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Story of Lynchburg's Shoeless Wonders football team to be
made into movie

By EMMA SCHKLOVEN The News & Advance | Posted Yesterday

LYNCHBURG — Some real-life events are so spectacular, so odds-defying, they deserve to be immortalized on
film.

For years, many in Lynchburg have thought the tale of the Shoeless Wonders — a football team comprised of
orphans who remained undefeated for eight consecutive years — merited such treatment.

They were right.

“The second I heard the true story, I immediately was determined to find a way to bring it to the big screen,” said
Sara Elizabeth Timmins, producer and creative director for Virginia-based Life Out Loud Films. “It’s an important
story to bring to wider audiences. It’s inspiring.”

Life Out Loud Films will host a kickoff event at the Academy Center of the Arts on Wednesday to celebrate the
development of the film, which the company plans to shoot in Lynchburg.

In the 1920s, a group of boys from Lynchburg’s Presbyterian Orphans’ Home, now known as HumanKind, made
national and international news for dominating on the field without ever wearing shoes, earning them the nickname
the Shoeless Wonders.

“We speculate that it was because (the orphanage) was a working farm and, probably, the boys’ boots were boots
— heavy and unwieldy and not allowing them to move at the pace they wanted to,” said Bob Dendy, president of
HumanKind. “So the speculation is they took off their shoes and they were faster and more effective, and it
became a tradition. ... They kept doing it until 1955.”

The junior club team played in the Lynchburg City League against recreational and school teams like Virginia
Episcopal School, Dendy said.

At one point, a group of high school varsity players and City League stars came together and challenged the
Shoeless Wonders to a New Year’s Eve game. The bigger and heavier players lost to the barefoot players and, by
1928, the team had difficulty finding opponents because of its success. Eventually, they began to play games
against high school teams from Appomattox, Farmville, Altavista, Crewe and New London Academy.

The original Shoeless Wonders team remained undefeated for eight years, from 1922 to 1930, and unscored upon
for six. The tradition of the barefoot team continued until it disbanded in the 1950s.

Over the years, local newspapers and those as far as China reported on the story of the Presbyterian Orphans’
Home team. Film companies, including Universal Newsreels, published newsreels on the boys.
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Their shoeless style was depicted in the syndicated cartoon feature “Strange as It Seems” and in “Ripley’s Believe
It Or Not.” The team even appeared on the front page of The New York Times’ Rotogravure Picture Section in
December 1926 next to pictures of the Army-Navy football game.

“It was a unique piece of American history,” said Dendy, adding: “We presented this to a lot (of) people and, as far
as we can tell, it’s the only shoeless football team in the history of America that was formal.”

Timmins, who lives in Forest and previously lived in Los Angeles, learned of the Shoeless Wonders when Dendy
and his organization contacted her for advice about how to share the story with a wider audience.

She persuaded the organization to allow her company to make it as an independent film.

“When I came on board, it was a partnership,” Timmins said. “HumanKind was a participant in the development of
the story and gave approval to the script throughout the process. ... We worked very, very closely with them to
honor the truth in the story and to tell something the area would be proud of.”

Life Out Loud plans to begin filming in Lynchburg in the fall of 2017. Timmins said that because the film will be shot
entirely in Lynchburg, residents have a variety of ways to become involved in the project as cast and crew, extras
and even as staff on the film.


