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Preface

On one of my first research trips for this book, I ventured to a newly opened skatepark in Greenport, a town of winter-lashed
            homes and waterfront businesses on Long Island's North Fork. On this late-winter afternoon, roughly two dozen skateboarders,
            BMX bikers, and in-liners were practicing grinds, kickturns, box-jumps, and drop-ins; from a distance, the sight resembled
            a jumping-bean convention. Taking it in while huddled on aluminum bleachers and sipping warm beverages were the riders' parents,
            and I joined two of them, Bob and Phyllis, who were keeping watch on their ten-year-old son Timothy. The couple ran an auto-body
            repair shop an hour and a half's drive away and, in a startling indication of the newfound acceptance of these sports, were
            completely supportive of their son's seemingly risky pastime. At Timothy's request, they had bought him a skateboard for a Christmas
            present; for Easter, he received a new pair of skate shoes.

"I don't see a lot of the kids he knows joining teams," Bob said. Behind him, the baseball diamond of the local high school.

"It's much more sophisticated now, isn't it?" Phyllis added, checking out the other, older riders in the park. "The kids seem
            nice. Look— they're giving each other tips." She observed Timothy, who wore knee and elbow pads and a helmet. "That was pretty
            good, the way he was going back and forth a few times," she said. Bob, who wore a Mets jacket, nodded.

After an hour, Timothy skated over to them. He had short, light-brown hair and an open, outgoing manner, and his red sweatshirt
            bore a snowboarding logo. "My wrist hurts," he said, a little surprised. Pulling off his gear, he said, "I can't feel my shins.
            Or my butt."

His friend Dylan, who was smaller and wore glasses, critiqued the park. "This is all vert," he squeaked confidently. "But
            where I live, we have street skating."

"What does that mean?" Phyllis said, dumbfounded.

"I can't feel my wrist," Timothy muttered.

I asked what they preferred to call these sports—extreme, action, alternative?

"Wiping-out sports," Timothy said, grinning.

Then I asked why they pursued these activities if they were so bruised. "It's more action," Dylan said. "You get more hurt
            playing football." He said he had wrecked his first board while attempting a kickflip down the stairs at his school. "I put
            my foot through it and broke it," he explained.

"They let you do that?" Phyllis gasped.

"Yeah, at high school," Dylan said. "But not at elementary school."

"We can go down the stairs at our school," Timothy said.

"After it's closed, right?" Phyllis asked, concerned.

"Yeah, but they don't see us," her son explained.

"I don't wanna know" Phyllis said, shaking her head. "It's a whole other language."

She was right, of course: It was another language, not to mention another world—a parallel sports universe with its own stars,
            history, language, culture, and sensibility. It was a world, it turned out, with which I had had a few brushes over the years.
            As a scrawny preteen in New Jersey who had little interest in joining teams (especially after having dealt with the humiliation
            of being chosen last for one basketball squad), I eventually tried my hand at skateboarding— which ended when winter arrived
            and, housebound, I accidentally rammed my board into one of my sister's feet as she stepped into the hallway. During the same
            period, I practiced wheelies on my banana-seat bike; many years later, I took a brief, doomed stab at in-line skating. As
            much as I tried, though, I was not especially adept at these activities, perhaps because I am not a particularly fearless
            person. I have a vivid childhood memory of trying to dive into a friend's backyard pool. Afraid of belly flopping or injuring
            myself, I stood paralyzed on the board for what felt like hours until finally my friend's father threw up his hands and walked
            away. I never did learn.

I wasn't meant for a life of such experiences, but others clearly were. As the decades rolled on, I watched, fascinated, as
            skateboarding and similar anti-team sports grew in scope and popularity. Evidently, a sizable portion of the public was rejecting
            traditional sports—and the values they entailed—and replacing them with physical activities that stressed the individualistic
            and the idiosyncratic. I saw and heard about the increased levels of participation in skateboarding, snowboarding, and bicycle
            motocross; I noticed the stream of movies, TV shows, and commercials that utilized their imagery. I watched as snowboarding
            was featured in the Olympics. I read about skate-shoe companies posting gains of $50 million. As a pop-music writer by day,
            I observed action-sport exhibitions on the sidelines at rock festivals. By the nineties, the so-called "extreme" sports world—which
            also came to include freestyle motocross riders, wakeboarders, mountain boarders, downhill skateboarders, snowmobile racers,
            street lugers, downhill mountain bikers, wall climbers, and any number of other, more questionable activities—was not only
            thriving but had become a vast, valid, and significant community and industry. It comprised millions of participants and raked
            in millions of dollars, and like the punk rock with which it identified, it was an irascible, unconventional subculture continually
            grappling with issues of integrity and identity, especially in the wake of its increasing acceptance.

Eventually, my own anxieties eased somewhat, and I learned how to kayak and pilot a mountain bike off-road. Still, my victories
            were nothing compared to the continuing numbers who plunged down ramps or slopes or flew into the air on their bikes and motorcycles.
            If only for myself, I wanted to know why anyone would willingly do such things. I wanted to learn about the iconoclastic spirit
            that fostered this world and what it said about the culture and the generation behind it. This, I felt, was a story as much
            about the riders and their worldview as the sports themselves. Who were these people, and why did they take to half-pipes
            and isolated mountain trails over football fields and basketball courts? How much more ubiquitous would it all become? Questions
            such as those eventually led to this book.

         
In search of this world, I immersed myself in the community as much as an admitted outsider could. My journey stretched out
            to nearly three years and took in cross-country trips and interviews with over a hundred athletes, business executives, sports
            journalists, and pioneers. I tagged along on a bus tour with preeminent skateboarders and spent time at an extreme summer
            camp. I sunburned myself at BMX events and was coated with dust and exhaust fumes at moto­cross contests. I attended winter
            and summer editions of ESPN's X Games. I hiked up mountain trails in twenty-degree weather to watch snowboarders and found
            myself unable to take notes when my pens froze. I stood alongside moshers at skate-and-music festivals. I climbed atop massive
            motocross dirt mounds. I ventured to the offices of the companies that make equipment and beverages aimed at this market and
            then sampled "extreme" deodorants, soft drinks, and razor blades, some of which did the trick and some of which were too harsh
            in taste or aroma. I tried on many different brands and styles of BMX and skateboard shoes before realizing my preferences (less technical and padded, more streamlined and lighter).
            I watched hundreds of videos and DVDs. I spent hours at skateparks, observing and talking to amateurs and weekend riders.
            I refrained from using the word extreme, which, I quickly learned, was verboten. Along the way, I decided to exclude any of what could be called adventure sports—rock
            and wall climbing, skydiving, and other activities lumped in with the board sports—and stick to skateboarding, snowboarding,
            BMX, and freestyle motocross in order to give each the space and depth it merited. The chapters were then arranged in roughly
            chronological order to give readers a sense of what a fairly typical year in the life of this universe was like.

Finally, to complete my education and inform the book as much as possible, I took to the boards myself. At a Quiksilver store
            in Park City, Utah, I bought $95 waterproof pants, which hung so loose on me that I felt I should be rapping. When the blond
            saleswoman learned I would be receiving my first lesson the next day, she just smiled and said, "You're going to be so sore."
            Later, at another store where I bought wrist guards, hip pads, and goggles, I heard the same comment. Neither remark soothed
            my nerves; nor did the moment when, at a local resort, I signed away my life—literally—by putting my signature on a form that
            didn't hold anyone liable in case I died trying. Finally, I found myself jamming on two, bulky space-suit boots and trudging
            into the snow, a fifty-four-inch snowboard under my arm. I felt ready for a trip to Mars.

I was part of a class—and, to be kind, the slow-learning part of one. My respect for snowboarders tripled as soon as I pushed
            off and took my first slow ride down the snowy hill—and involuntarily kept putting my untethered foot in the wrong position
            on the board. I felt awkward and horribly uncoordinated, especially compared to the riders whooshing past me. I fell numerous
            times, thanking the inventors of wrist guards and hip pads each time. The instructor told me I needed to relax and let go,
            which, like coming to a stop on the board by using one's toes, was proving to be more difficult than I thought. After several
            attempts, though, I was finally able to glide down the slope, bending slightly forward to turn; to stop, I discovered the
            heel side was more comfortable for me. For a few moments I felt some of the rush, the sense of unencumbered freedom, to be
            gained from snowboarding. And yes, the store clerks were right: About twenty-four hours later, the ache—in my upper arms,
            shoulders, and thighs—set in.

Because I had done it before, skateboarding proved to be somewhat easier. I began with the laborious process of buying a board—selecting
            the proper one by standing on a wheel-less deck for the right feel and good action and, just as important, the best sick artwork—before
            choosing from one of many styles of wheels and ball bearings. (I opted for conservative cruising wheels as opposed to ones
            for half-pipe drop-ins.) Wearing skate shoes, cargo shorts, a rock-and-roll T-shirt, and an old bike helmet, I then ventured
            to New York's Chelsea Piers. With the help of a patient instructor named Gustavo, I learned to push off with the correct foot,
            place the other foot on the board at the right moment, and shift my body weight while continuing to stare straight ahead.
            Right away, I felt the advancement in skate technology that had taken place since my childhood. My old board had metal wheels,
            no grip tape, and no kicktail; in essence, it was a death trap. My new one was bigger and made for a smoother ride. Although
            the idea of falling on pavement wasn't at all appealing, I rolled back and forth across a lot, relishing the gently bobbing
            sensation and the raw, strangely intoxicating sound of polyurethane connecting with asphalt. After determining how to attain
            the right balance, I even managed a kick-turn (jamming down on the tail in order to move in another direction). I was beginning
            to learn to ride and curve my body with the board, but reality always returned, either when I fell off the board or when a
            kid walked by, looked at me, and said to Gustavo, "Learning how to skateboard?"

The following day, I practiced on my own at an empty basketball court near Riverside Park in upper Manhattan. I wasn't sure
            if I was allowed there—would my riding scuff up the surface?—so I kept on the lookout for police. As I shoved off, carefully
            crouched on the board, and rolled from one basketball hoop to the other, I felt vaguely renegade. I was experiencing another
            sensation associated with this world—the illicit thrill of being somewhere you're not supposed to be, doing something you're
            not supposed to be doing. I also tasted the focus and clarity that come with the sports. I didn't care how silly I must have
            looked to the Hispanic kids hanging out nearby. I knew I might never completely master this language; I would never be a Timothy
            or Dylan, much less a Tony Hawk. But it was a start, both for the book and my own understanding. For those already immersed
            in this world, I hope Amped adds to their intimate knowledge of it. For aliens like me, I hope it helps illuminate something about the men and women who
            rolled into this community—who they are, and why they stayed.





1. PROLOGUE
the awards show

As the car services and stretch limousines began picking them up at their hotels and motoring them to a sprawling compound
            north of Hollywood, they knew this much: Everything was the same, and yet everything was different.

On one hand, they were still doing what they had always done, indoors or outdoors, on glorious, sun-baked mornings or brisk,
            jacket-required evenings sprinkled with rain or snow. They would step onto a skateboard with scratched wheels and chewed-up
            edges and willingly tip over into the curved plywood of a half-pipe, where they would weave back and forth until they flew
            back up the wall and into the air. Or they would tighten the bindings on a snowboard, shove off, and speedily glide along
            powder until they reached a ramp and soared up its side. Or they might straddle a stunt bicycle and, with every muscle in
            their calves, pedal toward a pyramid-shaped box with the hope of soaring over it and, while in the sky, spin their handlebars
            completely around. Even though some of them were professionals who took home six-figure salaries unimaginable when these sports
            were conceived, many still practiced in the same places they always had: in drained pools and alleyways, on snow-covered bluffs,
            in backyards, or in parks that had been specially designed for them.

When they were teenagers, they had started doing these sports—and "sports" they were, in their minds, not cheap stunts—because
            they were pleasurable and exhilarating. If they completed their moves correctly, they would attain a rush equivalent to an
            entire game of touchdowns or basketball dunks condensed into less than a minute. They were not unilaterally opposed to team
            sports and could kick a soccer ball or skid into home plate about as well as the next person. Ultimately, though, something
            about that traditional world—its game and practice schedules, its coaches, its uniformity, its uniforms—did not speak to them. So, at one point or another, they took a stab at these alternative sports. Without a moment's hesitation,
            they could remember the precise moment at which they first pushed off on a skateboard or snowboard or hopped onto a stunt
            (BMX) bicycle or motorcycle.

Then as now, the decision to partake in these sports was theirs alone; rarely did their parents push them into it. If they
            stumbled and weren't able to complete a move, it was up to them to get up and try again until they nailed it. If at the end
            of their session they were bruised and bloodied—or if they had inflicted injury upon their bones, heads, backs, wrists, ankles,
            or spleens—they only had themselves to blame. No matter which of the sports they practiced, it was down to them and their
            bike, board, or motorcycle—no tryouts, no team on which to rely, no instructor staring down their every move. They would not
            have had it any other way. Through their choice of maneuvers, routines, clothing, even the stickers slapped onto their gear,
            they had defined themselves and found their voice.

Yet for all the constants, something had changed, which they glimpsed as soon as the limos arrived at their destination, the
            Universal Amphitheater in Universal City. Given a choice, many of the athletes would not have been here. They were not averse
            to parties; letting off steam came as naturally to them as breathing. But they didn't have a choice, not really, not when
            a division of the Walt Disney Company and its cable sports network, ESPN, was presenting an awards ceremony to honor them
            and had flown many of them out to Los Angeles for the occasion. Had someone once told them they would be vying for statuettes
            for what they'd once done for kicks and a few hundred dollars, they would have laughed, incredulous. The evening would serve
            as both a wrap-up of the preceding year of professional action sports and an unofficial kickoff to the one that lay ahead.

Squinting in the late afternoon sun, they stepped out of the limos and onto the green AstroTurf—a hip spin on the traditional
            preshow ceremony," announced the organizers—that had been rented for the occasion. They had just enough time to soak up the
            football-field brightness of the carpet when they saw the gauntlet that awaited them—the line of everyday people staring at
            them from behind sagging velvet ropes, and the even longer line of reporters and cameramen grasping microphones and clipboards
            and jockeying for position.

The amphitheater was part of City Walk, the sprawling, neon-rung outdoor shopping mall. Had they strolled through it beforehand,
            the athletes would have glimpsed other signs that something in the universe had shifted in their direction. They would have
            witnessed groups of boys gathered around a vendor selling miniature motorized skateboards for $19.99. In a storefront window,
            they would have spied a large poster of Danny Kass, who just months before had won a silver medal in men's half-pipe snowboarding
            at the Olympics. That one of their sports was part of such an august global athletic competition was itself hard to grasp.
            After walking past the film-memorabilia store, the Chinese restaurant, and the franchise restaurant, they would have arrived
            at a movie theater showing an oversize-screen IMAX movie about them. One eatery advertised "extreme dining," but given their
            disdain for the first of those words, there was little chance any of them would have stepped inside.

The previous year, at the first of these so-called ESPN Action Sports and Music Awards, the media largely stayed away. But
            in another sign of changing times, such was not the case tonight. As soon as the athletes began strolling up the carpet, with
            expressions that ranged from bemused to startled, they were pulled aside for interviews with television reporters. The phalanx,
            which included CNN, all the syndicated entertainment shows, and at least one crew from Japan, extended to the last threads
            of the carpet. Some reporters had few clues as to whom they were about to interview or what they looked like, so a slew of
            publicists, gripping clipboards and constantly speaking to one another by way of combat-ready headsets, distributed a four-page,
            double-sided pamphlet listing the names and photos of each athlete. The reporters clutched these sheets as if they were rare
            scrolls; no one wanted to confuse one of the nominees for BMX Rider of the Year with the Feat of the Year finalist who had
            qualified by doing a skateboard move they could not even envision.

Across from the media, on the other side of the carpet, were club kids in flower-print blouses and leather jackets, and older
            men and women in plaid shirts, recruited by Seatfiller.com as a way to make sure all the amphitheater seats were occupied.
            Once they had taken their positions, the fillers weren't always sure whom they were supposed to be cheering. "Who's that?"
            one asked, referring to Dave Mirra, the king of freestyle BMX and tonight a chiseled figure in brown leather jacket and short,
            gelled hair. But it was a night out, and they would cheer when they were told. (They had also been told they would be arrested
            if they attempted to jump onstage during the ceremony, so they would only get so excited.) Behind them, a DJ discharged bass-heavy
            hip-hop and announced each athlete's name as he or she arrived—like tall, telephone-pole-lean Brazilian skateboarder Bob Burnquist,
            who wore baggy blue jeans, sneakers, and a short-sleeve gray T-shirt, topped by a backward baseball cap. In another indication
            that this telecast would be unlike most others, the seatfillers were better dressed than Burnquist, and unlike him, none were
            clutching a skateboard with dried blood on their knuckles.

The scene had been much calmer during rehearsals the day before. Technicians had scurried about testing the sound system and
            lights; banners trumpeting Mountain Dew, the evening's major sponsor, were being hung. The time came to run through the part
            of the show in which the Bones Brigade, the innovative skateboard team of the eighties, would be reunited. If these sports
            had a Beatles, the Bones Brigade were it; everyone seemed to own a battered VHS cassette of one of the long-form Bones videos
            that, in the early days of VCRs, had introduced new tricks, attitudes, and fashion to a generation of skaters. The tapes were
            cherished artifacts, and the more worn, the prouder the owner. In the years since, the team's best-known members—Tony Hawk,
            Steve Caballero, Lance Mountain, Tommy Guer­rero, Mike McGill, Rodney Mullen, and former skater Stacy Peralta, who had directed
            the videos—had become icons to one degree or another. Now weathered, crow's-feet-eyed men in their thirties in wrinkled T-shirts
            and jeans, they ambled onto the stage in the empty hall to practice reading their cue cards for the Skateboarder of the Year
            award. "We'd like to present the award for goatherder of the year," cracked Guerrero, whose horn-rimmed glasses, goatee, and
            black, curly hair gave him the look of a street-corner mad scientist. The others yucked it up beside him. They were doing
            their best to take it seriously, but sometimes it was hard. Another veteran of another sport, a small, hard-faced BMX rider
            named Rick Thorne, had been scampering around like a hyperactive eight-year-old. Grabbing a script out of the hands of a peer
            who would be introducing the Red Hot Chili Peppers, he began reading it out loud, mocking its attempts at hip lingo: "Through
            all the funk and all the love . . ."He laughed, as if wondering how much someone had been paid to write this material.

By showtime, though, the mood was undeniably more intense as the skaters, snowboarders, and bikers, along with their predecessors
            and successors, began making their way down the carpet. When word filtered down that Hawk had arrived, the reporters jumped
            to attention. Although he carried himself without airs—his face retained a deadpan, seen-it-all expression even during the
            most stressful situations—Hawk unofficially ruled this community. Not fifteen or so years before, he had been a string-beany
            blond pip-squeak from Southern California shooting up half-pipes alongside older, more experienced pros. Hawk had had his
            good times and bad since then, but he was now a million-dollar industry unto himself—his name and image plastered on video
            games and skateboard decks and cropping up in snack-food commercials. If the public associated any face with these sports,
            it was Hawk's, complete with his now brown, conservatively cut hair. Reporters scrambled to talk to him, and Hawk, ever the
            accommodating ambassador, stopped to chat with anyone who asked.

The situation was manageable until the arrival of Carmen Electra, the cheese-TV starlet, and her beau, goateed guitar stud
            Dave Navarro. "Carmen! Right here!" yelled the photographers. With that, any sense of orderliness and informality vanished.
            More and more rock stars and B-level actresses—even the little person from the Austin Powers movies—began popping out of limos and exciting the press contingent. Lime-green-carpet gridlock took over, making it nearly
            impossible to turn around, much less greet anyone.

Into this increasingly buzzing swarm entered Danny Kass and his fellow snowboard medalists, Ross Powers and J.J. Thomas, who
            had won the gold and bronze, respectively. Few in their sports could top the strange year they had had. The three had won
            the men's half-pipe competition at the Olympics, marking the first time the United States had swept a Winter Games category
            since 1956, for figure skating. "And they said snowboarding was a fad—ha ha!"barked the DJ.Kass, the most audacious and punk rock of the three, had donned a blue pinstripe suit with black sneakers—one
            lace united—and a gray T-shirt bedecked with a tan tie. On his face was the bemused smirk he seemed to carry around at all
            times.

At first, Kass looked calm, cool, and relatively collected for someone who had rushed over to the event after a quick shower
            at his hotel. But when he was next spotted, a half hour of
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