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Dedication

FOR ALINA




Epigraph

Let us then, by being allowed to take the same exercises as boys . . . arrive at perfection of the body, that we may know how far the natural superiority of man extends.1

—MARY WOLLSTONECRAFT

How could we ever really know or love each other as long as we played those roles that kept us from knowing or being ourselves?2

—BETTY FRIEDAN

I just wanted to be standing sideways.

—KIM PETERS
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History, it is said, is written by the victors. And so it is that the male-dominated history of skateboarding has been written by men, is about men, and celebrates men, with a few delightful women popping up hither and yon.

This book is about skateboarders who identify as anything but men. Which isn’t to say that men who skateboard are bad. Many are good. Super, even. Fantastic! But it’s time to tell some different stories. To set some records straight. To recognize and historicize the female, queer, bi, and nonbinary humans responsible for today’s more equitable skate culture.

*  *  *

NOTHING EXISTS IN A VACUUM; societies and political constructs are reflections of their respective eras. It’s what Olivia Laing calls the “immense entanglement of everything”1—the idea that everything affects everything affects everything else. Even rebel things like skateboarding have long reflected, and been a reflection of, the world around them: In the ’70s it personified the punk-rock, lock-up-your-daughters, middle-finger-to-the-Man ethos. In the ’80s it was fingerless gloves, parachute pants, neon graphics, and synthetic beats. In the ’90s it channeled New York City—graffiti, hip-hop, and a high-low street style personified by the Supreme shop on Lafayette, where hip-hop and incense wafted out the open doors onto the sidewalk, erasing the division between public and private space.

And in all those decades, skateboarding mirrored/reflected not only pop culture, but the sexist, homophobic framework surrounding it. Women were excluded entirely or welcomed to get paid mind-numbingly less for skating the same contests as men, just as women in corporate America got paid less than their male peers and were barred from the C-suite. Rarely did you see a woman’s name in a skate video—either on a deck or behind the lens—the same way a woman’s name rarely graced the top line of a Hollywood film under the title “producer” or “director.” And there were no gay skaters. At least, no out gay skaters. Because like the rest of the world, skateboarding considered anyone who wasn’t straight an aberration.

Sometime within the past decade, though, skateboarding stopped moving in lockstep with the world around it and started resembling the dissenters it’d long professed to rep, rejecting the stupid status quo to include whoever, and dress however, they wanted. It’s these genuine outcasts who are at the heart of this book, their collective story anchored by the personal experiences of four skaters, each with a vastly different relationship to skate culture:

Alana Smith fell in love with skateboarding at the age of eight, a precocious phenom breaking records and taking names, until their talent threatened to destroy their life.

Marbie Miller grew up skating in a tiny town in Iowa. She liked how she didn’t have to pretend to be someone else when she skated. She had zero designs on fame. When it happened, she was more surprised than you.

Victoria Taylor was raised to look hot, nab a husband, have kids, and live happily ever after. At the age of twenty-one, she stepped onto a skateboard and found a more inspired happily ever after. That is, until, as in all fairy tales, the wolves showed up at her door.

And then there’s Vanessa Torres, a real-life rebel teen heroine with a lapful of gold medallions, getting into catfights, crying in secret; misunderstood. All she wanted to do, forever, was skate with her friends. She’d like it if her sponsors liked her, but in 2003, no one in the skate industry knew what to do with a rebel girl. If you’re one today, you owe Vanessa a thank-you card.

But for all their differences, every one of these skaters fell in love with the same thing: a piece of wood with four wheels, two trucks, some kingpins, nuts, and bolts. They all loved that thing so badly that even when it didn’t love them back they kept returning to it. And that’s how they broke the mold. By refusing to slot neatly into a nebulous collection of preordained boxes, and instead, fighting for their space in the world—which, contrary to popular belief, there’s enough of to go around.

MOST OF THE STORIES I was told for this book were corroborated in articles, podcasts, videos, and photographs, and where narratives involved other people, I tried not to put words in their mouths. I didn’t speak to anyone’s mother or father to get their thoughts. I didn’t call siblings, or lovers, or bosses past or present. Not because their memories were irrelevant, but because a single thread of anyone’s life can be told from a dozen different perspectives and be jettisoned off down a thousand different paths.

The paths taken in these pages are those of the skaters who walked them.

A QUESTION I OFTEN HEARD voiced over the past three-plus years was Who gets to tell skateboarding’s story? The concern was that someone either wouldn’t get it right and embarrass the community, or would get it right and compromise the community.

The first rule of fight club is you do not talk about fight club.

When I started writing this book in the summer of 2020, I didn’t know the club existed. And then my niece skateboarded down to meet me at the surf break. The world was in lockdown, and everything was the worst. But that day, after teaching her to turtle roll against the cold, crashy waves, she showed me how to tic tac across the pebble-pocketed road, and everything was the best(ish). We’d never bonded over anything before and suddenly were inseparable, pushing each other to try things that scared us on boards. Things that left us breathless and bruised, smiling bigger than ever.

I said, Let’s have a sleepover!

The night she showed up at my place we decided to only watch movies that featured girls surfing and girls skating.

This book is the result of what I did and did not find that night, and all the days and nights that followed.

*  *  *

SKATEBOARDING WEATHERED A NUMBER OF significant changes over the course of this book’s creation. Most controversial was the one-time fringe subculture being catapulted onto the world stage as a result of being in the Olympics. In response, a new era of skateboarding sprung up—one too young to know its past, much less the parts that have seldom been told.

So before things go any further and the history of skateboarding is forever cemented in myopia, here are some stories that tell a different tale. And sometimes the same tale, from a different perspective, with the same rapturous fervor.

“Often, if you want to write about women in history, you have to distort history to do it, or substitute fantasy for facts,” said historical novelist Hilary Mantel.2

This book is meant to avoid future historians having to make shit up.
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Alana

JUNE 21, 2021

LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA

OLYMPIC PRESS CONFERENCE

It’s going to have to be me,” twenty-year-old Alana Smith told the crowd. It was Go Skateboarding Day—an official U.S. holiday that takes place on the longest day of the year, gifting skaters with a few extra hours of light as the sun hangs suspended above the Tropic of Cancer.

Alana was standing onstage alongside the eleven other skateboarders representing the U.S. at the 2021 Olympics, which were confusingly being called the 2020 Olympics since that’s when they were originally supposed to take place before being delayed by the Covid-19 pandemic.

The press conference, which was broadcast live, was a way of introducing viewers back home to the contestants while simultaneously capturing sound bites for the press. Journalists asked questions like What’s the number one reason you got to this point? and What do you hope to get from the exposure this is going to incur? The skaters passed the mic around like a hot potato, everyone doing their best to avoid eye contact. Not because they didn’t care, but the number one reason you got to this point? There were a million reasons they were standing there. And What do you hope to get from the exposure? was wildly different for each of them.

Finally, journalist Mary Harris broke the mold, asking who the unsung hero of their Olympic journey was. “Who do you take on your board with you when you head to Tokyo?”

For the first time that afternoon, Alana took the mic, in her Nike fit,* her left foot grounded against her board’s tail.

“Throughout this experience I had a really big identity growth—” Alana stopped. She didn’t belong there. She was too fat. Her muscles were too weak. Her hair wasn’t long or blonde or curled like she was going to prom.

She took a deep breath and continued.

“Especially during quarantine, I had a lot of time to think about myself, you know?”

She turned her head away from the mic to exhale. The skaters onstage began to clap in support. Everyone up there had known each other forever. They’d skated around the world together. Rooted for each other. Understood what the others had sacrificed in ways no one else ever would.

But nobody, not even those closest to her, knew Alana’s whole story.

“Skateboarding has always meant so much to me,” she continued shakily. “It has given me a safe space to be myself. And as someone who identifies as nonbinary, I want to prove that nonbinary humans and people of color deserve a platform.”

Alana Smith had just come out on live TV.




Vanessa

JUNE 6, 2015

AUSTIN, TEXAS

X GAMES

Vanessa Torres was giving full Ally Sheedy vibes, squinting skeptically into the distance through the blinding white haze of sun blasting across the open-air Circuit of the Americas street skating course. Her brown, shoulder-length hair obscured her eyes. Her shoulders rounded protectively over her chest. When she got the signal to go she hesitated, raised an eyebrow, then headed straight for a crooked grind—the nose of her board sliding across the round, green rail with the rest hovering midair at a forty-five-degree angle.

Commentators called her a legend as she rose three-quarters of the way out of the landing. What else to call a woman who got sponsored in 2001 at the age of fifteen, toured the world at sixteen, talked smack in Thrasher when she was nineteen, and went on to leave a trail of broken hearts in her wake, not the least of which was her own?

FUCK!

Vanessa’s body tipped precariously backwards. She’d been sober for exactly one month and didn’t know how to balance everything yet.

Tossing her board onto the deck, she catapulted her small body after it. Loped to the coping with her head down. Hunched like Quasimodo across the course. Contracted her stomach like someone socked her at the bottom of the nine-stair, then did a smith grind on the bump-to-rail—her front truck dipping down with her back truck grinding a handrail kinked into an upside-down “v.”

In competition Vanessa had always been focused. Intense. Not a smiler. But if you were watching that day, you might have caught the corners of her mouth curving up.

With two seconds left, she crossed the course and landed a back disaster, punctuating the end of her run by smashing her tail on the deck.

YES I AM FUCKING SMILING!

“At the height of her career she was No. 1 in the world and let it all slip away,” Vanessa’s mom told a reporter from The Modesto Bee. “We had to let her make mistakes because we had no control over it. . . . But seeing her come back and hit the podium validates her talent.”1




Marbie

SEPTEMBER 6, 2020

MADISON, WISCONSIN

Marbie was sitting on the toilet when she got a text from her friend at Freedom Skate Shop. do you want to see the new Thrasher?

Um . . . sure? she texted back. Marbie wasn’t normally a Thrasher reader. Like, she’d flip through it if it was around, but it wasn’t really the content she was into. She’d rather look at poorly shot photos of her friends doing shitty tricks than pro skaters doing stuff that looked cool but was out of reach.

A second later, Marbie was staring at a photo of herself on page 76. In it, she’s wearing short tan pants. Green socks. Her purple shoes pin the tail of her board to what looks like the edge of a battlement, and her left fingers grip her front rail, twisting her body in a revolved triangle toward the camera.

The effort furrows her brows. Mats the hair on top of her head. Marbie hadn’t just rolled out of bed, spent forty-five minutes, max, landing a handful of tricks with ease, then headed off somewhere else to do something else.

She’d been working on that tail stall for hours.

Maybe days.

From her perch on the toilet, Marbie raised her eyes to see the words Marbie is pro at the top of the page. At the bottom it said There—the name of Jeffrey Cheung’s queer skateboarding collective.1

Marbie was officially a pro skater.

“I just got that photo sent to me, so nothing feels real,” she said seconds later on Jeffrey’s voicemail, her vision blurred by tears.

“But ohmygod, thank you Jeff. I love you (laugh/cry).”

This was 2020, a year when we were living a dystopian nightmare. Covid could wipe out the world’s population at any moment. Maybe there’d be a vaccine in time. Maybe not! But Marbie’s star was ascending like not only was there going to be a tomorrow, but that tomorrow was going to be the best tomorrow ever.

“It’s pretty surreal all that happened when things were looking so grim,” Marbie said a year later. “It all kind of feels like a movie.”

But if you were the screenwriter of Marbie’s life, producers would call your script contrived, roll their eyes at your deus ex machinas, and explain that no matter how plucky your heroine was, no “just an okay skater,” “uncomfortable in their body,” with an unremarkable number of Instagram followers, could ever become a beloved pro skateboarder, trans icon, and yeah, sure, throw in during a worldwide pandemic. Your ass would be fired.

But truth, as the story goes, is much stranger (and often way cooler) than fiction.




Victoria

2017

SANTA MONICA, CALIFORNIA

Picture this: A skate park so close to the Pacific Ocean, salt speckles hang in the air. Prop planes from Santa Monica Airport whiz like toys overhead. The smell of tacos wafts out of a garage on the corner, and four girls are pushing tentatively around together on their skateboards. Not because they don’t know how to skate, but because they’ve never skated together before. Give them an hour and their vulnerability will be replaced by boards smashing appreciatively against the ground. Shouts of encouragement. Peals of laughter.

There’s Hilary Shanks looking like Juliette Lewis playing a skateboarder, super skinny in tight black jeans and black Converse, finishing each trick with an expression like that sucked who cares I don’t. Jen Charlene, pumping on the mini-ramp, is Central Casting’s girl next door, her arms keeping time with the bend of her knees: Up! Downnnnn. Up! Downnnnn . . . In a baggy yellow fit, Eunice Chang, aka @notcheetos, switches with deceptive ease between flat ground and transition, performing exactly one trick per obstacle: Trick! Land. Repeat. Trick! Land. Repeat. And there, bringing up the rear, is Victoria Taylor, in puffy checkered pants and a beanie, her arms fly haphazardly through the air. She has to concentrate hard. Nothing comes easy. But whether she lands a trick or not, she smiles. And when she falls, she laughs hysterically.

Before meeting up with the other girls that day at Stoner Park, skateboarding was just a thing Victoria did for fun. Something that made her feel confident and a little tough. Later, it turned her into a star. And after that, the poster girl for everything wrong with skating.

“To see someone dressed like me on a skateboard, trying little tricks and falling and stuff, I would literally be what you would call a poser,” Victoria said. “But I was just doing it because it was fun. I never thought I was gonna take it to where it is now.”
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Alana

In 2008, an eight-year-old Alana Smith, dirty-blond hair cut to her chin, tiny body swimming in an oversized T-shirt, stood at the top of her driveway. Under her left foot* was a blue waffle board with Spider-Man’s face floating just below the bolts. When she picked her right foot up off the pavement, she started rolling downward faster than imagined. She didn’t know what to do at the bottom where the driveway dipped into the road, and tumbled over the nose. But Alana was used to falling. She’d been riding a dirt bike since she was six—a red 50cc she raced around the dunes of Tonto National Forest with her dad, Devaughn, who once crashed into her so hard her throttle bent upside down. Devaughn, who just at that moment was nodding at her, you’re okay, as her mom, Ryonna, raised her eyebrows in warning.

“I wasn’t allowed to cry,” Alana explained.

Especially not when there was a party going on. And that summer in Ellsworth Heights—a turnkey neighborhood in Mesa, Arizona, filled with young couples just starting a family or just starting to think about it—there was always a party going on. Weekdays after 5 p.m., barbecues filled the air with the smell of burning charcoal and sizzling fat, the sounds of Top 40, popping beer tabs, and screaming kids. Weekend nights were “progressive revelries”—starting at the first house in the cul-de-sac, adults sipped white wine spritzers and snacked on cheese and crackers before moving on to the next house for martinis and ants on a log. A punch bowl here, canapés there . . . Ellsworth was a dream neighborhood for all those who’d been psyched to leave college, but were unprepared to become adults.

PICKING HERSELF UP OFF THE pavement, Alana clapped her hands together to remove the gravel embedded in her palms and thought about flying. She knew that’s what you did on a skateboard. She’d seen it on TV—a three-second shot of a woman flying over a ramp in a commercial.

“A girl skateboarding!” she’d yelled to her dad. “At X Games!” She didn’t know why she was so excited. She’d never thought about skateboarding before, not once, but something about that image looked wild.

“I want a skateboard!” she exclaimed as Devaughn set a glass of chocolate milk in front of her and cracked his Full Throttle.

“Okay,” he said. “I’ll get you one.”

“You will?”

“Yeah.”

It didn’t happen fast. It took two whole years to get that waffle board. But it’d been worth the wait.

“You should bring her down to KTR,” Jeff Jewett said to Alana’s parents. Jeff and his wife Christine lived across the street and two houses down. “They just started a skateboarding program and put me in charge.” He tilted out of his lawn chair to grab a beer from the cooler.

KTR was an abbreviation for Kids That Rip, a local sports facility started in the 1970s by Olympic trampolinist Stormy Eaton. After his untimely death in a plane crash, his son Geoff cut his college education short and returned home to help his mother run the business. One year they offered gymnastics and baseball training. Another year they put in a pool. Recently they’d added a mini-ramp at the request of two of Geoff’s kids, Jett and Jagger.

“Mmmm,” Ryonna replied noncommittally. She wasn’t interested in skateboarding lessons, but gymnastics were cool. Gymnastics were a proper thing for little girls to do, and they had to stay skinny if they wanted to fly in the air, so, sure, Alana could take gymnastics.

Except the following day, when Ryonna broke the news, Alana had a better idea—what if she took skateboarding lessons instead?

That, Ryonna explained, was not happening.

I’m taking skateboarding!

You’re taking gymnastics!

I wanna skateboard!

It’s gymnastics or nothing!

The Smith house rocked for a week with slight variations on the argument until they reached a compromise—Alana could skate if she also learned to do back handsprings. And peace was restored. Until the morning before Alana’s first class, when Ryonna insisted she wear a leotard.

“I told her, absolutely not,” said Alana.

“I wouldn’t want anyone to see my rolls either, if I was you,” Ryonna replied, poking her daughter in the stomach.

Before leaving, Alana puked up her breakfast and pulled a T-shirt over her head so no one had to look at her disgusting body.

*  *  *

THE DEBATE OVER WHETHER A person’s personality is a matter of nature or nurture has remained unanswered since forever. But it was clear that Alana came into the world seeking adventure.

Born on the numerically alliterative date 10/20/2000, Alana had a fuzzy patch of blonde hair on her perfectly domed head and bright green eyes. When her parents pushed her in a stroller around the neighborhood, people often did a double take—she looked nothing like Ryonna, who was Mexican and had dark brown eyes and long, wavy ombre hair—and she looked nothing like Devaughn, who was half Black and half white with a spate of freckles across his nose. Her parents were also young—twenty-two and twenty-four, respectively, barely out of their teens—but they were destined for grandeur. They had a starter home on the second floor of a town house painted beige to deflect the blazing Arizona heat and landscaped to thrive without water—small pebbles bordered by larger pebbles, bordered by giant cacti. And Devaughn was going to make more money. Ryonna knew it. More and more money and they’d live in a bigger and bigger house and have more and more things.

Alana, just a baby, was content with what she had. She didn’t know there were things out there she didn’t own until, at eight months old, she met the golden retriever that lived two town houses down. One day when no one was looking, Alana slipped through the bars of her balcony, teetered on her baby feet across the rooftop, made her way onto the neighbor’s balcony, and hugged that canine. After a few good belly rubs Alana said goodbye, backtracked across the rooftop, shimmied back onto her own balcony, and toddled into her house.

For weeks, Alana Houdini’d these cuddly visits, until one day she lost track of time—which she couldn’t tell because she wasn’t even a year old—and the neighbor returned home to find Alana with her dog.

Ryonna and Devaughn promptly snapped a child lock on their balcony door.

So Alana set her sights on the front door, beyond which she knew there was a gate and, beyond that, a parking lot.

On her first try, she got as far as the gate, only to find that the latch was too tall for her to reach. The next time, she took a broom and pushed the lock with the end until the hook popped up and she was out! For all of one blissful second, until a neighbor spotted her nubby legs hightailing it across the parking lot and called her mom. The next day a security system was installed that went off whenever the balcony door or front door opened.

Alana’s proclivity for performing death-defying feats and her impulse to escape home would become formidable themes in her young, complicated life.

2009

MESA, ARIZONA

KIDS THAT RIP

In the beginning they were the Mini Rippers: Alana Smith, Trey Wood, Auggie Johansen, and Jett and Jagger Eaton. They spent their after-school hours at KTR learning how to skate, warming up with stretches that mimicked board grabs, and learning to fall by doing knee slides with their hands in front for balance. They skated fakie (backwards), rolled down small banks (six-foot-high slanted walls), and pumped on the half-pipe, aka vert ramp (two sloped pieces of wood with a flat section in between, connecting them). Their sessions were one long make train—one person did a trick, and if they landed it, the next tried to land it too. It was how you learned to back up your friends, pushing each other to progress so you could all keep doing this amazing thing together, forever.

Even in a facility training kids to compete, the Mini Rippers weren’t taught to be competitive. They were learning the foundations of skateboarding the same way any kid would coming up in the streets—as a communal experience defined not by winning or losing, but by a willingness to face your fears and do your personal best.

“Usually everyone that’s skating is cheering for each other,” explained Amelia Brodka, pro skater and cofounder of Exposure Skate. “When someone lands a trick they were scared of, you’re all sharing in that emotion of success and overcoming fear because you know exactly what their joy feels like.”

In 2009, skateboarding was still largely associated with anarchy and boys. Beer cans and bongs. Nobody called it a sport. In fact, calling skateboarding a sport is still largely contentious among skaters, although the descriptor has become impossible to escape since its inclusion in the Olympics. And that idea—that skateboarding could ever be part of something like the Olympics—would have gotten you hanged for treason in the early aughts. But skaters must not have known the Games’ origins. How, in 776 BC, the first Olympic athletes prepared by eating performance-enhancing stimulants of lizards’ flesh, ground Abyssinian ass, and elixirs of “vital” semen, then strode into the stadium buck naked, their bodies slicked with olive oil, either to make it difficult for their opponents to grab them or to highlight their imposing abs, no one knows for sure.1 Or how, in those first glorious years in Olympia, male Greeks from every part of the Mediterranean gathered to watch. Women weren’t allowed inside the arena unless they were virgins or prostitutes, and if any woman was caught loitering about, the laws of Elis decreed she be thrown into the river Evros from the rocky peaks of Mount Typaion. While the Olympics had evolved over the millennia—no longer murdering female spectators, and even letting them compete!—the discrepancies between X Games, which in 2009 were the world’s biggest skateboarding competition, and the OG Olympics were less evident than imagined.

Either way, The Mini Rippers had little interest in the Olympics. Sure, being an Olympian sounded cool and all, but that’s not why they skated. They skated for the same reason any kid skates—because landing a trick feels better than anything in the world. Falling is a close second. And getting back up and doing the trick again, better, is the all-time best. And because of that, it’s all the Mini Rippers did, all the time, progressing so fast that by 2010 they were dominating contests. Jagger in particular—all buzz-cut hair and whacked-out, gap-toothed smile—mopped up courses across Arizona, skating so much that his attendance marks at school resembled one solid black line. When his principal warned further absences would result in a fail, his parents saw no other recourse than to take his education on themselves. And what better classroom than KTR? In a matter of weeks the rest of the Mini Rippers joined the exodus, leaving their accredited educational facilities behind and enrolling in KTR’s satellite school with their coach, Jeff Jewett, the de facto principal. A role he readily admitted having zero credentials for.

“I was just a dirty skateboarder,” Jeff said. “I had absolutely no business being principal of a school.”

While for some kids eleven hours away from home every day might feel excessive, for Alana it was heaven. It meant less time Ryonna could spend encasing her forty-pound body in plastic wrap to burn away her “fat,” or grabbing her by the upper arm to point out where said “fat” was being stored. Instead of constantly reminding her of her deficiencies, everyone at KTR treated Alana like she had value. Like who she was, and what she did, was special.

“Alana was brave,” said Jeff. “Bravery is not to be confused with fearlessness. Bravery means a person is aware of the consequences of their actions; fearlessness is stupidity. And Alana was not stupid. She was able to overcome her fears and accomplish what she needed to do.”

Her first chance to prove it: the eighth annual King of the Groms—her first skate competition.

IN HER FAVORITE BLACK JEANS and black and aqua T-shirt, nails painted bright red, Alana stood on the side of the oval bowl, the only girl in a three-deep crush of boys. But the gender disparity didn’t register. Skating with boys was all Alana knew.

When Alana’s name rang out over the mic, she smiled excitedly, positioned herself under the work lights hanging from the ceiling, and nearly forgot to wait for the signal to go. Looked up. Got the signal to go. And stomped down the side of the bowl, reaching the opposite wall in record time.

That came up fast.

Shifting her weight toeside to heelside, she carved around the pool’s edges, pumped through the corners, and stayed on a straight path along the floor. And then, when she was ready, she rode up the wall and moved her feet into an ollie position—right foot just over the bolts, left foot resting lightly in the center of the tail. Slightly unweighting her right foot, she popped her front wheels over the coping, followed by her back wheels, and stalled, her arms mirroring the shape of her legs—right stretched forward, left crooked up at the elbow.

At a quarter of a second, her eyes locked on her mark.

At half a second, she let the weight return to her back foot, popped her wheels over the coping in the opposite order, and rolled fakie down the curve.

That perfect blunt won her first place.

“I KNOW THIS IS SEXIST or whatever, but the boys Alana competed against were always bummed. I’m getting beat by a girl!” Jeff mimicked their cries. “Well yeah, you are, so you need to shift your thinking.”

But it was less important that the boys in competition shifted their thinking than it was for the contest organizers. While some, like King of the Groms, let her go up against boys, most only allowed her to skate against girls.

“I was training with guys and I wanted to skate against them,” said Alana. “I wanted to skate against the girls too. I wanted to skate against everybody. I would hear all the time, You’re so good for being a girl skater, and I’d be like, I don’t want to be a good girl skater, I just want to be a good skater.”

But being a good skater was the easy part. The hard part was being a good contest skater, which in and of itself was a contentious endeavor. Contest skaters have long been maligned by “core”, aka “hardcore,” aka “street” skaters, who skate on actual streets, utilizing elements that already exist, like curbs and benches and courthouse steps. “Real skaters” do not skate contests, even though they all, at one time, and often for a long time, skated contests. See: Lance Mountain, Steve Caballero, Duane Peters, Jeff Grosso, Mark Gonzales, Rodney Mullen, Daewon Song . . .

Hypocrisy aside, what made being a good contest skater so difficult for Alana was the lack of opportunity. Like the rest of skate culture, the contest scene was run by men. They didn’t see a lot of girls skating, so they didn’t add girls’ contests to their programs. And since most of them weren’t keen on letting a girl skate in a guys’ division for whatever reason, Alana didn’t get to compete as often as her male peers.

“We used to watch the women’s contests and be bummed when no one landed anything,” said Skate Like a Girl’s director of marketing and partnerships, Kim Woozy. “We knew it wasn’t because they weren’t good, it was because they only got a few shots a year to compete, which meant they weren’t going to give their best showing.”

Performing in front of any kind of audience takes practice. Like acting on set or singing onstage, the more you do it, the better you get at controlling your nerves. Ignoring the presence of the crew. Blocking out the sounds of the crowd. Being unfazed by the filmer trailing alongside you during your run.

“I used to get so nervous before contests that I couldn’t feel my legs,” said Women’s Skateboarding Alliance founder Mimi Knoop. “It’s a very overwhelming, high-pressure experience. But if you can work through the intensity and nerves that come with it, it actually helps push your skating to a level it probably wouldn’t otherwise get to.”

Without the opportunity to compete as often as her fellow Rippers, Alana was at a disadvantage in terms of not only proficiency and progress but visibility. Before social media, the only way that brands found skaters to sponsor was by attending competitions. But since not a lot of competitions had girls’ divisions, fewer brands saw girls skate, so girls didn’t get as many sponsorships. And since sponsorships typically include a small monthly stipend to help with expenses, Alana didn’t have as much expendable cash to travel to contests with. Gas, food, and lodging add up.

“Even if you were Elissa [Steamer] or Cara-Beth [Burnside] winning first place, you couldn’t afford your hotel and travel,” Mimi said, referencing two of the top female skaters of the time.

And all of this—the lack of opportunity, visibility, and monetary support—worked in concert to forge the myth that women couldn’t skate as well as men, which served to support the narrative that women weren’t worth investing in, since no one wanted to watch them, since they sucked.

Where did such a fantastical idea originate?

*  *  *

DEPENDING ON HOW GRANULAR YOU want to get, skateboarding can be traced back to ice-skating in the 1600s, but for the sake of expediency we’ll start with the most skateboard-looking design: the first patented scooters of the 1920s. These contraptions were made of wooden boards with wagon-style wheels, handles, a spring on the bottom, and the instructions to “lean right or left.”

Boys and girls enjoyed them alike!

In the ’30s, Kne-Kosters evolved into Scooter Skates,2 which the boys and girls of New York’s Lower East Side used to bump across the cobblestoned streets and race through the shadows of the tenement buildings, under rickety, rusted-iron fire escapes.

Scooter Skates became Skeeter Skaters, and in the early ’60s, when the waves were flat, Southern California surfers wrenched off the handles and started to “sidewalk surf,” carving up the concrete like it was one infinite, glassine swell.

One of those surfers was Colleen Boyd, who started skating when she was five years old, and began skating seriously when she was twelve.

“During the fifties, there were no organized sports for girls except tennis and some swimming competitions in the summer,” Colleen said.

But in the Pacific Palisades—a horseshoe-shaped neighborhood just north of Santa Monica, facing the Pacific Ocean—there were two activities no one was denied access to. Two activities with no rules.

If you were down, you were in.

“Surfing and skateboarding became important athletic outlets for a handful of girls,” Colleen continued. “We skated all around town and went into all the places you weren’t supposed to. We climbed over the fences of all the local schools, Marquez, Paul Revere, Bellagio . . .”

Bellagio Road Elementary was on an infamously scary slope that started at the top of a hill and wound its way at a steep downward angle toward Sunset Boulevard. Skaters like Colleen, who rode the same way she surfed—regular-footed, bare toes on the nose, long limbs bending like she had no bones—would brave the hill by crouching low on their boards, skimming the asphalt with their fingertips and praying not to get hung up on an errant rock.

In 1965, when the first International Skateboard Championships came to Anaheim, two hours south of the Palisades, none of the local teams asked Colleen or her girlfriends—Suzie Rowland and Donna Cash—to join them. They were bummed for sure, but decided to form their own: the La Femme Skateboard Team of Pacific Palisades. The girls walked around town in matching jackets that their sponsor, a local women’s clothing store, gave them, and Suzie’s mom added patches on each one that had the image of a girl in a T-shirt and pleated skirt riding a skateboard.

“That said you were on a team,” Colleen said. “And that’s what made you in.”

While there’s no universally agreed-upon skateboarding origin story, its most widely accepted provenance is Southern California, which makes Colleen, Suzie, and Donna some of the first girl skaters on the planet.

“And we know we were the first girls’ team,” Colleen said, then wondered aloud what that meant. “Nothing,” she decided and shrugged. “But I guess it’s kind of cute.”

But “cute” is not the right word for what they did. “Cute” is a little thing, trivial and unimportant. When those three teenage girls refused to be excluded from competing, it proved to the other teams that girls could skate, that they had gumption and value, and those teams eventually added more women to their programs.

Unfortunately, six months after that contest in Anaheim, skateboarding took a nosedive following a barrage of news coverage alleging demonic possession and damaged property. A “mania—and menace,” asserted Life magazine. “Extremely dangerous,” especially to “elderly persons,” charged San Gabriel Valley’s chief of police. A “dangerous new craze,” proclaimed the Los Angeles Times, as part of an emotional exposé on “teen demons” who victimized a “high school tennis squad.”3

The impassioned trifecta of delinquents, danger, and demons helped to arrest skateboarding’s progress for a solid decade, until it rose up like a phoenix from the ashes with a new look and lease on life.

1975

DOGTOWN

Crumbling bungalows populated the narrow streets. Seussian cacti leached chlorophyll out of the sandy ground. Main Street, that ubiquitous American signpost of community, was a mosaic of boarded-up storefronts, liquor stores that opened sometimes, home to Willie the Gimp, Wheels the Wino, Tall Tex, and Magnificent Marko.4 And there, on the southeast corner of Bay and Main, was the Zephyr surfboard shop, the hyperbolized home of the inaccurately named Z-Boys—eleven boys and one girl: Peggy Oki.

It was April 1975, and all of the skateboarders who lived between the Sans—Diego and Francisco—were exhibiting their moves on the plywood course of the Del Mar Ocean Festival contest. Rolling handstands. Upright nose wheelies. Hippy jumps. Walking the dog. All of them unaware that the Z-Boys in their Salvation Army jeans and matching ringer tees were queuing up to skate fast and low to the ground, using their hands to flip around in jagged arcs and crouching aggressively on their boards, fingers flipped backwards, gripping the rails, hopping up and down on the urethane floor.

No contestant, juror, or curious bystander could have known that day would freeze-frame in history. Only self-described surfer/skater/writer/photographer/cultural anthropologist C. R. Stecyk III was prepared, pen poised, to spread the Z-Boys’ (widely fictionalized) “live fast/die young” gospel far and wide with hallucinatory, gonzo-style journalism.

There were the Z-Boys skating pools, shirtless, tube socks UP.

There were the Z-Boys lithe and tan, terrorizing old ladies as they exited the bus.

There were the Z-Boys posing with (fake) tigers. Flying on (private) airplanes. Oblivious to the (real) girls in shiny lip gloss dangling at their sides.

Parents didn’t exist.

School was out forever.

As writer Joe Donnelly put it, “If you’re a kid with even a hint of cool, no matter what your age, you’re probably living in some version of 1970s Dogtown.”5

But “cool,” when you dig below the surface, isn’t always “chill.” The aggressive male attitude that rose up out of the scene made it impossible to participate if you didn’t act like a Z-Boy.

So long, Shangri-la, and hello, hesh.

Suddenly skateboarding was just a guy thing. Zero percent a gay thing. What had once been a haven for outcasts, a space free from rules and regulations, had turned into an upside-down version of conformity.

Luckily, there was one person blissfully unaware of these goings-on. One person who didn’t know there were unwritten rules about who could skate and who couldn’t: Cara-Beth Burnside. In 1978, Cara-Beth (or CB, as she became known) was just a ten-year-old girl who loved roller skating. Then she walked into Big O in the O.C., where skaters ripped up and down snake runs (narrow, wind-y, concrete paths) and carved up the clover bowl (a four-leaf-clover-shaped pool of multiple depths), and she fell hopelessly in love with skateboarding.

“I started entering pro contests in the eighties as an ammmm* and I was doing gooooood,” CB said, random words stretching like taffy, sentences never coming to a full stop. “But it was harrrrrd because a lot of the guys were so lame about it . . . I meannnnn, a lot of the guys were coooooollll, but there’s another type of guy that just couldn’t stand
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