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This book is dedicated to the two lights of my life, 
Rachele Williams and our baby girl, Wren Williams. 
Holding you both in my arms is when I feel the 
most complete and truly whole. Thank you for the 
blessing of your love.












INTRODUCTION


Welcome, and I’m glad you are here. I’m excited to help you ride through a journey about skateboarding culture in a way that gives you a sense of who, where, why, and how we roll together.


To give you background on who you are cruising with: I’m Neftalie Williams. Scholar. Diplomat. Activist. Artist. Skateboarder. The most important title is that last one—skateboarder. I’m a lifer, and every aspect of my self has revolved around what fun and family can be built on four wheels. Some of those orbits include my time as a writer, photographer, and team manager, learning the nuts and bolts of the industry. Skateboarding has been my love for decades now, so much so that my PhD is on the subject. For realz? Yep, Real Talk. You can come study and work with me at San Diego State University (SDSU) and be part of our Center for Skateboarding, Action Sports, and Social Change.


Since the beginning, people outside the skate sphere have asked, Why skateboarding? It’s simple—skateboarding is utilitarian. It’s for you, it’s for me, it’s for everyone. Plus, it’s a whole hell of a lot of fun. Skateboarding—the unlikely merger of form and function. Skateboarding—the noun, the verb, the activity, and the culture.


Whether as the vehicle and mode for transportation of body or thought, skateboarding is about movement. It’s a versatile tool toward better days. It’s been used to inject life into a humdrum excursion to the local bodega, to free minds from oppression, to get in a workout, to move hearts past a workload, and to build coalitions and turn strangers to friends and family across the globe. Skateboarding has been my passport: I’ve seen its power, from my earliest days.


I grew up skateboarding in Springfield, Massachusetts, a far cry from the sun-soaked shores of my current home in California. Back East you have to care about skateboarding to stick with it because it’s not the go-to athletic or career path for most of the populace. However, the community that chose to identify as skateboarders—even though there was hazing, hassling, or downright harassment when I began—are the ones who helped me arrive. In my formative years I saw what galvanized support can occur through skating, and that left an indelible impression on me.


One day in my mid-teens, when returning home from the corner store, I found one of the newest members of our 18-story apartment building outside, utterly inconsolable and surrounded by 30 “building kids,” as we were known. Now normally that might be from the teasing that could happen, and more than once I had been at the center of a haranguing, but I could sense that this time was different. Our building was made up of multiple racial and ethnic communities, and on most occasions “nary the two would meet.” Kids were raised to look out only for their own. The Latinx and Hispanic kids did their own thing. The Black and African American community watched out for their own. The African community and Asian and Asian American community—same vibe. You really didn’t parley often, and since the parents kept apart, the kids absorbed that, too.


Yet here they all were. Everyone impatiently crowded around Lil’ Markus. Sure, some people were pointing and jeering, but most of the kids looked concerned and upset.


“Yo, why is this kid crying and being a baby?” someone said. “Why are we even over here with him? He ain’t Puerto Rican, it’s not our business,” said another. “Yo, shut up!” said one of the older kids. “He got-got at the Civic Center! He got his skateboard stolen!”


Silence. I still feel that moment now. We had all started skateboarding over the past year and were all getting more and more bit by the bug.


For the first time in my five years of living at the building, there was a community response to a “crisis” that crossed racial, socioeconomic, and gender lines (thanks to our friend Ellen) and preteen and full teen position. I left the groceries at the front desk—throwing caution and trouble with mom to the wind.


We decided collectively to contribute parts to build a new board for Markus. And we did.


Just like that we had gone from disparate kids living in the building with nothing but proximity in common into something else—we were skateboarders. We were protecting our own and making community decisions. This did not go unnoticed.


We heard from our parents, “What are you doing with those kids?” Meaning, “What on earth are you doing with that multiracial menagerie?” We were something our parents couldn’t see—a new family unit. We skated together for years, and those experiences only grew with time.


From driving in snowstorms to Vermont in search of a small wooden skatepark to searching for empty parking garages and empty pools and discovering everything that the city and later New England had to offer, we were all in. Exploring allowed us to discover something else—togetherness. We rolled together no matter what. It’s something we still need more examples of, and I have tried to embed this in the book and incorporate it into my work.


I know this isn’t everyone’s experience. It’s not even the experience of everyone in this book. Many have dealt with multiple instances of discrimination and obstacles on various levels, some we know about and some we don’t, but that’s just it. The people in this book chose to be skateboarders regardless of the adversity they faced getting started or soldiering on. They found something unique and inspiring in skateboarding and in themselves, the same way we did.


Once that happens, well, there is nothing left to do but try to lead by example. The people on these pages do, and I’m in turn doing my part to continue the legacy of my old neighborhood and all the skaters before me. Harness what’s special, help others identify it, and spread it around. When you do that, that love is catching.


Skateboarding has given me the ability to help people break a smile and to help people not break their legs when they are starting out so they know that skateboarding can be for them. Skateboarding’s secret sauce is the organic way it allows unlikely partners to share experiences. Despite any differences in backgrounds, the space between it all is that anyone can love or learn to love skateboarding.


With all that skateboarding has accomplished—and all the media attention, the movies and the video games, and the popularity of X Games and even our inclusion in the Olympics—you would think that skateboarding might become more accepted. Yet that’s not the case. Skateboarding is still banned in most areas. Skaters are still heavily policed and stereotyped, and somehow there remains this disconnect between who skateboarders are, what skateboarders can accomplish, and what those positive outcomes can mean to everyone.


This book hopes to bridge that divide.


The book is broken by section—the Uberists, the Artists, the Documentarists, the Activists, the Olympists… you get the picture. The best of the best. And each one gives you insight into the innovators, influencers, developers, and advocates who helped build skateboarding culture.


They are all icons and stars in the night sky of skateboarding. Together they form clusters and shine bright, trust me. Some just appear brighter than others at times depending on where you are situated. That’s also what makes skateboarding special: you can be inspired by people through liking the cuff of their jeans. If that moves you, then so be it. It is never solely the physical activity of skateboarding that inspires, it’s always how things appear in contrast to the other celestial bodies. You find your own stars.


This book features a small swath of the people who have made skateboarding appealing and continue to push it forward. I can’t begin to tell you about them all, but I have attempted to give you a great map toward meeting your extended family.


Building this book took the lifting of the skate community to accomplish. I am lucky enough to have earned a place in the culture the same way as people before me and after will. By being present and loving it, defending it, and fighting for and against it when necessary.


The Skateboard Life represents the very individual yet collective way skateboarding operates—we do it by ourselves together, alone but for each other. The volume you hold is the same. It’s work I’ve done by myself with the family.


The members of that collective are the roots, the trunk, the branches, and the blossoms and buds that always move outward, taking up space. They connect to the breeze that brings the seeds forth to begin the process over again. It is that tree that skateboarding literally comes from—the merger of wood, wheels, and wonder—that pushes us all forward.


I’m lucky to be moving forward with this family, and I’m excited you are along for the ride.















THE UBERISTS


In the air, in the streets, on the mic, and on the move, the Uberists bring out the best in skateboarding by living, breathing, airing, and sharing the stoke. They take a cue from the old High German word for “over” and “beyond” by dishing out excellence in everything they do. An alchemical mixture of wild energy, selfless abandon, and cerebral fantasy percolates within their bones and reverberates into a vibe we all feel.


The Uberists don’t try to be icons; they simply are, and it comes from countless hours of manifesting motions and wrangling emotions as they teeter on the edge of doing the impossible.


Motivated by the fire within, they do not let this expression of themselves be denied. They skate when the lights are out and forever dream of tomorrow’s next turn, revolution, and revelation. Their pursuit of excellence lights a fire under us all and provides the spark to warm a million nights as we pursue our own version of the dream.


















THE GLASS BREAKER


CARA-BETH BURNSIDE


Skateboarding Hall of Famer


Member of the first U.S. Olympic Snowboard Team


First female skater with a pro model shoe


First woman on the cover of Thrasher


Cofounder of Hoopla Skateboards


Quiet, please. Let us praise CB, from whom all vert things flow.


Begin the hymns… Ahhh, the first woman on the cover of Thrasher magazine… Mmm, the first woman in skateboarding to have a signature shoe… Ohhh, the first skater since Shaun White to medal in Winter and Summer X Games. Cofounder of the woman-led brand Hoopla Skateboards… Ohhh, member of the first Olympic women’s snowboarding team… Yesss… The one who slayed every day, the skater in me recognizes the skater in you… Bring your hands in together above your heart… Exhale… Ahhh—maaannnnggg.


Before women graced the pages of Vogue for skateboarding’s impact on fashion, freedom, and flyness, one woman aired through the glass ceiling to create room for that conversation: Cara-Beth Burnside. She pushed the envelope for women’s skateboarding when men had forgotten they even had a better half. Let me refresh the feed.


“CB,” as she is affectionately known, began her career on roller skates at the rink across the street from the legendary Big O skatepark in Orange, California. Launching a now decades-long love affair with skateboarding, CB took to Big O fantastically when skating called her in in 1978. Turning it into a second home before reaching her early teens, she cascaded across the concrete landscape with that special approach acquired by those raised in the ’70s and early ’80s—skating like their lives depended on it. One of the first to notice her was a godmother of skateboarding, Gale Webb. Gale took CB under her wing and placed her on the mixed-gender skateboard team Powerflex that toured extensively in the U.S. with the goal of showing the broader public that skateboarding belonged to everyone.


Looking back at the black-and-white pics of CB skating during the late ’70s and into the ’80s on early tours and amateur contests at Big O, Upland, Whittier Skatepark, and legendary now-demolished skateparks like Skatopia in Buena Park, California, it’s easy to recognize that those floating, steezy fakie ollies were delivered with a side of badass. Crushing it in contests, Cara-Beth competed in the amateur girls’ divisions and dominated in her early teens. Her track record during ’79 and ’80 alone reads out like a blistering rash of pain for the other competitors. Blessing every contest she entered, CB earned top honors in women’s divisions and in mixed pro/am contests, gracing the pages of skateboarding magazines along the way. However, unlike in the early ’70s when more women were highlighted across disciplines, by the end of the decade men’s presence far outweighed women’s in terms of media exposure. Despite this lack of representation, CB always remained optimistic and dedicated to skateboarding. She simply wanted to skate and made it known. So known, in fact, that she quickly earned her place among world-class skateboarders across the board, including the infamous Duane “The Master of Disaster” Peters, the ferocious and fear-inducing antihero of the early skatepark generation. Duane was a hard-charging pro from the 1970s who made a habit of precarious tricks like the disaster and the acid drop—tricks so dangerous you could lose your front teeth or even die. Scary stuff.
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More outrageous than his skating was Duane’s punk persona, which is why his pairing with and soft spot for Cara-Beth blew minds. He helped her get sponsored by Santa Cruz Skateboards, one of the most prominent skateboard companies then and now. The unlikely duo spent hours connecting at the skatepark. CB even credits him for coaching her on how to defeat the great Pattie Hoffman, who had consistently kept her in second place—a feat CB accomplished while riding a custom Duane Peters board cut down to match her mini-powerhouse frame.


Alas, though she dominated the ranks in women’s and mixed competitions, by the early ’80s the costs of insurance at skateparks headed skyward, leading to the closing of many parks. Between a lack of resources and many skate companies closing shop, it was difficult for skaters to pursue their future—especially female skaters. CB persevered during those lean years, until the wheels finally fell off. There were no more women’s contests. And while men were able to move forward, there was no way for a young woman to pursue a career. CB tapped into her expertise in other sports and in academia. She attended UC Davis as a psychology major and focused on school until things began to change for the better.
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Cara-Beth Burnside, feeble grind in the pool








She’s been featured in Lynn Kramer’s women’s skate magazine Equal Time and in the beloved but now defunct magazine PowerEdge, questioning the lack of women’s representation and pushing the notion that skateboarding belongs to anyone who participates. PowerEdge offered more fun interpretations of skateboarding and prominently featured the then-emerging form of street skating along with vert. It recognized a changing movement in skateboarding styles and terrain. The magazine and CB’s article made an impression on me early on because they told stories that were missing from the mainstream West Coast representations of skateboarding. For my crew, made up of skaters of color and a young woman, it was refreshing to see not only skaters of color but on occasion female skaters. Then in 1989, CB scored the cover of Thrasher, and her words and images lit a fire in all my friends and anyone hungry to imagine a more inclusive skateboarding future.


Cara-Beth would go on to ride for Vision and Swatch in their heydays as well. The Pop Swatch was the ish then. It was a clockface you could wear anywhere on your body by locking the back onto your clothes. There is no way CB wasn’t wearing at least three of them, making everyone jealous. I know I would have been. And Vision skateboards, they were one of the most elite teams in the game: Marty “Jinx” Jimenez, Mark “Gator” Rogowski (before the fall), Ken Park, Johnee Kop, and the greatest of all time, Mark Gonzales. (One of the best things I ever owned was a baby blue Vision “I skate therefore I am” sweatshirt. I worked paper routes to buy that and still needed ma dukes to help pony up the cash. CB could get them for free-ninety-nine.


Cara-Beth was also the solo woman in the Santa Cruz Skateboards Risk It video. She was unstoppable. She found the fortitude to ride out the next wave of skateboarding and be present when its resurgence came to life with the X Games. Cara-Beth got busy racking up multiple medals from 2003 to 2007, inspiring a new generation of women, including Vanessa Torres, Amy Caron, and the girls of Villa Villa Cola, a landmark female-led skateboarding collective. Striking back hard when skateboarding returned to the mainstream, Cara-Beth was still an absolute ruler, cutting down the competition with tricks like the Miller flip. Only the best skaters attempted this kick-ass trick, and at the time it was performed by few women.


Cara-Beth also knew what it was like to be in the field alone, and how to grow the field. She was a Vans team member, and part of that expansion included her persuading the company to invest in the women’s market by putting out a skate shoe. (She skated vert, so she knew how much support you needed when coming in from those big airs and Millers.) CB became the first woman to receive a pro model shoe for Vans—a version of which is now housed in the Smithsonian.


The accolades rack up. CB not only competed against the men and kept skateboarding alive; she went on to become an Olympic snowboarder, too. She was one of the early pioneers in snowboarding, riding experimental boards. She’s also won as many Winter X Games medals as Summer X Games ones. Shaun White is the only other person who’s done that.


Beyond medals and accolades, it’s what she’s done for others that makes her rise above the competition. Her cofounded brand, Hoopla, in partnership with Mimi Knoop, unabashedly set goals “to encourage girls’ participation and progression in skateboarding.” Launched in 2008, Hoopla became the first board for countless upstarts and the professional home for many of skateboarding’s best, including Alana Smith and Samarria Brevard.


Cara-Beth built a home in Hoopla so that other women could participate in her first love, skateboarding. She also cofounded the Women’s Skateboarding Alliance with Mimi Knoop and Drew Mearns.


Cara-Beth Burnside was always more than just a superstar athlete. CB understood the landscape and pushed through the difficulty of skating against not only top women but top men when there was a lack of female competitors. Despite the dark times in skateboarding for women, CB’s tenacity and efforts shined throughout the years as she fought to create balance in the forces of the male-dominated skateboarding industry. Her impact as an action sports role model to generations of women and icon to men is still being fully discovered and appreciated. Her newest collaborations with H-Street Skateboards (which briefly sponsored her in the early days) stand as recognition of her contribution to skateboarding and a marker of what might have transpired had she been supported more thoroughly and competed on a level playing field. Call it a resurgence, call it admission of fact, but whatever you do, don’t call it a comeback: she’s been an icon for years and clearly ain’t going nowhere.
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Christian (right) and Pops Hosoi (left) between Pink Motel Pool sessions





















HIGH-FLYING, HIGH-STYLING HOLMES


CHRISTIAN “HOLMES” HOSOI


Hall of Fame inventor of the Christ air and rocket air


Tony Hawk’s only rival during the 1980s


Few skaters defined the revolution from 1970s grassroots skateboarding into the explosion of the 1980s and its time of excess more clearly than Christian “Holmes” Hosoi, skateboarding’s high-flying Icarus who fell to earth, then rose again like a phoenix. “Christ,” as he was also affectionately known, delivered on the promise of the period through excessive style, excessive speed, and excessive air! He rocketed through the stratosphere and inspired generations of skaters by merging the foundational style and expression of surf-spawned skating with unstoppable power and ferocity seldom seen before or after. Raw as Hendrix, Christian kissed the sky, then punched through it, rocking harder, better, and stronger than any competitor. From the mid- to late ’80s, Christ reigned supreme and delivered an unstoppable show.


Born in 1967 in L.A. and raised in Hawai‘i by a Japanese American father, Ivan “Pops” Hosoi, and a Scots-Dane and native Hawai‘ian mother, Bonnie Puamana Mitchell, Christian was a child of the island, small in stature but big in heart and unafraid to stand up to bullies. Christian’s altruism, good looks, and innate aptitude for surfing made the “Little Protector” the people’s champ, the first of a laundry list of nicknames.


While all was good in the streets, life at home was less than ideal. Citing irreconcilable differences, Christian’s parents split up, and he relocated to Los Angeles with his father, where Pops found work as an art professor with an activist streak. Formal education was important to Pops, but so was real-world experience, and Pops quietly guided his son’s early career. Pops even managed the short-lived but historic Marina Del Rey Skatepark, exposing Christian to this and other spots visited by the best skaters of the era, including the Dogtown crew.


Christian thrived among the beers, BBQs, and brouhahas that accompanied the backyard pools that made up the outlaw skateboarding scene of the ’70s and early ’80s, frequented by exalted elder and Z-Boys powerhouses such as Stacy Peralta and Tony Alva (see here). Christian quickly made a name for himself, and received tutelage under the great Asian American skater Shogo Kubo (RIP) of Z-Boys fame. Everyone knew the child prodigy’s skateboarding skill was beyond his years. The Hosois thought their 14-year-old was slated for a spot on Stacy’s team but that didn’t happen. That free spot on the team allowed Stacy to pick up another skater—Tony Hawk.


Christian wound up with SIMS Skateboards, then with the other legendary Z-Boy, Tony Alva, but each time the family felt promises were delayed or reneged on. “There’s no ethics in business,” Pops told me.


At the time, Pops believed that skate companies operated similarly to shady record producers—no one wanted his son to be a star without them. “When they see someone like Jimi Hendrix or Miles Davis, they say ‘wow’ and want to control the talent rather than letting them shine,” said Pops. “That mentality hurts everyone.” Finger-pointing aside, there was no denying that this high schooler was the future of skateboarding.


Christian became a vertical ruler—competing well as an amateur for years, then fully arriving with a first-place win in 1985, as a 17-year-old. From that point on, Christian built a portfolio of victories and influence. He contributed two signature tricks to the vernacular, each still a staple in vertical skateboarding (the aerial side of the sport, performed on half-pipes and in pools, also referred to as transition skateboarding). First is the rocket air, a blasted backside air (back turned toward the facing wall) where the body soars, then turns horizontal, staying in a reversed coffin position at the peak of its skyward arc. To do this trick right is to be fearless: stalling, falling, and motionless against the blue, waiting until the last possible second, then finally shifting your weight to meet the plywood landing.


The Christ air was even more dramatic. Christian blasted as high as possible, then held his skateboard in one hand, arms outstretched and legs locked, akin to the image and shape of historical accounts of bodies on the cross. Need I say more?


This, combined with the massive quantities of Swatch watches on his wrist, spandex biker shorts, and innumerable bandanas, set the crowd afire.


Christian was born ready-made for the MTV generation. His wave crested in line with all things youthful and antiestablishment that could only debut during the timeline that produced once-in-a-lifetime icons like Prince, Madonna, and Michael Jackson—and skateboarding’s Hosoi.


Scan YouTube if you need to update yourself on the prowess of the high-flying Hosoi. Mike McGill invented the 540, but Christian made it a thing of beauty, ripping through the rotation as effortlessly as a baby catches a cold. Thousands of skaters might have done backside airs, but only Christian did them 10 feet high. The smith grind’s been done countless times, but only he composed like Michelangelo, sculpting his signature across the ramp.


For a time, Hosoi soared unequaled above the competition. Yet on the horizon was a quiet young upstart from Carlsbad whose ability to develop unimaginable combinations of tricks led to the most historic rivalry in skateboarding—a battle for supremacy of the skies with Tony Hawk.
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Christian Hosoi, backside air at the Pink Motel Pool






















Fighting head-to-head, contest after contest, Tony offered technicality and imagination, and Hosoi countered it by embodying each trick with every fiber of his being. One example of their legendary tilts: Christian—just barely—edging out Tony through sheer ferocity during the 1988 Vision Pro Escape. Winning that contest and flashing his new Rising Sun graphic (though now admittedly problematic for its ties to past Japanese war crimes), Christian used the platform to insert his Japanese cultural heritage into the skateboarding canon; his graphic became a symbol of his indomitable spirit in skateboarding.


With that same spirit and respect for his lineage, Christian incorporated the image throughout his brand, the bestselling Hosoi Skateboards. His was one of the few skateboarding companies at the time created by a skateboarder for skateboarders, and it became a hub for Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders with teammates such as Bo Ikeda and Johnee Kop, and for overall excellence with Scott Oster, Aaron “Fingers” Murray, and Cesario “Block” Montano.


The Hosoi moniker also became home to one of the most unique skateboard shapes, the Hosoi Hammerhead. The skateboard shape featured several cutaways at the nose, which made it easier to manage and lock your hands on to the board while airborne. It was an ingenious design that sold incredibly well. Unfortunately, the path to that innovation was also paved with pain.


The early iterations of that design were the reason for the rift between Christian and his hero, Dogtown Z-Boy Tony Alva, in the early days. One of the greatest skaters of the mid-’70s, Alva helped define pool skateboarding. According to Pops, the initial design and production of the skateboard began while Christian was under contract with Alva Skates: “Christian wanted a better way to hold on to his board, and I was doing his graphics and shapes at the time. Together we designed the original Hammerhead style for his signature model.”


According to Pops, instead of crediting and making the design his signature model, Alva coveted the design and used it in his own models, crushing sales and Christian’s heart. This resulted in a decades-deep malaise. Disillusioned, Christian and Pops created their own brand, trademarking Hosoi Skateboards and Hosoi’s Rockets wheels, and the Hammerhead’s avant-garde design.


Hosoi’s Hammerhead iterations and Rising Sun graphic proved so popular that Christian’s board would eventually become one of the most pirated decks in history. “Our first trip to Brazil, everyone rode Hosoi—but they were all bootlegs,” Pops told me, laughing.


Still, Hosoi kept rolling. He won vertical and emerging street skateboarding contests like the Lotte Cup in Japan. He claimed first or second in every contest he entered, starting with the National Skateboarding Association event in 1985. Thus began the Christian Hosoi reign in skateboarding.


Christian became an A-list celebrity, rolling with crew in tow to any club in Hollywood, renting the former home of early twentieth-century actor and comedian W. C. Fields to house his parties and increasingly rowdy lifestyle. Unfortunately, that love affair with the late night would eventually move him toward dark times: Christian’s focus on the party and not the patina began to hurt him. Simultaneously, the popularity of vertical skateboarding shrank. This affected his budgets, delivering a one-two punch that brought him back to terra firma.


His version of street skating was still largely based on transition skateboarding, and it began to show its age. Eventually there were no more jump ramps and quarter-pipes at contests where Christian could meld his years of experience into an impressive amalgam of styles. Skateboarding outlets like Thrasher and TransWorld SKATEboarding largely declared vertical skateboarding dead.


Street skating took over, and a new crop of skaters invented a host of tricks that moved away from Christian’s original high-flying, aggressive style and toward the technical wizardry of Rodney Mullen (see here). While the style wasn’t always pretty, it was progressive. Christian recognized the change and brought in a host of young street skaters to push his new brand, Milk Skateboard Goods, known as MSG. MSG’s collapse coincided with Christian’s partying and drug use, which led him to lose his connection to contemporary skating and gain a spot in the penitentiary.


He earned early release for good behavior and returned to his longtime sponsor, Vans, with a renewed spirit and love for skateboarding, witnessing for Christ, and mentoring a new generation of skaters. Always with an eye toward those from the AAPI community, Christian offered advice to other prodigies such as Olympian Sky Brown (see here) and her brother, Ocean. Christian also relaunched Hosoi Skateboards, adding young members such as his own offspring, sons Classic and Endless Hosoi.


Christian Hosoi continues to inspire the next generation, imparting his newfound knowledge of how to fly high without losing your wings—a lesson that he learned the hardest of ways and now spreads freely to the masses, like sunshine on a California summer day.















THE GNARHUNTER EXTRAORDINAIRE


ELISSA STEAMER


Greatest female street skater from the mid-’90s to the early ’00s


First female street skater featured in Tony Hawk’s Pro Skater


X Games multiyear winner


While the 1970s saw a greater number of women skateboarding than in the past, there were considerably fewer from the ’80s through the early ’90s. With the start of the 1990s, partially as backlash to the bro-brahs in charge of the mini ramp and the privilege needed to gain access to vert ramps, skateboarding headed back outside and that return to the streets delivered the opportunity for a brilliant gem to emerge from the Sunshine State: Elissa Steamer. She reset the status quo, effortlessly inspired female skaters, and proved to a generation of haters that women belong in skateboarding.


Unpretentious yet stately, Elissa grew up in Fort Myers, Florida, a stone’s throw from Tampa and the incomparable Skatepark of Tampa. She was known as the silent ripper from Florida who slowly moved onto the radar.


In the early days she was the only woman in her Fort Myers crew, and they were a unit that made sure to protect her as much as they could from those who sought to exclude her based on her gender. While it wasn’t always rosy being the only girl, she felt safe with her clique. She recalled an incident that took place at a friend’s mini ramp. Someone had snuck in at night and painted a four-letter derogatory word on the ramp aimed at dissuading Elissa from returning. However, she was so young, she didn’t know what the word meant. When she asked, her friends wouldn’t answer, trying to shield her from anything that might affect her enjoyment of skateboarding.


While Elissa began her journey skating for fun, multiple companies soon showed interest in sponsoring the rising talent. The first team to vie for her attention was led by skateboarding icon Lance Mountain and his company, The Firm Skateboards, a huge accolade for any skateboarder. Joining The Firm as an amateur (receiving product without signing a contract) provided the initial support Elissa needed to start her professional career. At that time, in the early- to mid-’90s, the number of sponsored women in skateboarding could be counted on one hand. Both the sponsorship support and the local Florida scene gave her the space to improve.


From here, Elissa exploded onto the national and, eventually, global scene with clean, inspiring street skateboarding. Part of her rise to fame came from leaving The Firm and instead compiling skate footage with a skater who would become a legend in his own right, Jamie Thomas. That footage helped Elissa earn a place on Toy Machine’s new team, helmed by celebrated artist and skater Ed Templeton. Elissa skated alongside the new members of the Toy Machine team in their debut, Welcome to Hell, one of the most beloved skate videos of all time. The film proved a launchpad for other East Coast skaters who became household names, including Kerry Getz, Brian Anderson, Donny Barley, Bam Margera, and Jamie Thomas.


With a clean bag of tricks including the kickflip melon (a hefty kickflip caught with both feet and adding in a backside grab), the mid-’90s monarch began her reign. Her exceptional skateboarding from 1996 onward reminded skateboarders that women had always had a place in elite skateboarding. It might seem like a no-brainer now, with so many women, LGBTQ+, and nonbinary skaters crushing it, but this was the first break in the levee of the drought years.
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Elissa Steamer at DLX headquarters in San Francisco






















Filmmaking and skateboarding are practically synonymous, and certainly symbiotic. Sometimes their titles and vibes are a lit-crit glimpse at a sociocultural moment. Welcome to Hell, Toy Machine’s full-length video showcasing the team, is a great example. For skaters, the title implies the shared experience of chasing a trick, falling and flailing. That is all par for the course, but the last ingredient in the mix is ultimately succeeding. That success is for the camera, the team, and yourself. Skate videos are an integral component of demonstrating your skate identity and style as you join the professional ranks.


For Elissa, the video and the subsequent fame it brought her were often a double-edged sword. While she gained exposure, her identity as a female pro skater was awe-inspiring for some but a reason to challenge her authenticity for others. Skateboarding was supposed to be all love, but it was clearly a hostile environment at the time, with adherence to patriarchy at an all-time high and teen boys jealous of her spot on the team. I saw skaters trying to one-up her at a demo circa 1996, when, after she did a kickflip over the pyramid box, another hometown hero decided that he also needed to kickflip the pyramid right after her—the ultimate sign of disrespect at a demo. She remained a class act, ignored him, and proceeded with the demo. She was in fact on the team and didn’t need to push back at every pissant looking for the spotlight.


Unfortunately, that disrespect also happened within some forms of the skateboarding industry and media, who chose to remind her that she was an anomaly rather than embrace her as one in a lineage of women from Patti McGee (RIP) to Peggy Oki (here) and beyond. Yet, despite the slander from the media, Elissa continually skated hard and proved the haters wrong.


Take her run at multiple skate contests, including the X Games. She won the Slam City Jam women’s contest in ’98–’99, and dipped down under to the Women’s World Cup in Australia in 2003. After that, she went on a tear at the X Games, with gold medal wins for four years from 2004 to 2008. She was unstoppable. Steamer has the ability to simply show up with little practice and blast across the course like she’s been there all weekend practicing. On top of those wins, she also became a playable character in the Tony Hawk video game franchise, instantly transforming her into a female skateboarding icon for skaters and non-skaters alike.


All of that talent and visibility earned her a signature model shoe with one of the longest-running skateboarding footwear brands, Etnies. On the outside it would seem she had all the trappings of superstardom. However, some crucial changes in her life would lead to less-than-desirable outcomes behind the scenes.


First, she left Toy Machine, the brand that had brought her into the business, partially because the skaters she grew up with on the team during the filming of Welcome to Hell and Jump Off a Building all felt they had outgrown the brand. Her formidable skills quickly earned her a home among the Andrew “The Boss” Reynolds’s–led Baker and Bootleg skateboards crew, and a spot in the classic skate video Baker 2G and subsequent releases. Those videos kept Elissa in the limelight and earned her an official spot on Bootleg Skateboards from roughly 1998 to 2003. That was a highly popular crew, with a subset of the team members forming an inner circle notoriously known as the Piss Drunx. Luminary members included Reynolds, Jim “Hammers” Greco, and Dustin “Spawn” Dollin, and Elissa, all of whom who lived on a razor’s edge—drinking, doing drugs, and partying in the prime of their skateboarding careers. Team members ran out of control, with many entering rehab and one phenomenal skater, Shane Cross, passing away in an alcohol-related death.


In 2004, when she was beginning her X Games run, she would become part of the Zero and Fallen Footwear team, founded by her original Fort Myers filmer, Jamie Thomas. Jamie was an old friend who had turned into a skateboarding mogul. However, those old habits died very hard. While she was winning contests, she didn’t make the time to film full parts for the Zero video yet found time for partying. As I said before, your video proves you deserve to maintain your pro model. If you don’t, it is curtains for your career. Elissa began to earn a reputation for being unable to deliver and connect with the skateboarding audience and the people who wanted to support her. She came to understand that fame is fast and fickle.


Elissa would leave Zero in 2011. Upon the departure, she found a way to make her own path without the pressure of being a pro skater. She surfed, found a life partner, got clean, and returned to the community. With vastly more women and LGBTQ+ skaters today, she also reaps the benefits of the work she started by being a pioneer.


Today, Elissa Steamer is back in the limelight, with a return to Baker, a place with Nike, and her own brand, Gnarhunters. This is a welcome encore for the greatest female skater of her generation, and for everyone she inspires.















A GODFATHER OF STREET SKATING


NATAS KAUPAS


Signature electrifying “Ollies” and Wall-Rides


Designed first sport-specific pro model skate shoe


Created the iconic 101 Skateboards brand


“Captain / there are doubts / regarding / your ability.”


For anyone who spent time on asphalt and concrete during the late ’80s and early ’90s—golden eras of street skateboarding—that line from fIREHOSE’s 1989 song “Brave Captain” just made their heads explode in five-alarm-fire fashion. That’s because those words signal two things. First, the sound of Mike Watt, the funkiest white bass player this side of Flea. Second, the delivery of the full-frontal assault on our skateboarding senses in the Streets on Fire (1989) video by the holy trinity of influential street skaters: Mark “Gonz” Gonzales, Mike Vallely, and, of course, Natas Kaupas. They skated the handrails of the city together and made Rodney Mullen’s (see here) freestyle tricks street, akin to taking samples and breaks and turning them into hip-hop. Natas, Mike, and Gonz were pushing skateboarding and making music where before there had only been noise.


Before we get to Natas’s impact, let me run down just a lil’ bit of the original tale. Born in 1969, by his early teens this first-generation Lithuanian American had been skating around Venice and Santa Monica, making a bit of a stink. He soon showed up at the back-alley surf woodshop that housed skateboard company Santa Monica Airlines (SMA) and a symbiosis formed. Skip Engblom—the proprietor, a god of surf- and skateboard making and shaping—gained a lifeline that day, and Natas earned a new sponsor.


In ’83, Natas won the first contest he skated in. By the next year, he was already influencing the skateboarding world, perfecting a version of the no-handed wall ride (fellow L.A. street pioneer Jesse Martinez was mastering the other), and earning the cover of Thrasher before he knew the magazine existed. Even the editors questioned if the boy was legitimate. But every image of Natas caused a commotion. Stills of full-speed, rugged smith grinds, frozen in motion, exemplified the strength of the newcomer. Beyond his street genius, even in his teens, Natas had a mind for business. Skip Engblom’s artisanal ways couldn’t keep up with the demand for Natas’s decks, so Natas secured a manufacturing and distribution deal for SMA from NHS/Santa Cruz Skateboards, one of the largest skateboarding manufacturers in the world.


Natas was already changing the landscape. His part in the original Santa Cruz Skateboards promotional video, Wheels of Fire (1987), pointed the world to where the future of skateboarding was headed: the streets. There were rumblings of street skating happening. Skaters like John Lucero were inventing slappies (grinding across curbs); Tommy Guerrero (see here) was also on the scene as the first street skating pro, inspiring skaters around the world through his mind-blowing use of the hilly San Francisco landscape. They, along with others, were thinking of street skateboarding as an emulation of vert skating, which in turn was an emulation of pool skating, and in that lay a replication of surfing. Natas broke with that by making street skateboarding a genre of its own, not simply the by-product of getting kicked out of the park or an afterthought for those getting ready to skate a pool or a vert ramp, the choice terrain of the 1980s. Form as function: Natas is an original interpreter of the city’s architecture as the thing to skate. The streets offered a wealth of possibilities much deeper than rolling back and forth in a ramp or a pool. Where the world saw a fire hydrant and a curb cut, Natas saw an obstacle course. He decided that ollieing onto a fire hydrant, landing on the topmost nut, and spinning around 540 degrees in a pirouette was something that could be and should be done.
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Natas ollied from a launch ramp to rail-slide across a four-wheel pickup truck roll bar. He annihilated every set of stairs, rails, benches, and curbs in Santa Monica. The kid with bleach-blond hair did kickflips and ollie street plants, ollie 180s, one-footed ollies, and every grind imaginable. In 1989! Not only were these ollie tricks major feats, but this all happened at a time when pro skaters were on the fence about the viability of the ollie. Yes, there was a time when skaters did not ollie or jump up a curb, let alone a fire hydrant. Instead, they used the “boneless” to traverse obstacles. A boneless one (also known as footplant variation) consists of popping your board up into your grabbing hand while keeping one foot on it and jumping back on the board. While this did get you up a curb or bench, it was a slow way to get through the city, always stopping your flow. Few skaters besides Rodney Mullen had incorporated ollies into their repertoire.


Enter Natas. Not only were ollies in his arsenal but he did every variation of them. He expanded the vocabulary for all of us, but also inspired a change in our approach. Skaters, pro and enthusiast alike, might have figured out how to ollie to 50-50 (a front and back truck grind) on a curb. Natas? He ollied from halfway across the road to 50-50. He made us rethink our relationship with the streets. Natas also paid homage to the legacy of the Z-Boys squad, shooting his video parts in Wheels of Fire in historic Venice and Santa Monica and incorporating the group’s flowing and surfing style. Then he went up to San Francisco. He ollied onto and off picnic tables that were already on top of the little concrete skateparks. He provided an absolutely unimaginable display of power skating, fast as dreams and loose as shoelaces. His movement entered skateboarding’s lexicon. We would imagine “Natas could” handle any obstacle, no matter how outrageous. Which inevitably led to every skater calling out all the things that “Natas did.”
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Natas Kaupus, frontside boardslide








Natas also gave us style to emulate. When he wore a Public Enemy T-shirt, it became skate fashion. He single-handedly put hip-hop on display in his 1986 TransWorld SKATEboarding interview. If it was cool enough for Natas, it was cool enough for everyone. His influence (and Gonz’s and Mike’s) helped propel the notion that skaters were artists, and decades later that’s still an element of the skateboarding lifestyle.


Then there is the first skateboarding-specific shoe of the modern era: the Natas-designed high-top manufactured by French skater Pierre André Senizergues for then-upstart brand Etnies (originally called “Etnics” in France) was the pro model shoe. It was made to Natas’s high standards as the leading skateboarder of the time, and it dropped in 1988. Spearheaded by Senizergues, the Etnies brand would later be known as Sole Tech footwear, with multiple divisions, including Etnies, Emerica, and éS. Sole Tech would start the skateboarding footwear revolution and allow us to control one more important component of our skateboarding lifestyle. Having the power to shape our own narrative is integral to skateboarding culture today, and also happens to be uniquely tied to Natas’s experiences during his professional journey.


NATAS IS AN ORIGINAL INTERPRETER OF THE CITY’S ARCHITECTURE AS THE THING TO SKATE.


Natas’s rise in the mid-’80s to early ’90s coincided with a fervor for “protecting” kids from exposure to potential harm (thank Tipper Gore and Prince’s “Darling Nikki” for the U.S. introduction of the Parental Advisory sticker). Parents of that era were happy to ban or “cancel” anything that could be remotely construed as non-Christian. As you know, skateboarding hasn’t been every parent’s favorite activity since… its inception. Unfortunately, Natas couldn’t have picked a worse moment to become the world’s leading street skater. Why? Oh, because his first name spelled backward—well, it happens to spell Satan, which is rich ore if you happen to be in the mining-for-drama club. Talk about looking for messages everywhere! Natas Kaupas was his real name, and as he told the media countless times, his parents thought he was going to be a girl and simply shortened his name from Natasha to Natas. A name like Natas is different, but it never caused controversy until he joined the upper echelon of skateboarding. Just like that, his products were banned in several parts of the country, including his own, L.A. County.


Despite this obstacle and the heights he could have reached if his board sales were not hindered by controversy, Natas’s prowess and reputation continued to grow and over time he and his collaborators amassed an army of foot soldiers who became innovators of their own.


Natas’s team at SMA included Jim Thiebaud, Sean Sheffey, Julien Stranger, and Alan Petersen, all of whom would go on to become legends under his tutelage. The same would hold true when he began his own endeavor away from SMA—101 Skateboards. The brand was home to Gino Iannucci, Jason Dill, Clyde Singleton, Marcus McBride, Kris Markovich, Andy Stone, Eric Koston, Adam McNatt, and Gabriel Rodriguez (RIP), and every 101 skater is forever etched into skateboarding history. In scant time their collective efforts showcased a trick list too long to write here—I would need to create a separate glossary just for the combinations.


Beyond the team was the artistry in 101’s videos: the stop-motion ads, the eclectic soundtracks, and Natas’s cavalcade of creative ideas. His artistry wasn’t contained by the proverbial concrete canvas. His hand guided some of the greatest skate art of the ’90s at renowned skateboard and apparel company World Industries, and eventually his talent was recognized by those outside of skateboarding. After he parted ways with 101, his career in design was his next marquee as he created his own (sadly short-lived) sneaker company, Vita Shoes, with partner Mark Oblow. Natas would even obtain a new pro model for Element Skateboards for a time, as well as multiple reissues celebrating his impact on skateboarding. Recently involved in a design collab with New Balance Numeric, the skateboarding division of the brand, he gave the shoe an ’80s color treatment and featured a solid throwback to his original Etnies design. Setting up his own firm, Designarium Skateboards, one of the greatest to ever step on a board continues to show us the value of being an artist in any medium and how the skateboard can remain the canvas of ideas for years to come.


“Natas did.”
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THE SOULFUL MASTER TECHNICIAN


DAEWON SONG


Skateboarding Hall of Famer


Thrasher’s 2006 Skater of the Year


Created an entire category known as Daewon tricks and Daewon spots


One half of the pseudo-rivalry Rodney vs. Daewon


Ashes to ashes, dust to dust. What does the cosmic life cycle have to do with introducing a skateboarder? It is the only way to prepare you for the mythical level of Daewon Song’s skateboarding moves.


More so than any other skater in our lifetime, Daewon foresees the potential energy in obstacles (tables, benches, water, rocks, trees) and shapes them into possibilities. He unlocks each object’s dynamism, extracting and enacting its power through a dance of kinetic wizardry. Daewon wields the magic that stays intact and activated until the moment the man, the matter, and the mastership are captured for posterity. Then the objects are returned to their initial inert state.


Okay, truthfully, mostly returned to their original state. I am sure many baffled janitors and maintenance staff left a tidy schoolyard on a Friday afternoon, only to find on Monday morning chairs, dumpsters, and swing sets corralled and placed in an unexplainable manner. C’est la vie. Under the Tao of Daewon, objects are birthed, created, given life, and skated. I can attest that we are all the better for it.


The tale of 1970s-born Korean American Daewon begins in Gardena, California. The child of an immigrant family, Daewon spent his grade school years as a bright young kid with an affinity for art and was rewarded with early honors. His natural creativity and imagination began with the pen, brush, and easel, but to the joy of skateboarding and the chagrin of his parental units, morphed into the mobile palette and concrete canvas that is the skateboard and the city. Regardless of the medium, Daewon’s artistry is undeniable.


Daewon’s early relationship to “skate life” followed an argument between his parents and his mother’s attempt to create a temporary respite from the tension. Her singular gift of a new skateboard seeded a lifelong obsession with an artifact that would be both creative and time-consuming for Daewon. This duality served as an important and stabilizing function within the sometimes-turbulent life of the youngster for whom siblings and elder family members did most of the child-rearing.


At 14, he befriended Daniel Castillo, a Filipino American skateboarder, sparking a 30-year friendship. Their camaraderie and inseparability—trading licks, jokes, and tours—are part of the annals of skateboarding history, as captured by Mexican American videographer Socrates Leal (see here), who was crucial to the duo’s visibility. Socrates would come to film or contribute to Daewon and Castillo’s countless videos across the decades, including Daewon’s debut video section of the World Industries–produced film Love Child (1992).


The video captured two remarkable things: the first hardflip caught on cam, by Daewon, which added a new trick to the arsenal of skateboarding, and the joy and innovation and solidarity behind the scenes. From dancing to claps to hallelujah screams, Castillo rolls ride or die with Daewon. Theirs remains one of the most visibly enduring and inspirational friendships in all of skateboarding. It demonstrated to all of us groms coming up that we did not need to compete against each other—we needed to be there for each other.


This early crew also included another complementary element, the famed Rodney Mullen (see here). At that time, Rodney recruited for the upstart, influential skateboarding company World Industries. The then-15-year-old Daewon and his cohorts, Castillo and Kareem Campbell, were introduced to the skateboarding world via a tongue-in-cheek ad prominently featuring the words “White Power,” yet spotlighting the three skaters of color. They would become part of the new wave of multiracial World corps who would soon besiege and dominate all of skateboarding. Eventually Rodney began spending considerable time with Daewon, first as a team manager, then as a friend and skate mentor.


Daewon was cut from the same cloth of experimentation as Rodney, but instead of having years of freestyle skating behind him, Daewon came of age loving high-flying Christian “Holmes” Hosoi (see here), the rough-and-tumble explosiveness of Dogtown, and all things Z-Boys. That background interacting with Rodney’s expertise would produce a different type of skater, one who had the power of the past but also the technical prowess driving modern innovation. Together, Daewon and Rodney moved tricks once reserved only for Rodney into the realm of the everyman. Or, realistically speaking in Daewon’s case, the extraordinary man.


It’s hard to imagine that we lost Daewon for a moment in skateboarding. Yet he is still The One. It sounds crazy now, but Daewon once told me that despite a promising career, he decided that hanging out with a girl and lifting and tuning cars might be his future.


Luckily for us, the itch for skating came back following two runs of historic departures from World and its affiliates—prompting Rodney to reach out to his former mentee and ask him to come back into the fold. The two built a shorthand, moving at lighting speed, skating L.A. schoolyards, eventually able to finish each other’s skateboarding sentences in Lennon and McCartney fashion.


Daewon and Rodney practiced, bonded, and performed mind-blowing combinations of styles. Skating never looked hard—even when they pushed the conventional limits of technical skating. There was always one more variation or element to add to the trick. They might both do a 360 flip to nose wheelie (balancing on the front two wheels only), to nollie 360 flip-out on a manual pad (any smooth concrete “island” that can be reached from either side), but they would push each other to move beyond the nose wheelie (centered in freestyle) and make it street by doing it to nosegrind. Then they’d transition it from the island to a bench. Then to a picnic table. Next, they’d stack those picnic tables down a flight of stairs. Then… well, you get the point. They progressed skateboarding and we all felt that transition. Rodney was science, and Daewon the flow, and together they equaled fun.


The culmination of these efforts appeared in the incomparable skateboarding film Rodney vs. Daewon Round 1. Skaters chose sides: either Rodney, creator of every trick, for his technique; or Daewon, with his next-level ability to take any trick into difficult and unlikely terrain. Tree stumps, vertical concrete slabs, rugged transitions are all fodder for Daewon. Where a skater might be lucky to add a soulful smith grind to a difficult spot, Dae can bring his entire repertoire to that place of soul and reimagine what’s possible. Furthermore, with the exception of Rodney, there are few current skaters who are more comfortable than Daewon rolling on two wheels rather than four. Dae’s even been experimenting with losing one wheel mid-trick… then putting it back on and rolling away. For fun.
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Daewon was obsessed with skating everything. Skating the gaps between 18-wheeler trucks by placing a rail between them. Skating rooftop gaps between buildings. Some skaters lost interest because these daring escapades felt too far out of reach.


But that changed when Daewon found his kindred spirit in Chris Haslam, and the pair created a small slice of absurdity, a video called Cheese & Crackers. With a modest budget from World, the pair constructed a makeshift mini ramp in a decrepit, secret Long Beach, California, warehouse. Sections of the ramp exploded, fell, were inundated with tires, refrigerator parts, and even an operable, skateable door—makeshift contraptions that became home to the most outrageous mini-ramp skating of all time.


Like freestyle, mini ramps had fallen out of vogue due the lack of backyards and space in L.A. and many other big cities. Mini-ramp skating was left to those who could afford the square footage and had the cash for a ramp. By that time, it was thought not to be the terrain of true street skaters. Daewon and Chris brought it back in spades.


I’ve traveled a lot thanks to skateboarding. Out on the road, I witnessed the impact of Cheese & Crackers on the skateboarding zeitgeist. In my 20s, I worked for Dwindle, the home of Daewon and Rodney’s Almost Skateboards.


I came with free copies of the video and an order form for more. Truthfully, these cowboys didn’t know what hit ’em. Cheese & Crackers demonstrated a level of control and partnership so in sync, Daewon and Chris could do tricks onto and through each other’s boards. Nothing, including the kitchen sink, was off-limits.


In the early aughts, as his star rose, Daewon’s schedule became hectic. He was unable to say no to tours, videos, and maintaining his highly visible status, which triggered a separation from his then-wife. As for his parents, he didn’t want them to know he had full-sleeve tattoos, and managed to keep it from them, and by extension, most of the skate world, too. These little bits about Daewon were not out in the public because—well, who cares? So many of us took seriously what this man, 2006 Thrasher Skater of the Year, did. For regular people, what became known as a “Daewon spot” was a place where conditions were impossible for other skaters.


Then, like clockwork Daewon would shoot a cover photo of TransWorld SKATEboarding demolishing that same spot.


Adidas’s skateboarding event “Daewon Did It” serves as testament to his ability to skate anything. The contest drew over 2,500 fans dedicated to re-creating “Daewon tricks,” forever putting respect on his name and adding real legs to his legacy.


After 30 years under Dwindle with Rodney, in 2018, Daewon founded Thank You Skateboards, working alongside his former mentee now turned partner, pro skater Torey Pudwill. Even that effort is the most Daewon of Daewon tricks, to use a brand to give back and to shine a light on others.















THE GAME CHANGER


NYJAH HUSTON


Generational talent who turned pro at age 10


Biggest bag of tricks and most NBDs (never-been-dones) in the game


2024 Olympic bronze medalist in street skateboarding


A defining, and dividing, force


No matter from what angle, the story of Nyjah Huston is one of the most compelling in skateboarding: Nyjah, the home-schooled child prodigy who became one of the winningest skaters of the modern era.


The Huston trophy room screams DJ Khaled vibes; he shows up to the contest and it’s “another one.” For a good portion of time, contests were a wrap for Nyjah with first place nearly guaranteed, leaving other skaters chasing second. Street League, Dew Tour, X Games. He came to win and to make people put some respect on his name.


Nyjah is a phenomenon. No other skater is working on so many NBDs (never-been-dones) all the time. He is one of few skaters to work on tricks in private at his own indoor facilities before debuting them at contests. It is not a stretch to say that he is the reason people believed the U.S. would win the gold medal in street skateboarding during its Olympics sports debut in Tokyo, Japan. Heavy expectations, but heavily favored to win. Alas, the best-laid plans… Enter the pandemic, delaying the Olympics a year, then causing the games to take place without a crowd. Nyjah, a skater who thrives on the roaring fans and tense conditions, found himself in the strange, muted tones we all did, experiencing the games as something else. Which in turn was exactly what he delivered at the games. Nyjah did not provide the divine experience we expected. However, he laid bare what it is to be a true skateboarder: he battled a single trick—a gapped-out Caballerial kickflip (fakie 360 ollie kickflip) to backside lipslide down the flat golden handrail. It’s as challenging to say as it is to accomplish. These types of tricks are tough enough to do practicing alone and even more ridiculous to try to set down during a contest. Yet chasing the great white whale—the bucket-list trick that makes you feel the most fulfilled and accomplished—is a fundamental element of skateboarding. Nyjah put everything on the line during the Olympics. Rather than digging into his deep bag of tricks for one he could deliver on command, he fought for NBD contest perfection. My phone blew up across time zones, the way I’m sure it did for others. “What’s happening? Why doesn’t he do something else?” Millions of skateboarders and viewers witnessed Nyjah seeking to best the beast until it was simply too late. Bzzzz… the buzzer rang, and we heard the announcers declare, “That, my friends, is time.” No one could believe it. Nyjah, a generational talent, did not podium at skateboarding’s Tokyo debut (though in true Nyjah fashion, he would redeem himself with a bronze at the 2024 Paris Olympics).


It could be argued that this was not the time or place for his blind dedication. On the other hand, his performance clearly demonstrated his dedication to true skateboarding. Nyjah skated his way, just like he always did. This time it didn’t pan out. That’s skateboarding. Some days you work to tame it, and some days it tames you.


Nyjah started on this path as a youngling, becoming the avatar of his father’s own skateboarding dreams. Understandably, parents have wishes for their children and there is no denying that his father hoped he would become the greatest in skateboarding. His father skated with his kids and tried his best to develop for them the most conducive lifestyle to skateboarding. This included living on a sustainable small family farm with a skatepark. However, it is well documented that this pressure was a lot for the youngster and his family. It would eventually lead to Nyjah’s parents separating over how to raise their children. While the correct path forward was debatable, the young skater had undeniable talent, so much so that he turned professional at age 10.


Nyjah the young superstar conquered handrails two to three times his height, floating down them effortlessly, long dreadlocks flowing behind him, skating exceptionally and with a skill well beyond his years. He was a game changer. He set a new standard for man-size skateboarding done with boyish ease and disregard for failure. He was heralded like an incoming king, and we all knew that ’Jah brought something new. Something to inspire young skaters and an older generation.


And yet he kept coming in second. In retrospect, looking at Nyjah’s early days as a skate protégé, you can see the difficulty that led to turbulent times in the family and internally. What could have been a celebration of a young man developing into his body and skills was not. Within skateboarding, the difference between first and second place is often subjective, and this was especially true in the early to mid-aughts. At the time, judging still lacked a clear rubric for skaters to use to strategize what tricks to do and when, the way they do now. You just went out and skated and hoped for the best. For Nyjah, competing was often a tense and tearful time. When I filmed those contests, it was easy to see that there was no space for a lighthearted moment of self-acknowledgment of a job well done. It hurt my heart to see. Here was a quiet, soulful, dreadlocked youth whose skating should have been grounded in love, fun, and irie vibes; instead, he radiated disappointment. There was nothing anyone could do to make him feel that he was accomplishing greatness in those days. Coming close to the top of the podium was not enough. Few skaters have felt the kind of pressure Nyjah did, and it began from the jump.
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Things shifted in his family in 2011, when Nyjah, his mother, and his siblings escaped from under the patriarchal thumb and moved into a home without their father. This created a path out of their father’s shadow, and the pressure that went with it. That’s when Nyjah went on a tear—more NBDs, more consistency, more joy in his skateboarding—and he became what he always wanted to be, an undeniable champion. Nyjah belongs in any GOAT conversation.


He skates hard and parties hard. And, sure, some of us have parties at the house, but Nyjah’s are thrown in an architectural dream house overlooking Laguna Beach, California, with a Lamborghini Aventador in the garage and rocking decibel levels that earn airtime on TMZ. Then, just like that, he is out skating in the streets, in the park, filming boundless video parts, pushing skateboarding’s limits.


His lifestyle choices also make him not everyone’s cup of tea. There are lots of reasons to throw shade—maybe you don’t like his style or his trick selection, or the pants-shorts combination he’s been rocking for the past few years. Either way, he deals with it in the same way he handles a 17-stair slam. He rolls away from it, and shakes it off. It shows in his skating and his mindset—he is out there to send it, crush it, then move on. Winning and riding, wildin’ and vibin’. He was the game changer then and is now. Skateboarding hasn’t been hit this hard by someone capable of every marketer’s dream since Christian “Holmes” Hosoi (see here) brought out the cheat code—skateboarding prowess + magnetic attraction = rock-star status.


Now the rock star Nyjah, popping one-wheelers on his motorcycle in Hollywood, differs from the young skater with long dreadlocks living under his father’s purview. This Nyjah—the tattoos, the short hair, the wholly engaged athlete with his own style—is someone Nyjah has grown into.


That time of discovery, however, means the rise is going meteoric, the falls historic, and the mistakes will be doubly confounding with time and the public eye. In fact, he has faced multiple moments of darkness on the way to becoming the man he is now. Those bigger battles are for Nyjah to discuss with you, and his God. However, what we can all agree on is that he is out there trying to win and has the power and brilliant trick selection to do just that.


Make no mistake, Nyjah is a controversial character, maybe one of the most contentious in skateboarding. There are people who believe he is God’s gift to skateboarding and others who believe he has taken his gift and the power that comes with it too far. As one of the greatest skaters of his generation, he is a defining and dividing force in skateboarding culture and a dynamo of athleticism exploding with arguably too much talent for some, but just enough to match his lifelong ambition to make every moment of skateboarding monumental.
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Nyjah Huston, switch heelflip to frontside tailslide down the Hubba, 2024 Paris Olympics
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Forever clean, backside smith grind, 2023, X-Games, Ventura, CA
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