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This documentary combining archive
footage and recent interviews tells the
true story of 1980s skateboard champion
Mark ‘Gator’ Rogowski, who is currently
serving a 31-year sentence for rape and
murder. The film follows Rogowski’s
—and the sport’s - rise to phenomenal
popularity in the 1980s and on to the
decline around 1990 of the spectacular
vertical skating style Rogowski practised.

The sudden drop in his popularity
and income has devastating effects on
Rogowski’s volatile, celebrity-addicted
personality. Washed up at 21, he tries to
hang on to success, displaying increasing
signs of instability: he punches a fan,
and in a state of extreme intoxication
jumps from a hotel window. He
changes his name to Mark Anthony,
then experiments with born-again
Christianity. Abandoned by his girlfriend,
he tortures and sodomises a young
woman he barely knows before killing
her. Rogowski immediately confesses,
is convicted and imprisoned.

The notoriety of Rogowski’s crime
(combined with the suicides and drug
charges that befall other skateboarders)
briefly associates the sport with sinister,
dangerous behaviour. Rogowski now
regrets his crime, while skateboarding
enjoys renewed worldwide popularity.

Two incompatible documentary genres
are uncomfortably brought together in
Stoked The Rise and Fall of Gator. For most
of its running time, the film is a sports
documentary, chronicling the early
history of skateboarding through vintage
footage and the biography of 1980s
champion Mark ‘Gator’ Rogowski. In the
last 20 minutes, however, it turns into a
true-crime story about Rogowski’s brutal
rape and murder of a young woman. The

Close to the edge: Mark Rogowski

juncture between the major part —all
acrobatic pool-and-ramp skateboarding,
accompanied by reminiscences about
the hedonistic American 1980s —and
the final section, which switches to

dry police testimony and blood-stained
forensics, is jarring and disturbing in

a way presumably not intended by
director-producer Helen Stickler.

It’s not that Stickler is an incapable
film-maker, though this is only her
second film (the first was Andre the
Giant Has a Posse, 1997, about skate-
punk iconography). The narrative
unfolds in a suspenseful and gratifying
way; she plants seeds throughout about
Rogowski’s mounting psychosis, his
unresolved rage towards his father
and how this fuelled first his reckless
skateboarding stunts, then his criminal
monstrosity. You're gripped by the
handsome Rogowski’s creepy personality,
as documented in some very strange
self-promotional home videos.

Stickler is also effective in depicting
the confused identity skateboarding
had in its early days, adrift somewhere
between displays of athletic prowess,
rock-star antics and street-smart
lawlessness —all further plagued by
the uncool demands of the commercial
sponsors. There’s a moral message here:
many of the interviewees emphasise the
irresponsibility of tossing huge sums of
money at unguided teenage idols, only to
abandon them to lonely unemployment
the minute their star has fallen.

Itis upsetting, none the less, that the
victim of this story, Jessica Bergsten, the
innocent woman tortured and murdered,
has somehow become the victim of this
film too. Since she was a part of neither
Rogowski’s nor of skateboarding’s
history, we are offered virtually no
insight into who Bergsten was. The
young woman is depicted as just a

rr;‘utilated body, an accessory for this real-
life American Psycho. It's easy to imagine
how the extremes of Rogowski’s story
might elicit a ‘wow!-this-would-make-a-
great-movie!’ response, but its complexity
required more imaginative, more
sensitive film-making than Stickler has
managed here. In following Rogowski ’s
story alone, and hearing him speak with
unpersuasive remorse, you are even
seized by the awful possibility that his
contrition may be just another attempt
to return to the spotlight.

In its peremptory treatment,
Bergsten’s tragedy is reduced to being
the sensational sauce for the grand finale
of ‘The Mark Rogowski Story’. Perhaps
the idea was to express the disconnection
between Rogowski and his victim, since
he, like us, barely knew her. But apart
from one emotional interview with the
ex-girlfriend who introduced the victim
to her murderer, the storytelling towards
the end of Stoked feels sensationalist
and heartless, particularly in the
gruesome close-ups of the young
woman'’s skeletal remains.

Stoked offers a kind of guilty pleasure
similar to those Channel Five crime-
history TV programmes which are
ostensibly about World War II but which
actually satisfy perverse curiosity about,
say, Nazi atrocities. The formulaic
skateboard-documentary style evinced
here - interviews with ageing skateboard
champs spliced with vintage shots
of Del Mar skeeter-boys flying across
empty swimming pools, as seen in 2001’s
Dogtown and Z-Boys by Stacy Peralta (also
interviewed in Stoked) —is so predictable
it now begs for a This Is Spinal Tap-style
skateboard mockumentary. Such a film
could refresh our enthusiasm for the
sport—as long as they leave out the
gruesome, tacked-on murder.

Gilda Williams
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