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1
THERE'S THIS KID…

July 30, 2010

OJAI, CALIFORNIA. A little before midnight. A big bald moon shines down through hulking conifer trees made lush by the mountain air and the California sun. One hundred miles north-east of Los Angeles, in his home in the valley of the Topatopa Mountains, Rodney Mullen is watching a rerun of the X-Games finals broadcast earlier in the day. Drinking agave-sweetened tea, as per his wake-up routine, John Rodney Mullen, forty-three, remains the greatest skateboarder in the world, the godfather of all modern skateboarding tricks, and, before he quit competing, the longest-reigning “world champion” of a sport that's a little older than he is, which began as a bad-surf-day activity and today is practiced in America by 8 million people.

Mullen doesn't typically follow contests, but has tuned in to watch the finals on ESPN, where Ryan Sheckler is about to take first place in the street skateboarding competition. Mullen's been watching Sheckler since around 2000, when friend and pro Chet Thomas called. “It was: ‘There's this kid, there's this kid—and you should watch him,’” Mullen recalls. “I remember Chet saying that, and Chet never says it like that.”

At this moment on the TV, Sheckler's at the edge of the street course in downtown LA, where the Games have been held for the last three years and today are broadcast to 382 million homes across the world. One of Sheckler's weirder abilities is that he can drop his skateboard and be standing on it almost simultaneously. He can also do this with a little step, and then be standing facing you while he moves forward like Dracula, with one sneaker centered on the board and the other a millimeter off the ground. He does this now, moving along the perimeter of the course toward his starting point.

In person, Sheckler looks like a pro athlete and a supermodel. He has a chiseled, tanned body, gold-green eyes, soft hair you want to touch, and a face that glistens into the air around him. But he doesn't look like that now. Now he's at the lip of the course's low roll-in, with the look of removed engagement he's watched clocks and start-lights and sponsor-laden scoreboards with ever since he started beating pros at age ten—a look an elder skater once described as neither caring nor uncaring, and his mentor describes as “Get to the matter.”

Ryan is in his sponsors’ clothes with his signature shoe's right toe on his board's tail. His left, more intact, more tattooed arm is bent to his waist, and his right, more deformed arm is hanging by his side. Save for one, all pros, parents, and members of the press watch the contest from the dark shade of the white tents at the course's edge. Closest to Sheckler is Nyjah Huston, leaning in the shade of the high camera tower that's hung with dark netting and screened with the Games’ big X logo. Rail-thin in huge clothes, antenna'd, with dreads down his back and a heavy necklace down his chest, Huston, fifteen, is the one guy currently ahead of Sheckler, and the guy who at age eleven bumped him from the record books as the youngest pro skateboarder in the world.

Sheckler's facing the slight incline leading down to a handrail spanning seven elongated concrete stairs, then another incline down to three freestanding, odd-angled blue walls that resemble a bowled corner of a skatepark that's been picked up and shattered. He's just changed shirts but is otherwise soaked. His backwards hat is saturated down the brim and his face is shining. There are long, fat-headed trails of sweat coming from his sideburns and moving down the skin's slick surface, wetting the huge diamonds in his ears, making their incessant flash warped and colorful.

Ryan Allen Sheckler. Sheckler. Ryan. Young Ryan. SHECKS, as the big white letters read across the smeared bottom of his waxed skateboard. An indisputably accomplished athlete in terms of contests and medals and sponsorship. A child prodigy, reality MTV star, guest on Kimmel and Leno, a producer, businessman, and here, now, a decade-long veteran of professional competing-for-money contests and the most divisive figure in skateboarding, whose historic roster Ryan joined when he was thirteen. A list with names like Davey Hilton and Pat McGee. Alan Gelfand and Stacy Peralta and Tony Alva. Jay Adams. Rodney. Tony. Christian. Cab and Tommy. Natas and Gonz. Danny. Mike V and Mike T and Frankie and Jason. Burnquist. Bucky. Ron Allen. Ronnie and Koston. Daewon Song. P-Rod and P. J. Melch and Richie. Nyjah Huston and Dennis Busenitz. Chris Haslam. Antwuan Dixon. Josiah Gatlyn. Chris Cole. Lizard King. Willow.

When the light turns he pushes once off the platform and then bends and kicks out his right leg and lunges forward, eyes on the red waxed rail ahead. Small, muscled, and “made to skate,” according to his mentor, Sheckler stays bent as he turns his shoulders 90 degrees and puts his back foot on the board and bends into a Z shape as he lowly roars toward the stairs. Three seconds have passed by the time he clicks down on the board's tail and leaves the ground. An ollie.

A regular-footed skater, he points his toes to the top of the board's right side, toward the rail now just in front of him. Here, though, he's slid his front foot to the board's left to set up for a kickflip. The kickflip—invented by Mullen twenty-five years ago and perfected by Sheckler when he was six—is a staple of modern street skating, and occurs when riders use a toe to flick the board's heel side, spinning it once to then catch it with their feet.

Sheckler's long been able to flip as high as he can ollie, which is high, and before he's halfway up the rail the board is upside down under his new sneakers, with his head and shoulder and forward-facing left knee aligned over the angled spinning deck—his back leg kicked out of the way, one arm extended over the rest of the rail, and one arm sideways, trying to balance his body as it turns 90 degrees as he looks over his shoulder, since he's going to land backwards on the rail. Land backwards with all his moving weight on the concave board on a long metal waxed cylinder a little bit bigger around than a walnut, then slide and fall to the ground. He's bent in the air, with his fingers splayed and his etched arms raised like a soaring ape, and when he lands on the board, he lands centered and slides down the rail for a quarter-second before they both dismount and turn in midair to land rolling forward.

There's the thick squelching sound of all four urethane wheels landing at once, and by the time the crowd erupts, Sheckler's turned and begun pumping toward the waved blue walls ahead. He pumps his foot down and back twice, hard, and on the second kick, turns and tucks and leans back and rolls up the six-foot wall to take flight.

Like a lot of skaters of his generation, Ryan has an ability to stick to the board the way older pros can't—and he's many feet above the wall's jagged lip and turned halfway toward the packed two-mezzanine grandstand when he grabs between his feet and brings the board around. He's now between this wall and another, both curved and odd-angled, moving 10 feet over the concrete, one arm up, his folded shadow stretched down the wall below.

He turns frontside—meaning, the direction opposite the way his toes are pointing. Originally a surf word, frontside is still the term riders use when carving away from the wave they face, a backwards or blind carve. So Ryan turns frontside with his head down, back until the top of the differently angled wall enters his periphery and he can stomp down and land and ride away clean. Which he does.

Eight seconds have passed. Tony Hawk is announcing the event from a well-hidden booth. People in 175 countries are watching on ABC and ESPN and ESPN2, and 30,000 are watching from the stands.

Like all big contests, the X Games are somewhat disdained in the general skateboard community, in part because of the point system used to rank skate runs. Similar to the Dr. J. Evans Pritchard method used in Dead Poets Society, the rating system ranks an overall run by assigning value to each trick, with more points for more complex or difficult maneuvers. Hence, a frontside boardslide gives Ryan a certain trick value from the judges. A backside or regular forward slide gives him few points because it's deemed easier. Despite the vague notion of point systems—Sheckler once told me most pros don't fully understand them—he needs to do something big and hard to score at least a 91.34 if he wants to beat Huston.

He does this. After a few tricks on the transfer ramps and a grind over an arched rail that sounds like a sword being drawn down a water stone, Sheckler pushes back to the starting platform, pops his board into his hand, waits a breath, and starts again.

This time he comes from the other side, so the rail up ahead is to his left. Canadian pro Ryan Decenzo; Sierra Fellers of White-fish, Montana; and a fifteen-year-old Illini named Chaz Ortiz have come out from the tent to watch Ryan.

Sheckler tucks into his blastoff stance a little differently this time, because he's actually going backwards. He's choked way up on the board's tail—the end closest to the approaching rail—and his back's straight with his arms wound around his torso. Backwards in skateboarding is called “fakie.” Whatever he does on the rail, he's going to start fakie.

He snaps and fakie ollies up over the rail, and spins 90 degrees so he's facing the stairs, like before. Except that's not what he's going to do, and when he's facing down the seven concrete points the rail's not even under him, which is the plan, because he keeps turning and rotates another 180 degrees for a 270, or “full cab,” to pin the board and land backwards on the rail before sliding off and falling 3 feet to the ground.

He lands and literally bends over backwards and puts his hand back down so he won't slam his head. His right palm drags him around 180 degrees and then he flings both his arms up with his ass just over the concrete.

“That's gonna count,” Hawk says automatically.

Before he's even up, Sheckler's pushing again toward the blue walls and the crowd's roar is still full when he rides up the thin concrete wave and vertically plants his back truck (the wheels’ axle) over its thick uneven lip. Then, instead of popping the board off the wall and rolling down, Sheckler, perhaps inspired by the sensed blood of victory, executes one of his trademark blunt-force-trauma moves. With a back wheel locked over each edge of the wall, Sheckler spins like a bestial unicycler and wings his left arm out and windmills his right deformed arm behind him to rip himself off the wall frontside, or blind, over his shoulder, 180 degrees, and roll back down.

“Oh!” says Hawk. “Didn't! Even! Pop! Out!”

He softly flips off a thin low ramp leading to the roll-in area and steps off his board to bend down and let it roll back into his palm. Then he puts his left hand back on his hip and puts the board's nose to the course floor, leaning hard and facing the screen.

Hawk says he thinks Ryan has it. The other announcer pretends to disagree.

The lights change. The crowd erupts. Ryan's wet head drops as his right arm bends, his face in a smile, his hand in a fist.
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RODNEY MULLEN was watching that night because the 2010 Games were Ryan's first competition since he'd been badly hurt the year before. The top-ranked favorite in 2009, with two previous gold medals, Sheckler had advanced directly to the finals where he flew off a stair set much like the one he dominated at the 2010 course. There he flipped the board, spun his body, and landed with all of his weight—plus the drop's thrust—channeling down his right leg, where he generates his power. When this happened his foot exploded. He was helped from the course, and soon after surgeons screwed his foot back together so it could hopefully start to heal. Throughout his career he's suffered constant injuries, usually hurt ankles and broken elbows, but this was the worst. Ryan was off his board for a full seven months, the longest he'd been away from skating since he'd started at the age of two.

While a common criticism of Sheckler is that he's overexposed, a common complaint about Mullen is that he's so hard to see. His low profile is no accident, but as a result, any recent scrap of his skate footage is immediately uploaded to YouTube—which has become skating's Widener Library—where it's copied, slowed down, looped, or scored by fans who add comments like “Rodney Mullen AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA” or “?!?!?!?!?!?!?” This is partly because of Mullen's ultra-ability, but it's also because since 2003 he's shared a minuscule amount of information for a top pro. He's given two taped interviews, released three five-second clips, a few photo sequences, and in 2007, a video with ninety seconds of new skate footage. The video ended with something called a switch one-foot nose, which Mullen, in a fifteen-minute interview with Hawk, said took longer to perfect than anything done in his thirty years of professional skateboarding.

“Switch one-foot nose” means a switch-stance kickflip into a one-footed nose wheelie. And while most everything Rodney does is unique to his ability, this maneuver is especially, unimaginably impossible. The part was shot in black-and-white with a high-res mounted camera at a warehouse near where Mullen lives today.

It's hard to know what you're looking at when the camera fades from black and the glares expand into the lines of the warehouse's interior. The light is dim and the floor, walls, ceiling, and long platform directly ahead are all black. All the stuff set up for effect might be corny if it weren't for Mullen's part. The music is slow, nearly acoustic techno. They've muted the whooshing hiss of urethane wheels on painted concrete, so we don't hear anything as Mullen rolls into the right of the frame.

He's in a drugstore wolf T-shirt and big jeans and heavy torn sneakers. And while his stance has been regular for the three decades he's dominated professional skateboarding, here he appears goofy-footed with his toes pointing to the board's left. This is the “switch” part of the switch one-foot nose.

By the time he enters the screen, Mullen's already flying out of the familiar X he makes with his arms to give them the most room to build the momentum he'll use to send energy down his body and into the board. He's in the air with the board angled at eleven o'clock before the tail even touches down, and the first sound we hear is the familiar slap of six-layer plywood on concrete.

The board is nearly vertical and a foot from the platform when Rodney flicks its top-right corner with his torn shoe. He's in a position like the board is a stepladder he's trying to climb, though his back foot is an inch over the tail. His wet arms are bent up and out and he's looking at where the board will land instead of at the board. Two seconds have passed.

Before the tail's noise has even carried itself out, Mullen has the board halfway over the platform, a foot from its surface and upside down. He's moved up so his head, knee, and front foot are all directly over the nose. His arms are out like he's trying to hug something huge and he's bent his back leg to keep it out of the way. He's not going to need it here. We're three seconds in.

And before we hit four seconds Rodney brings his front sneaker down fast and traps the nose at the angle he wants, with just enough pressure to keep the back wheels off the ground and give them wiggle room. His body's already in place. He's facing forward with his arms and back leg out for leverage, like a tight-rope walker or a flying squirrel. He's still moving forward through the air, and then there's a striking sound when the wheels land on the hollow platform. It's half the usual sound since he's on two wheels, and the sound's got a weird unevenness, because the board's trying to shoot out behind him.

His side leg swings forward up to his front leg as the free tail trembles, and then he swings the free leg back like he's pushing a scooter. The board moves fore and aft under his body, but the whole time Mullen has his shoulders squared and head centered over the front truck, directly over which his sneaker is planted. It's almost like he's roller-skating on a two-wheeled skate with a very wide axle.

And he's got it. The tail does two big nods, and on the second one he has to stick the back leg way out, almost in an arabesque, to correct the balance. But he stays on top of the board, and when he brings the back leg in, his board's at the end of the platform. He gives a little relaxed lift with his knee so the front wheels just pass over the edge as his back foot finds the tail again, and for the first time, we hear the hard solid clock of all four wheels landing at once, because Rodney always lands everything on all four wheels. In skating it's called landing “bolts.”

It's one of four maneuvers in ninety seconds of skating, unique to a man who skates every night, alone, and has reinvented the sport since he took it over at age fourteen. The footage is now four years old and, of course, just footage. I hadn't seen him skate yet. I had only viewed the greatest skater in the world on a 5-by-3-inch screen inside of a Safari window on an old PowerBook, worlds away from Mullen's nocturnal, devout life in California, where he'd fled at age twenty-one, and where skateboarding began around the time he was born.


2
AN EASY HISTORY OF SKATEBOARDING, THEN ANOTHER ONE

THE ROLLER DERBY SKATEBOARD debuted in 1959 and cost $1.99. It had a short, narrow wooden deck with trucks and wheels made of steel. The toy model and others after it were popular enough for companies to successfully produce a higher-quality and more-expensive product. In 1962, when the Val Surf shop opened in North Hollywood, owner Bill Richards sold skateboards shaped by his two teenage sons and mounted with truck assemblies from the Chicago Roller Skate Company, who at the shop's request had cut their regular four-wheel units in two before shipping. These were arguably the first skateboard trucks, and Val was probably the first skateboard shop.

Val produced ten boards a week and was always sold out and backordered. Within two years Richards was approached by Hobie Alter, who was by then already a famous quality surfboard maker. The two partnered and designed a line of skateboards. In June 1963, another company called Makaha Skateboards released two zeppelin-shaped boards: a shorter one called the Malibu (18 inches), and a longer one called the Standard (29 inches). In two years, Makaha sold 300,000 at $12.95 each. Makaha was owned by Larry Stevenson, a man of many talents, the publisher of Surf Guide, and the widely acknowledged grandfather of skateboarding.

The first skateboarding competition was held in the fall of 1963 at Pier Avenue Junior High in Hermosa Beach, California, and included high jump, timed headstands, flatground slaloms, and kickturn races, where riders turned their boards end over end. Nothing was done on any kind of incline yet.

Wanting to expand, Alter shrewdly partnered with Vita-Pakt, a juice company that had just purchased a profitable roller-skate manufacturer. In 1964 they released the first line of Hobie skateboards and organized a promotional team, poaching virtually all of Makaha's riders with temptations like all-expense-paid demo trips to Hawaii. Vita-Pakt was owned by one William Barron Hilton, owner of the San Diego Chargers, grandfather of Paris Hilton, and father of eight, including Davey Hilton, a top-level skater who got the cover for the 1965 premier issue of The Quarterly Skateboarder, priced at 50 cents.

During a three-year period in the 1960s, a reported 50 million skateboards were made in America. Skating was the subject of an Endless Summer-y feature film called Skater Dater, which was nominated for an Oscar. A Marilyn Monroe–esque nineteen-year-old named Pat McGee won the first intercollegiate skateboarding championship at Wesleyan University in Middletown, Connecticut. She was featured in Newsweek, and appeared on the cover of Life doing a handstand in pedal pushers and a red sweater. Portland, Oregon, became the first and only city to reserve a street for skateboarding. Clay wheels replaced steel wheels, making skating smoother and faster. Hobie introduced the first fiberglass board and a primitive skateboarding truck that didn't catch on. Makaha introduced a deck made of a Nazi-invented plastic called melamine, and netted $250,000 in a single day.

The First Annual National Skateboarding Championships were held May 22 and 23, 1965, at La Palma Stadium in Anaheim, California. They were judged by Alter, covered by three networks, and featured on ABC's Wide World of Sports. Teams came from Mexico and Japan to get beat by the Hobie skaters and a team called Gordon & Smith Fibreflex. The prize for first place in downhill, slalom, and freestyle was either a $1,000 check or a $500 scholarship, depending on what source you read from the time. That same year the Week 12 San Diego Chargers game against the Buffalo Bills featured a halftime show by the Hobie Super Surfer Skateboard team.

Nineteen sixty five was also the year skateboarding was declared “a new medical menace” by the California Medical Association. Articles about skating from this time really love to use the word menace. Pat McGee's Life cover was great, but the headline was THE CRAZE AND THE MENACE OF SKATEBOARDS. A car insurance pamphlet from the time included a section on skateboarding and urged drivers to “keep an especially sharp alert for this new traffic menace.” In the August issue of Good Housekeeping, orthopedic surgeon John Wilson of the American Medical Association stated: “I have had occasion to observe … fractures about the elbow of a magnitude previously not seen in growing bone.” Los Angeles emergency rooms were seeing fifteen skaters a month with broken bones. New Rochelle, New York—a longtime host of national figure-skating championships and the home of some of the country's largest roller rinks—reported fifty hospitalizations a month. One death was reported, a head-on between a skater and an automobile.

By August of 1965 skateboarding was banned in a total of twenty cities. Portland not only took their streets back, but also decided to ban skating on fucking Sundays. One police report detailed a chase between an officer and a dog—yes, a dog—named Tiger who skated down an unsanctioned road. Throughout the United States, police confiscated boards and discouraged store owners from selling them.

Larry Stevenson remembers back to November of that year, “the week, if not the day” everything stopped. He got daily cancellations of up to 75,000 orders, just in time for Christmas. The Quarterly Skateboarder published three more issues and shut down.

All authorities declared skateboarding dead by 1966, the year Rodney Mullen was born.

Another One

THE MOST frustrating thing about researching a detailed skateboard history is that everyone who was there gives a different account of people, places, and dates, and then acknowledges that it all depends on who you ask. Thus, as with responsible music writing, skate history often takes the form of first-person narrative, with facts presented in quotation marks so reporters won't have to make a statement they can't prove.

Here's an example from the New Yorker's pretty good 1999 profile on Tony Hawk:


I called Michael Brooke, who is the author of The Concrete Wave, a recently published [really good] scrapbook history of skateboarding, and he gave me an account of the sport's origins … Skateboarding's roots, he said, “go back to the early nineteen hundreds, when kids banged roller-skate wheels onto two-by-fours. Sometimes kids attached orange crates with handles to the two-by-fours, for steering. Sometimes kids broke the T-bar handles off of scooters.



The point is that no one really knows for sure, since there's no one date when a scooter was first stripped down into a skateboard, or when someone took apart the first metal, over-your-shoe skate and fit it over the ends of a 2-by-4 board. But it happened. Sometimes a crate was nailed atop these new contraptions, with a horizontal stick or board for balance, but sometimes not. The scooter was patented in 1921, long after it had become a makeshift kids’ vehicle fashioned from roller skates. Records and interviews indicate that a core group around Glendale in Los Angeles was riding sometimes crateless scooters in the 1930s and ’40s, but my eighty-three-year-old neighbor, Hugo Picciani—who grew up in Brooklyn—said they did the same thing.

In 1957 Jim Fitzpatrick* of San Diego was making twenty skateboards at a time for friends out of his garage in the La Jolla community. He says he got the idea from the guy who gave him his first board, George “Buster” Wilson, who says he'd been making skateboards since the 1930s. A popular 1970s treatise on skating says the “earliest use anyone has claimed for them is the summer of 1904,” but I mean, come on.

So reporting-wise, solid information is really hard to find. And while it can be, as I believe I've previously stated, frustrating, it also is helpful to talk to a lot of people, some of whom were actually there. “Yeah, no one knows for sure,” said Dale Smith, who I was able to talk to, once, with the help of the International Association of Skateboard Companies. “You could say that.”

Dale Smith lives within skateboarding's 100-mile cradle of life in Oceanside, California. He was a professional skateboarder in the 1970s, a coach of prodigies like Steve Caballero in the ’80s, and today runs a small company called Skate Designs that sells quality boards and wheels online. He is the guy both history and industry people point to if you want hard facts about skating's elusive past. Dale's holdings include 700 unused vintage boards (decks, trucks, wheels, and hardware), U.S. patents, law statements, probably the best collection of early skateboarding photography, and archival paperwork that he's gathered since he started skating.

A number of Dale's patents are for “cold cases”—inventions that never caught on, then died out, and exist singularly in the patent office in Washington, D.C. They are the sport's mud puppies and Pogo Balls and toaster omelets, and are to skateboards today what that bouncing car with the rooftop propeller was to the Wright Brothers’ flying machine.

And since skateboarding began as an off-season/fringe/break-one-toy-to-make-another activity, there are a lot of cold-case patents. There is Skeeter Skate, which first retailed around 1945, an aluminum thing on four pedal car-style wheels, with removable handlebars and early steering axles (or trucks). The Scooter Skate was sold throughout the 1930s; its three-wheel, blimp-shaped metal deck also featured removable handlebars, but no steering mechanism. A skate relic even exists from the 1920s, but it's more a ski/scooter hybrid: two tri-wheeled 3-by-10-inch metal sheets that clipped to your feet and came with a pair of poles.

An early and specific history of skateboarding has a lot more loose ends. That the first skateboard simply appeared around 1960 seems unlikely considering how far back we find roller skates (about 200 years) and surfboards (about 3,000). Roller-skating and surfing are inarguably the most direct influences on skateboarding, but we'll see what others come into play, the offshoots skating itself has spawned, and why the very first skate camp was in Rättvik, Sweden.
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ROLLER-SKATING's famous public debut was at the ballet Der Maler oder die WintervergnUgungen in Berlin in 1818, although the invention of the in-line skate is usually credited to a very interesting guy named John Joseph Merlin, a high-society Belgian inventor who designed mathematical instruments, then clocks and watches, and then perpetual-motion machines and violins. Among other things, he holds the patent on the compound harpsichord.*

Roller-skating grew in popularity throughout the 1800s, and for a time maintained an identity as a graceful physical art often performed to orchestral music for higher-paying audiences. It was more like ballet than dance or theater, and so it makes sense that the leotard-wearing clichés that came to be associated with this branch of history were the same ones associated with what was called “freestyle skateboarding,” young Rodney's forte.

Roller-skating saw periods of growth, shrinkage, and mutation, and in 1863 an American inventor named James Plimpton patented the four-wheel design still used today. Unlike skateboards, roller skates began as high-end recreational purchases like roller skis, or those weird recumbent bicycles that old physicians ride around on, and though expensive, they'd spread throughout the United States by the 1880s. This was during a very cool time when there were bike races in wooden velodromes and different models of big-wheeled penny-farthing bikes, and gentlemen's riding clubs where everyone wore spats and looked like Daniel Day-Lewis or Jason Lee—a time when technology seemed fun and artistic.

Roller skates weren't mass-produced until the turn of the century, when technological advances in bearings made them something of a national phenomenon. We'll see this with our sport in the 1970s.
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ICE-SKATING is the reason that Sweden and not Southern California hosted the first skateboarding camp* during the boom of the 1980s. Sweden's native provinces have the oldest and deepest connections to skating, and today there remains a competitive and consumer skating culture. Top ’80s pros Tony Magnusson (vert, i.e., big-ramp) and Per Welinder (freestyle, and the one person to ever beat Rodney) were both from Sweden.

We'll get to the ’80s, but the main reason I want to bring this up is it helps to explain the physical build of skateboarders, probably the biggest reason they as individuals are not considered athletes. More than anything else, the skateboarder's build resembles that of an ice-skater. Athletically the sports are similar. Both skaters’ movements are balanced and lithely powerful in a way that's easy to miss. Their bodies end up being thinly muscled in a lean, ropey way that often looks adolescent or scrawny. Skaters’ bodies aren't hot. Their builds are non-builds. Look at the small, hard, thin bodies of Scott Hamilton, Brian Boitano, and Nancy Kerrigan and then see, for instance, Rodney, Hawk, Mike Mo, or lean and mean Patrick Melcher (albeit not Christian Hosoi, Daewon Song, Chris Cole, Tonya Harding, and especially not Mike Vallely, now forty-one and still on tour, built like a Parris Island graduate who's just come home to instruct).

In 2008, archaeologists exploring Russia and South Finland released a study detailing their discovery of several pairs of ancient ice skates and carbon-dated them back to 3000 BC. The oldest of their kind, they were made of sharpened bone with bored holes for straps and led the team to conclude that ice-skating is the “oldest human means of transport,” a statement agreed on as much as archaeologists put in a room with anthropologists can agree on something. They pointed out that South Finland, where the best specimens were found, had upwards of twenty-hour Nordic nights and more lakes in a 40-mile radius than anywhere else in the world—hence, a lot of ice, and a lot of ice-skating.

Drawings and writings (although no artifacts) from the same cultures have led scientists to conclude that skiing is about as old as ice-skating. Longer, wider objects worked best on snow, and shorter, sharper objects worked best on ice. Bones worked best for skates and durable slats of wood worked best for skis and snowshoes. They also share a common ancestor. University of Oxford physiologist Federico Formenti, who served as the 2008 study's sort-of foreman, said: “The origins of ski and skates as passive tools enhancing human-powered locomotion share common roots, probably small wooden plates.”

A note on skateboarding diction: People who ride skateboards never call what they do “boarding.” As with speed and figure skaters, it's always “skating,” as in, “You skating, newsboy?” or “I'm going skating at the warehouse, if you want to come.” The word skate is probably Dutch/Norwegian, and 300 years before it meant the sharp thing on your foot, it meant fish. Schat, Scate, Skete, Skait, Skeat, then, first printed in 1634—Skate. Large and flat, still but ever-moving over the deep sandy surface on big black wings. See also skite, an offensive person (1874) or Scat, and Skeet. Excrement.

The term board has about thirty definitions, but is traditionally a maritime word meaning the side of a ship; it also means to come up alongside, or go against, or enter in a hostile manner. It also means food.


Keanu: You're not gonna start chanting, are you?

Patrick: I might.

—Point Break



All of the above information about ice- and roller-skating touches on skateboarding's roots in art and movement, but doesn't explain the colorful, devoted, and deeply inward culture of skateboarding. For this we need to look at surfing.
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SURFING is not from Hawaii. It probably originated in what's now French Polynesia, where it's been practiced for at least 3,000 years. An island nation of seagoing and other-island-visiting people, French Polynesians are believed to have first brought surfing to Hawaii. The earliest written records are from the 1700s, when Europeans first traveled to Tahiti and detailed an activity called he'enalu, or wave-sliding. By itself, enalu means “wave.” He'e means “to change from a solid to a liquid.” Sometimes thought to have originated hundreds of years earlier by fishermen catching waves back to shore, by the sixteenth century it was a firmly established and developed sport, culture, and spiritual activity. This was clear even to colonizing white guys like Captain James Cook, who watched a lone surfer and then famously wrote in 1778 that he “could not help concluding that this man felt the most supreme pleasure while he was driven on so fast and so smoothly by the sea.”

Four kinds of boards were used by the Hawaiians, in different sizes or woods. The “olo” boards were up to 25 feet long and reserved for royalty. Like a knight's sword, a Viking's ax, or a player's guitar, surfboards were important cultural artifacts, created by master shapers who used a combination of hardwoods from trees only they were allowed to cut down. Each board had a ceremony to mark its completion. Surfing had its own chants and prayers, and a symbol that essentially was and still is the sport's crucifix: The posed surf warrior image was carved on cave walls and into the arms of athletes. Priests called kahunas were in charge of praying to the sea on behalf of the surfers. Whole villages emptied when the waves were good.

Because it was recreational, spiritual, uplifting, and energizing, the God-loving missionaries from England who arrived in 1820 took special interest in eradicating surfing among the natives. But they eventually started doing it themselves. The history here is a bit elusive and similar to skateboarding history. As surfing was oppressed, it shrank to a strong diehard core of practitioners until around 1900 in Hawaii. And yet a local named George Freeth, who grew up riding waves during this time, is the person most often credited with bringing the sport to California in 1907. A lifeguard and championship surfer, he was invited and paid a lot of money by tycoon Henry Huntington to do a demo that coincided with the Pacific Electric Railroad's opening of its new route from Los Angeles to Redondo Beach, where Rodney's company Almost Skateboards is located today.
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HAWAII can also boast of creating something I'd never heard of and still can't really believe exists: he'e holua, or mountain surfing—surfing on land. Less known but awesomely still around, he'e holua dates back to about the year zero, and, like surfing, was both a sport and a spiritual act. The sled is longboard length and skateboard width, like a stretched cane bobsled or a mini skull on runners. It looks like a long thin ladder, and was ridden sitting, reclined, or standing up down rock washes or trails cut into the sides of mountains. Its runners were lubed with nut oils and the desired paths were packed with dirt and laid with grass.

Though sparsely practiced today, as of this writing there are two sled-surfing runs on the Big Island, hacked into mountain-sides and ridden at speeds of up to 50 miles per hour by Tom Stone, a cultural-studies professor who remains the sport's champion—maybe because he's basically its only participant. But what's important is that we're roughly 2,000 years before the invention of roller skates and we're surfing on land, with no handlebars or reins or poles. It's also important that the people doing it are willing to not only risk but assuredly collect injuries you just don't get in the water. Professor Stone's injuries include a hip-to-knee gash and a broken neck, and at fifty-three, he's still at it.

Applicable quote that Sheckler suddenly just said one time when we were talking:


I think to be a skateboarder, you have to like pain. Or maybe just learn to live with pain.

—Ryan Sheckler
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AND IF you're wondering if there was ever a horn-helmeted Nordic king who stood up on a long plank and surfed the snow, the answer is … maybe. Few and far-between sources say the Turks were cruising the snow upright on toboggans with gondolierish paddles as far back as 1600, with the first modified standing sled, or “bunker,” patented in 1939 by Gunnar Burgeson, a Swedish transplant living in Oak Park, Illinois. No sort of trend picked up for thirty more years, until snowboarding had a skate-like blip in the 1960s. The too-weird-to-ever-be-popular mono-ski was patented in 1964, and the following year a Michigan engineer named Sherman Poppen cross-braced two K-mart skis together and patented the “snurfboard” (snow + surf). Rickety agreement is that somewhere between a half-million and a million units were sold until popularity dropped off, not returning until the 1980s.
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WHILE WE'RE AT IT: Sandboarding also had a rise in the ’60s. The activity's pretty much indescribable culture (unless you remember the Diegueños Indians in Blood Meridian) boasts 20,000 members, with its own online publication and product lines, and is all but invisible to popular culture except for the occasional skate-magazine blurb and a single fantastic episode of Jackass.



 

Footnotes

* A nother true champion of the sport, Fitzpatrick went on to organize the International Association of Skateboard Companies, which finally got skating classified as a hazardous activity in 1997, amending California's Health and Safety code, and thus barring participants from suing if they got hurt. As a result, municipalities all over the state, and soon, the country green-lighted the first public skateparks. Ryan Sheckler grew up skating one of these parks in San Clemente, California, an hour north of Fitzpatrick.

* It's a famous true story: In 1770 Berlin introduced his in-line invention at a party he hosted in his home, rolling into the crowded hall in a pair of black, wooden-braced, forty-pound wheeled boots that allowed him to move over the hardwood floor as if it were ice. Then, because he couldn't stop, he crashed into a huge mirror, nearly lost his arm, and foreshadowed skating's hazardous reputation.

* The camp, by the way, is legendary. It hosted top pros like Lance Mountain, Mike McGill, good old oddball Neil Blender, Rodney, and an already way-ahead sixteen-year-old named Tony Hawk. All were teenagers with money, away from home for pretty much the first long period of unscheduled time. Skating was young, with virtually no governing bodies, so the camp was all but unsupervised and by all accounts was like a skateboarding version of the island where the bad kids go in Pinocchio.
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RODNEY MULLEN'S GENIUS ROOTS AND FEMORAL ANTEVERSION

JOHN RODNEY MULLEN was born in Gainesville, Florida, on December 30, 1966. His older sisters, Sara and Vicki, were six and four. His mother, Ann P. Mullen, was a child prodigy and concert pianist who entered college at the age of fifteen and was later crowned Miss U Florida. His father, John Mullen, had a pharmaceutical degree before he joined the navy, was a nuclear bombardier throughout the Korean War, and after his tour of duty became a dentist, then a dental-clinic owner and multimillionaire.

Early on, the kids were chauffeured in air-conditioned Cadillacs to horseback riding lessons at the barn or tennis lessons at the club. They had their own wing in a house custom-built to resemble a Southern plantation. Attached to the residence was a long doghouse for their purebred German shepherds and Samoyeds, big imported-looking dogs of Siberian descent with layers of pure white fur and black eyes. There was also a weight room, a basketball court, a billiard house, sprawling rose gardens, and a sunroom that faced a tall rock waterfall flowing into the pool, 12 feet deep and cleaned with a self-propelled robot Mr. Mullen designed himself.

But it was a house of strict privilege. Starting at age five, the kids had chores. His sisters worked inside, though the family had maids to do the shopping and cleaning, and at age eight Rod was put in charge of the estate's lawn care. He used a push mower for edging and a tractor mower for acreage. He started every Saturday morning at seven, and when the job was done the vehicle was to be washed, rust-filed, and painted. There were a lot of rules and you had better not break any of them.

Mr. Mullen was also a real estate developer and a boxer, closing deals after work at the clinic and taking zero days off from his regimen of running and lifting weights. His eyes changed color when he got angry, which happened frequently and sometimes without warning. He took certain words or incorrect pronunciation of certain words as disrespect, along with laughing, a poorly edged lawn, or any general task left undone. The dogs were afraid of him, and his kids all called him “Sir.” No meant no.

“You get one no. After that, watch out,” Rod recalls, putting up his fists.

Mrs. Mullen had genius roots. Her dad had one of the highest IQs of anyone to graduate from Columbia, and her brother, like her, was a young prodigy, finishing medical school at the age when most finish undergrad. She aced college as a physics major, and before she met Mr. Mullen, she taught high school while still in her teens. She began working in nuclear research at the university laboratory, but after getting married, she left her career to raise the family. Once the kids were in school she ran the local rose garden chapter, played beautiful sad stuff on their grand piano, and at the club swam laps and dominated the other lean, tan
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