Federation seni a team of four women and

seven men to the second IFSA World Championship in Saarbrucken, Germany, entering every event but

Igor & Teresa Ashkinazi

Dan Hoff 1983 Jurek Pol of NOAT



Men's Pairs. In December of 1976, Bill Copp held the Greal Lakes Acro-

Sport Tournament. International competitions have been held in the USA

since 1978 One memorable one was the World Age Group Games hosted

by George Nissen which includec athletes in Sports Acrobatics and Tram-

poline from all over the world. There have been two IFSA World Cups

sponsored by USSAF, the first in 1983 hosted by George Nissen in Cedar

Rapids, lows and the second in 1987 hosted by a group in Baton Rouge,

Louisiana. In 1997, USSAF hosted the Fifth Junior World Championships

in Honolulu, Hawaii. There have also been smaller international team

meets such as the Belgium Team in New Orleans in 1980, the Sacra-

mento International Invitational in 1991, and the Friendly Cup Meet in Riverside, California in 1994. The

United States has participated in every IFSA World Cup and Championships since 1974. They have also been

represented at many of the smaller international meets such as the Soviet Volkov Memorial Cup, the Polish

Spring Festival and Winter Festival, the Bulgarian Friendship Cup, Hungarian Internationals and the Circle

Friendship Competitions held in Western Europe. There have been USSAF competitors in several special

IFSA programs such as the two held in the mid-80's in England and at the World Sports Fair in Japan in 1988

and 1989. In 1993 USSAF was represented by a Men's Four from La Sierra University in Riverside, California

in the World Games held at the Hague, Netherlands, which was the first world multi-sport event to include

Sports Acrobatics competition.

Several international teams have toured in the USA sponsored by the U.S. Federation and individual clubs,

the first being in 1976 when a complete USSR Sports Acrobatics team took an extensive tour of 11 cities

across the USA. In February 1979 the Polish Team from Club Targowek of Warsaw toured the northeastern

part of the U.S. The Men's Four from Poland remained in the USA for about three months promoting the sport

in different cities by performing at basketball half times and giving special performances. Other international

visitors have included a Bulgarian coach and team at clinics in New Orleans in 1982, a Chinese Team Tour in

1981 and a Soviet Team in Utah and California in 1992/1993. Several of the individual clubs have had inter-

national club exchange meets with such countries as Ireland, Scotland, England, Bulgaria, and Russia.



When U.S. gymnastic champion Kurt Thomas made his professional

performing tours across the United States and at the Desert Inn in Las Vegas,

the Mixed Pair of Sonny Brown and Jan Burns from NOAT were outstanding ad-

ditions. A few of our tumblers, pairs or groups have traveled on several of the U.

S. Gymnastic Federation sponsored touring shows in the more recent years.

Television has been a friend of this sport

since its inception. Sports acrobats have

appeared on such programs as Westinghouse Children's Program, "Call It

Macaroni" in 1976; "Johnny Carson Show" in 1978 and 1979; "Mike Doug-

las Show" in 1978 and 1979; and "Kids World" in 1979. The 1976 National

Championship was filmed for syndication by Olympic Star Bill Toomey. In

1980 and 1981 Frank Bare of Arizona helped negotiate a contract with

CBS to broadcast the Nationals both

years. Internationally, the "ABC Wide

World of Sports" with Gordon Maddux as Master of Ceremonies filmed the

IFSA Championships in Sofia, Bulgaria in 1978 and in Posnam, Poland in

1980. ABC and "PM Magazine" televised the 1983 World Cup in Iowa. A spe-

cial day of unique team competitions was held for the TV show, "That's In-

credible". The World Cup in Baton Rouge in 1987 was televised by ESPN

with gymnastic champion Kurt Thomas as commentator.

Overseas there have been live broadcasts of the IFSA meets on EuroSport and by both Chinese and Japa-

nese TV. One prime time TV special, featuring US Olympic gymnast Bart Connor compared the sport and art

of Gymnastics, Ice Skating and Sports Acrobatics in 1992. Many of the different teams and clubs have been

on their local TV shows throughout the years.

Gymnast Kurt Thomas

Former Tonight Show host
Johnny Carson

Mike Douglas



From its inception in the 1970's, the United States Sports Acrobatics Federation has grown in size

and influence. Known today as United States Sports Acrobatics (USSA), the organization involves athletes in

many states with new clubs joining daily. The future looks bright for athletes, coaches, judges, and officials

alike and promises growing excitement for spectators too.

From the USSA 2000 Official Handbook of Policies and Procedure
























