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Grab Your Boards


Quick: What is it that makes skateboards so cool? Is it the simple design that lets the pros land impossible-seeming jumps? Or is it the feeling of freedom you get while riding one?
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Maybe you think the best parts of skateboarding don’t even have to do with skateboards—after all, an entire culture has developed around skateboarding. In fact, you don’t have to ride a skateboard to take part in skateboarding culture. From fashion to music to video games to art, skateboards have influenced people across the world.


But the story of the skateboard is about more than fashion and art. It’s a story that spans thousands of years, journeying all the way from surfing in the ancient cultures of the Pacific Islands to the rise of celebrity skaters and into the Olympics—and the future.
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CHAPTER ONE

Surf’s Up!







[image: ]







Early Innovators


When you think of skateboarding, what comes to mind? Amazing tricks? Customized skateboards? For millions of people around the world, skateboarding is a sport famed for its innovation and creativity, from the gear to the moves to the origin of the sport itself. The innovation that makes skateboarding fantastic and fresh has been happening for many years. In fact, it’s been going on for thousands of years before skateboarding even existed.


To understand how and why skaters first hit the pavement, we need to journey all the way back to when people began hitting the surf. That’s right—the first boards weren’t skateboards, but surfboards.
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Pacific Islands






If you’re looking to thank those responsible for skateboarding, you’ll need to travel back in time to meet some of the first people to truly navigate, understand, and conquer the ocean: Some archaeologists today call this ancient culture the Lapita.


Around 40,000 years ago, modern humans began to explore the large islands of Southeast Asia using simple rafts. But by 1500 BCE, the Lapita wanted to explore farther. Building on the seafaring technology created by their ancestors, the Lapita created sophisticated canoes and set out to explore a region of islands in the Pacific Ocean, today known as Oceania.
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The Lapita were expert navigators who were able to find their way across long ocean distances without relying on the modern tools sailors use today. Sometimes called wayfinders, these navigators memorized the positions of hundreds of stars. They also knew how to observe changes in the weather, the clouds, and even the waves to determine whether land might be nearby.


Scientists aren’t sure why the Lapita first started exploring the seas. It’s possible that they were looking for new lands as they were vulnerable in their current homes to a disease called malaria, which is carried by mosquitoes. They may have been experiencing a drought. Another possibility is that they may have just been curious and eager to explore.
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Outrigger canoes were used by early explorers in the Pacific.






Over hundreds of years, the Lapita ventured far into the Pacific and settled many islands in the region known today as the Pacific Islands. These journeys were long and dangerous. To navigate the seas, Lapita explorers needed to understand and rely on the ocean. Over time, thanks to their expert knowledge of the water, these Lapita settlements grew into different ocean-based societies, that today some collectively refer to as Pacific cultures.
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Māori people participate in a traditional dance at a street festival.






Pacific Cultures
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There is no “one” Pacific culture—there are many. Over time, groups of people living in different parts of the Pacific developed separate languages, customs, and religions. These grew into many distinct cultures and nationalities today, such as the Māori in New Zealand, the Hawaiians of the Hawaiian Islands, the Tahitians of French Polynesia, and many more. However, different Pacific cultures often share similarities, some of which may even have been preserved from Lapita culture. In fact, historians believe that several designs used in traditional Pacific tattoos come from the distinct art the Lapita often used to decorate their pottery.





So, what does the settling of the Pacific have to do with skateboarding? Simple: the Pacific was soon to become the home of a surfing culture that would not only travel the world but also give rise to skateboarding thousands of years later.
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“There is not one right way to ride a wave.”


—JAMIE O’BRIEN, PROFESSIONAL SURFER
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Ancient Boards


So, if skateboarding got its start from surfing, how exactly did surfing take off?
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Petroglyph from Hawai‘i






Across the Pacific Islands, the scene was set: Early innovators had learned to navigate the ocean and relied on it for survival. It was only a matter of time before they turned to the sea for sport, too!


Scientists aren’t sure when or where Pacific Islanders first broke out the boards. However, rock carvings, or petroglyphs, found in what is now Tonga show what appears to be a human figure on a triangular surfboard. This likely means that surfing has existed in the region since the 1400s. Experts have also discovered similar petroglyphs in Hawai‘i that date back to the 1600s. However, there are other historians who think that Pacific surfing might be even older: thousands of years old, in fact. Regardless of exactly when they first began, Pacific Islanders have been practicing the sport for centuries.
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The earliest Pacific Islanders’ surfboards were likely made from wood and were probably very large. This would have been necessary to keep the boards—and the people on them—floating. Surfboards depend on buoyancy. This is the upward force that a fluid, such as water, pushes onto an object. The more buoyant something is, the more easily it floats. Wood is naturally buoyant. However, this means that the big wooden surfboards were also probably very heavy to carry around.
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“We’re all equal before a wave.”
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—LAIRD HAMILTON, PROFESSIONAL SURFER
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Pro surfer Bethany Hamilton surfs in a competition in Haleiwa, Hawai‘i.






Surfing Science


In addition to balance, surfing also relies on hydrodynamics—the forces of moving water. When a surfer catches a wave, they must position their board at an angle to the wave. This creates pressure—or force—and causes the fluid of the wave to push back against the pressure, keeping the surfer on top of the water. Now the movement of the wave carries the surfer forward … as long as they keep their balance, that is!





On top of being strong enough to handle their boards, these surfers also had to balance two forces: buoyancy and gravity. While buoyancy pushes up on a board, gravity, the force of the Earth’s pull, pulls downward. All surfers—from early Pacific Islanders to surfers today—have to keep these forces in balance to make sure their boards skim along the top of the water. Otherwise, it’s splash! into the sea.
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“Arise, arise, ye great surfs from Kahiki. The powerful curling waves.”


—TRANSLATION OF A HAWAIIAN SURF CHANT
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