
  


  
    
      
    
  


  


  


  The physical landscape of Burning Man is a fascination — but of greater interest to culture watchers is the social landscape that forms there each year. What does this gathering mean to our modern times? Steven T. Jones is both a fearless explorer and the definitive guide in this astonishing terrain.


  
    	
      EthanWatters,

      author of Urban Tribes: A Generation Redefines Friendship, Family, and Commitment

    

  


  From hardcore charity to counterculture politics, from indie circus acts to professional electronic dance music, from sweet community to family backbiting, from massive fire art to tiny gestures of kindness, Steve Jones surveys and captures from an insiders perspective — without oversimplifying or trying to jam it all into an inappropriate pigeonhole — the bizarre wondrous effects as the world’s strangest art party morphed in the past decade to a rambling, multifaceted social movement whose effects on our culture are profound and growing.


  
    	Brian Doherty,

    author of This is Burning Man: The Rise of a New American Underground

  


  A razor-sharp, adoringly told insider’s account of the feral inventions, grand intentions and even grander egos that make up the world’s wildest neo-pagan desert bacchanal. Tribes is packed with journalistic zeal, inimitable characters and the spirit of radical adventure. And fire. Lots and lots of fire.


  
    	Mark Morford, columnist, San Francisco Chronicle,

    author of The Daring Spectacle: Adventures in Deviant Journalism

  


  I’m not a burner; never been to the event, will probably never go. But I was fascinated by the way Steven T. Jones explains how Burning Man is relevant — perhaps critical — to the larger progressive, artistic and alternative culture in America. The Tribes of Burning Man is an in-depth look at how one countercultural event is changing American society.


  
    	Tim Redmond, executive editor of The San Francisco Bay Guardian and author of Not in Our Backyard: The People and Events that Shaped America’s Modern Environmental Movement

  


  As Burning Man’s culture vulture, Steven T. Jones has had his dusty and playafied fingers on the pulse of nearly every Black Rock City zeitgeist moment from the past few years. With his “insider” Burner perspective, coupled with a sharp journalistic eye, Jones delves deep into the unique temporal society that rises up out of nowhere every year in the middle of the hot Nevada desert.


  
    	Adrian Roberts,

    editor of Burning Man Live: 13 Years of Piss Clear, Black Rock City’s Alternative Newspaper

  


  Burning Man is a remarkable artistic, social and political achievement cultivating life within and inciting the world beyond “the trash fence”. This is the story illuminated by Steven “Scribe” Jones in this page-turner on the “tribes” of Black Rock City, the greatest (temporary) city in the world. Like an embedded freak reporting from the front lines of experience, offering candid insights, his own, and that of the multitude of visionaries, dissidents and flaming aesthetes he’s met, Jones negotiates with considerable finesse controversies, campaigns and collaborations that have come to define Burning Man. Navigating life on and off “the playa”, and offering deep insights on the art, the politics and the cultural movement of Burning Man, this book is mandatory reading for Burners, and should be of great interest to many others besides.


  
    	Graham St John,

    author of Technomad: Global Raving Countercultures
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      Prologue: Setting Our Intention


      

      

      We sat in a circle in Infinite Kaos, an art and party warehouse in San Francisco’s gritty Tenderloin district, a group of a couple dozen mostly 30-something strangers who would come to feel like family. It was the summer of 2004 and we were planning to build the Opulent Temple, a sound-based theme camp at Burning Man. But first, we needed to get to know each other and make a plan.


      Syd Gris — who was both an aspiring child psychologist and San Francisco DJ and party promoter — led the meeting, asking us all to go around the room, introduce ourselves and maybe say how we came to be here, state an intention for this year’s Burning Man, and present our playa name if we had one. We were just waiting for a few more people to arrive, he said, we’ll start in a few minutes.


      My intention? My playa name? Hell, I barely knew what a theme camp was, except to know that they seemed to be the basic social building blocks of Black Rock City, the place where Burning Man is staged every August. And this time, in my newly adopted city of San Francisco — the city where Burning Man was born in 1986 — I knew that I wanted to be in a theme camp. I wanted to be a part of a tribe.


      During my only previous trip to Burning Man in 2001, my then-girlfriend Jennesa and I just tent-camped by ourselves, really not sure what we were getting ourselves into. We knew it was some big crazy party in Nevada’s Black Rock Desert, way off in the middle of nowhere. And as a journalist for big city alternative newsweeklies in California, I understood that it was an art festival popular with the counterculture, one that several people told me had changed their lives.


      Some of our friends in Sacramento worked for months in one of their backyards building a three-story scaffolding and wood structure they called the Castle of the Red Queen, my first exposure to a theme camp, something that provides a basic infrastructure for its members and artsy, interactive components for everyone else.


      But Jennesa and I decided to attend more or less on a whim, spending a couple hundred bucks each on tickets, and skimming the Burning Man Survival Guide to learn the basics: this was a participatory community (“no spectators”) with no commerce (a “gift economy”) that we build from scratch (“radical self-reliance”), animate while it exists (“radical self-expression”), and break down at the end (“leave no trace”), whatever that all really meant.


      So we gathered up some camping gear, costumes, drugs, food and water, and other essentials — forgetting many items that I would later consider essential, such as bikes and headlamps — loaded up her car, and headed toward Reno on a Wednesday night. Two hours past the last sign of city life, we saw Black Rock City shining off in the distance, across a long stretch of flatness they call “the playa.”


      As we drove slowly along the bumpy surface, past a series of signs with quotes and phrases that touched on that year’s “The Seven Ages of Man” art theme, we were awestruck by the alien landscape that we’d entered, a feeling that grew as we pulled up to the exotically beautiful strangers at the Greeter’s Station who told us “Welcome home,” made us roll around in the dust, hugged us deeply, and answered our question about where to find the walk-in camping area on the edge of this massive, temporal frontier town.


      This exotically alluring introduction to Burning Man replayed in my head as I watched my new Opulent Temple campmates mill around this weird warehouse, talking in small groups or seated alone, perhaps also pondering their intentions. I looked around the room and saw rigging hanging from the ceiling, pads set up to one side for yoga or something, several pairs of stilts leaning in a corner, and a lean guy with wild hair who seemed like he lived here cooking in a makeshift kitchen. But my mind again drifted back to the playa.


      Jennesa and I selected a camping spot far from anyone, quickly set up our tent and bed, then left on foot to explore and visit the Castle of the Red Queen, using the address we’d written down — on 2 o’clock, between The Child and The Lover — and the city map that the greeters had bestowed on us.


      As we walked, sober and wide-eyed as children, a pair of colorful cartoon bunnies hopped along the desert floor, looking over at us occasionally and munching on a bright orange carrot, some kind of light trick that I just couldn’t get my head around at the time, filling me with a sort of giddy, surreal wonderment that stayed with me all week.


      The surroundings began to get more densely populated when we saw a long zip-line hurling people down from a tower into a massive pad with a loud thunk, which a smiling guy in a top hat and waist-coat encouraged us to try, overcoming our initial reluctance and giving us our first of many thrills. And when we finally arrived at the Castle of the Red Queen, my lovely Jennesa was strapped to a whipping pole as the price for our admittance and given a bare-assed paddling by her good friend Vaughn Solo, before we were sent in to navigate the castle’s inner maze.


      What was this place and why had it taken me so long to come? Infinite Kaos’s testimonial circle — the people who would be my Castle, my tribe, Opulent Temple — began and people started offering their intentions, which seemed genuine and heartfelt, cutting through any lingering cynicism I might have felt about something that initially sounded a little silly and New Agey.


      They were coming to find their creativity, to let go of their egos, to dance and enjoy life; they had names like Dash, Sierra, Blue, and Captain Bastard; and it was almost my turn. I tried to listen and be present, to learn what was driving this warm group of people, but I had a hard time focusing, my mind replaying memories as it searched for my intention, and my new identity.


      My memories turned darker as I recalled getting up in the middle of the night to try to keep the strong winds from flattening our tent and flimsy shade structure; moments of frustration with the dust that permeated everything; the long, silent walks back to our remote, lonely campsite after a wild night; the emotional intensity that eventually proved too much for our still unstable relationship, breaking us up by the end. I hadn’t yet learned to embrace the chaos.


      And then my return to the real world, to a job I liked but a boss that I didn’t, followed a week later by 9/11 and those planes hitting the Pentagon and World Trade Center, changing everything. Suddenly, my role as a rabble-rousing progressive journalist became more pressing and intense and the world itself became scary and surreal, President George W. Bush elevated from harmless idiot to dangerous holy warrior.


      Then, suddenly back in the present, everyone was looking at me, patiently waiting for my introduction and intention, and I began to speak. I told them that I was Steven T. Jones, the city editor for the San Francisco Bay Guardian, and that this would be my second Burning Man but the first with a theme camp.


      I’m excited to be a part of creating Opulent Temple and getting to know all of you, and to take a little break from trying to save the world from our country’s imperialist leaders. God, that’s been so exhausting and disheartening, and can you believe Bush might actually get reelected?


      But anyway, my intention isn’t just to escape that world and my role as a writer, but to merge it with all the beautiful purposefulness and creativity that I’ve seen in San Francisco over the last year. I want to use that energy and let it inform my writing, to be a vessel for conveying what we’re trying to do here. So, for a playa name, well, I guess you can call me Scribe.


      



      


    

  


  
    
      

    


    
      Introduction: Welcome Home


      The essential history goes like this: After a few years of this weird little summer solstice beach party called Burning Man, the San Francisco police cracked down, so its stagers and supporters moved the event out to the Black Rock Desert in rural Nevada, a desiccated ancient lakebed now affectionately known as The Playa. And there, it grew and grew, every year, eventually morphing from scattershot frontier filled with freedom-loving freaks into a dynamic city of about 50,000 colorful souls — Black Rock City — that burns brightly for a week in late August and then disappears into dust after Labor Day.


      Well, it doesn’t really disappear — it sort of decamps. The theme camps and art collectives that make Black Rock City so dynamic — making its art, creating its soundtrack, offering its amenities, building its culture — have come to transcend the event and form year-round bonds back in their communities. After a quarter-century of annual events, these tribes have become the essence of Burning Man, perhaps more significant than the San Francisco-based company that stages the event, Black Rock City LLC, dubbed The Borg by some.


      The Man for which the event is named, the effigy that burns as the week reaches its climax, has no meaning, deliberately so, even as it has spawned a vast network of disparate, deliberate tribes, imbuing the central void with layers of meaning and purpose and helping to define the largest American counterculture of the new century — and maybe the most enduring one in history.


      I have been fortunate to enjoy a unique perspective on Burning Man just as it was entering its renaissance — which I and many others consider to be the years 2005-2010 — when the frontier town finally became a real city, with a vibrant, well-developed urban culture and a basic ethos that is embraced by a greater percentage of Black Rock City’s population than anywhere on earth. As that unfolded, I was in regular communication with everyone from event founder Larry Harvey, who was trying to nudge Burning Man toward greater sociopolitical relevance and impact, to countervailing forces like showman Chicken John and mad creator Jim Mason, the pair who led an artists’ rebellion in late 2004 that triggered my deep journalistic engagement with the event. I was taken into the bosom of the Flaming Lotus Girls to learn the fire arts and I helped build the party camps that hosted world-class DJs and seas of undulating dancers.


      I remember when I realized that Burning Man was having a profound effect on American culture, particularly in the countercultural realm that it draws from and feeds, those who feel they can create a better society than the one they’ve inherited. It was a moment that came in two parts, months apart from each other starting after the event in 2005, in telephone conversations from my office at the San Francisco Bay Guardian.


      “I’ve been to 20 Burning Mans and I’ve never seen a better one,” Larry Harvey told me after the event in 2005, during a conversation that later proved to be the first half of my revelation. But it wasn’t just the mind-blowing art, the great weather that year, the mushrooming crowd, the joyous party, or any of Burning Man’s physical features. “The group that came this year was a bit more noble in their intentions than any I’ve ever seen in a city this size,” Larry explained. “They’ve really absorbed the idea of participation.”


      Participation, that central tenet of the burner ethos: No Spectators. This city is created almost entirely by those who buy tickets and spend hundreds of dollars each for the privilege of building a city from scratch, so it is a reflection of their effort and intention. And the intentions of many who attended Burning Man 2005 were channeled in an unforeseeable and strangely fortuitous way when Hurricane Katrina slammed into Mississippi and Louisiana on the first day of the event.


      This natural disaster, compounded by the inept and uncaring response of President Bush and the federal government, resonated with the citizens of Black Rock City, a place filled with people who had turned themselves into experts in creative construction and destruction. After all, as Larry told me, the very skills, tools, and motivation needed to stage Burning Man each year were exactly what the Gulf Coast needed.


      So when a crew of committed, resourceful, and capable burners established an encampment down there, hundreds of burners followed, pitching in their time, sweat, and money to a nine-month project that became known as Burners Without Borders. “If that isn’t applying our ethos, I don’t know what is,” Larry told me then. “The very skills needed to survive at Burning Man are the skills needed to respond to a disaster.”


      It was indeed an impressive and empowering project, as I saw firsthand during a reporting trip down there, the details of which are in this book. But what was even more notable is what the experience spawned within the larger Burning Man experiment, changing it into something new and more purposeful. After Hurricane Katrina, BWB organized cleanup and rebuilding projects following massive earthquakes in Peru in 2008 and Haiti in 2010, each time doing countless hours of free work over many months for people in desperate need. But even those high-profile and headline-grabbing disaster response efforts were only a small part of what BWB was becoming, and BWB was only a small part of what Burning Man was becoming.


      “What we found in the wreckage of Katrina was anyone can make an enormous difference if they just choose to. Burning Man is such a key part of that experience,” said Tom Price, a BWB founder who called me in early 2006 to say, “Dude, we’re still here. It’s happening just like you wrote. We’re doing it,” luring me to the Gulf Coast to see what Larry had explained to me a few months earlier, which I wrote about in a series-capping article entitled, “Epilogue as Prologue.” It was those two conversations that awakened me to the larger potential of this community that I’d been enjoying and chronicling.


      “Going to Burning Man and learning how to interact with people the way that we do there is an incredible education in how to be effective in the world. Because you get to create your entire world. Everything you experience is created by you and the people around you,” Tom told me later.


      The value and potential of that can-do spirit that Burning Man cultivates was echoed in San Francisco that same fall, when it manifested in the art of Black Rock City finally returning home to the city where the event was born, thanks to another new burner offshoot known as the nonprofit Black Rock Arts Foundation.


      “It felt like there was a lot of serendipity at that point in time, and for BRAF it was a launching venture,” Leslie Pritchett, BRAF’s first executive director, said of the rapid series of events that saw three high-profile burner sculptures — David Best’s Temple at Hayes Green, Michael Christian’s Flock, and Passage by Karen Cusolito and Dan Das Mann — placed in separate showcase spots around San Francisco within a six-month period.


      By doing temporary art placements using fundraising and volunteer labor from within the Burning Man world, BRAF was able to break through the slow and bureaucratic process of placing public art in San Francisco, convincing city officials that they were easily able to tap into something real cool, in the process elevating the stature of what some had started calling the “Burning Man School of Art.”


      “The biggest issue was cost, but we were able to handle it because of the Burning Man networks. A lot of people came together to make this happen,” Leslie later told me. “It demonstrated to me and a lot of people that art projects can bring a lot of energy to a city.”


      That energy could even be applied to the emerging field of clean energy. Tom went on to become Burning Man’s first environmental director, then founding a burner-staffed organization called Black Rock Solar that figured out how to build renewable energy projects for public agencies and nonprofits at little or no cost. Meanwhile, BWB co-founder Carmen Mauk continued to guide that group and expand its reach into a wide variety of micro-projects around the world, from an anti-poverty project in Kenya to a sustainable commerce network in New York City to artist-created fire circles on the Ocean Beach in San Francisco.


      “This is what Tom Price and I were talking about in the very beginning, when we were standing on a mountain of rubble after Katrina, that if we do this right and seed this idea right and we seed this creativity, then it’s possible to make a difference and solve problems on this side of the trash fence,” Carmen told me, using a phrase referring to outside the borders of Black Rock City that has become increasingly common among burners, a way to start talking about the impacts of the event on the rest of the world. “It’s going to start to change the event and it’s going to start to change this community in ways that are totally unexpected.”


      After more than a quarter-century of Burning Man events, more than 300,000 people from around the world have attended and taken the experience back into their communities. People have developed a larger view of themselves and what is possible, forming into tribes to pursue huge art projects, pool their resources and expand their social circles, or to create entirely new lifestyles and ways of relating to each other and the world. From San Francisco to New York City to Denver to Oakland to New Orleans to Los Angeles to Austin, Texas — places you’ll visit in this book — Burning Man is helping to shape the new American counterculture in interesting and promising ways.


      Black Rock City and its citizens have evolved over the years, growing from a strange and indefinable gathering into something that is now best understood as a city, one of the world’s great cities during the week it exists, and as a culture that continues year-round in other great cities around the world, affecting them in ways large and small. And it is a story that is still continuing to unfold.


      



      


    

  


  
    
      

    


    
      Foreword: Defining My Terms


      Before I tell the story, let me define a couple of key terms and their relevance to this book, particularly my use of “tribe” and “counterculture,” both imprecise words that largely depend on their context. But they also seem like the best words to describe what I think is important about Burning Man post-2004.


      A definite tribal aesthetic crept its way into the fashions and costumes of Burning Man in the early 2000s, with the “feather and leather” look popularized by camps such as El Circo and designers like the late Tiffa Nova becoming a popular burner look by 2006. And there’s certainly something inherently tribal about this particular pow-wow, where groups from across the land come to dance around big fires.


      But neither meaning was what I had in mind when I chose the title for this book. I meant to convey the most basic definition of a tribe, that of a division of society whose members share certain customs, beliefs, and leadership, even if that leadership is disbursed among members in a non-hierarchical fashion.


      Rather than the ethnic tribes of Native Americans or Afghanis, I was thinking more about the extended social groups from big cities across the country that developed a family-like cohesiveness, as writer Ethan Watters discussed in his acclaimed 2003 book, Urban Tribes: A generation redefines friendship, family, and commitment. (the paperback version even had a new and more intriguing subhead: Are friends the new family?)


      In fact, Watters is also a San Franciscan who attends Burning Man, a fact that greatly informs his work and his coining of the term “Urban Tribe.” The year-round planning and preparation for Burning Man — and the deep interpersonal connections that are forged or strengthened on the playa — was some of the strongest glue that bound his tribe and others together.


      “’Whatever happened to getting married?’ I asked a carful of friends. This was half a dozen years ago while we were on our way to Burning Man. The U-Haul trailer we were pulling carried two dozen eight-foot lengths of two-by-fours, thirty bedsheets, a couple hundred yards of rope, thirty cases of beer, and all the other makings of our homegrown art project,” was how Watters began his first chapter.


      He then explored the social dynamics of these tribes, which had become like surrogate families for many big city denizens, and profiled and discussed a wide variety of tribes from big cities across the U.S. It was a fairly new phenomenon that was related to the fact that many young urban residents were delaying marriage until their 30s and 40s. Watters saw important social significance in how these tribes formed and behaved.


      “That the meaning and momentum of an urban tribe might exist outside the combined strength of the individual friendships — that the tribe might have a life of its own — was one distinction these groups had from groups of friends one might have at other points in life,” Watters wrote.


      Urban tribes can exist in many forms, but as Burning Man endured and became an annual pilgrimage for a growing number of people — particularly in the Bay Area, its most fertile breeding ground — I realized that the event had spawned a fascinating and interconnected network of these urban tribes, many of which had a life and longevity that was beyond the control of any of the individual members who cycled through them over the years. And Burning Man was a touchstone for these groups, in cities through the world.


      “You can go all over the country and meet people connected to the Burning Man culture, and you feel a real and instant kinship with them,” Watters told me in 2010 as we discussed the intersection of his book and mine. Since he explored the question in 2003, Burning Man had both fed and been fed by the social dynamics that Watters discovered.


      Could Burning Man really have achieved the longevity and continuing dynamism that it did if there weren’t these urban tribes to create it anew every year? And could these urban tribes have continued for so long without an event like Burning Man and its projects to rally around? The energy of the two sides certainly kept the coin spinning.


      And what began to interest me even more was this question: Is Black Rock City best understood as a well-developed urban culture, a city comprised of myriad urban tribes from around the world that pull together for one week out of the year, but continue to shape their surroundings year-round?


      “It is a book-worthy question,” Watters told me, giving me a few things to think about as I explored the question, from the role the playa’s challenging environment plays in shaping tribes to the importance of women in triggering this new generation’s “ambient energy” to the fact that “these groups can produce as much human capital as you put into them.”


      These tribes became incredibly important in the lives of many of their members, altering their conception of themselves and the world in which they lived. The culture that Burning Man helped create began to have a real and tangible impact on San Francisco and other cities. These tribes, and their values and rituals, were altering the culture in their cities.


      Eric Meyers, a longtime burner who is one of the editors who generously donated his time to improving this book, took issue with my “counterculture” label, arguing that it was the American culture itself that Burning Man was helping to shape, not simply those who actively resist the larger culture.


      “I also feel that BRC is the farthest thing from counterculture out there — cuz it’s not anti-anything. It’s more of a parallel culture or a benign shadow culture or an alternative culture,” he wrote to me, a point that you’ll hear event founder Larry Harvey echo later in this book.


      And it was a good point, but one that I don’t quite agree with, mostly because I think people are drawn to Burning Man precisely because of its countercultural attributes, and they are what have the most powerful and transformative impact on those who attend. Black Rock City stands apart from the larger world — indeed, that’s what makes it so special to people and so enduring.


      Within a capitalist world, our personas and social standing are often derived from the job we hold or career we have chosen (which itself is often limited by our class and family connections), our environments are usually regulated by corporate or government entities, and many of our daily social interactions are actually economic transactions. We aren’t exactly who we really are, so most burners refer to this as the Default World.


      The central tenets of Burning Man stand starkly opposed to such paradigms — indeed, deliberately challenging them. Participants are encouraged to build the city of their dreams with almost no regulations or limitations, most economic transactions are prohibited in favor of a gift economy, and the encouragement of “radical self-expression” allows participants to pick any persona they choose (right down to picking a new “playa name” if they’d like), while the twin ethos of self-reliance and participation create the expectation of a far more engaged citizenry than the real world asks of us.


      In 2004, writers Ken Goffman (aka R.U. Sirius) and Dan Joy weighed in on defining the term with their book Counterculture Through the Ages: From Abraham to Acid House, seeing the same distinction that I’m trying to make: that there are aspects to countercultures that define them by more than just distance from the dominant culture.


      As they write, “…we reject the definition of counterculture as simply any lifestyle that differs from the prevailing culture. Clearly, the definition of counterculture is up for grabs, but we contend that, whatever their differences, there is a singular mutual intention motivating nearly all who defined themselves in countercultural terms up until the last few years. They were all anti-authoritarian or nonauthoritarian. Our defining vision asserts that the essence of counterculture as a perennial historical phenomenon is characterized by the affirmation of the individual’s power to create his own life rather than accepting the dictates of surrounding social authorities and conventions, be they mainstream or subcultural. We further assert that freedom of communication is an essential characteristic of counterculture, since affirmative contact holds the key to liberating each individual’s creative power.”


      That last notion is at the very core of Burning Man. When someone decides to make fire art with the Flaming Lotus Girls or build a dance camp with Opulent Temple or build the outlines of Black Rock City with the Department of Public Works or create a camp and weird art project from scratch with a bunch of their friends, they choose what kind of person they want to be in this strange new world. They choose how to express whatever creative energy they feel welling up inside of them.


      Goffman and Joy overtly place Burning Man on their list of modern countercultures: “Punks, avant-garde artists, the hip-hop underground, anti-globalization activists and Black Bloc anarchists, Wired-reading technoculturalists and hacks, club culture trendoids, conscious rappers, educated psychedelicists, Burning Man, modern primitives with steel implants and piercings dangling from every organ, denizens of the sexual underground, pagans, postmodern academics, funkateer, New Agers, riot grrls, slackers, ravers, natty dreadsters, Zen Buddhists, Gnostics, lonely iconoclasts, Deadheads, poetry slammers, Goths, tree huggers, libertines, and libertarians — all are sometimes defined (and self-defined) as countercultural.”


      Yet it doesn’t feel quite right to place Burning Man on a list that is actually comprised of many of Black Rock City’s component groups of citizens. Indeed, many of the thousands of theme camps at the event overtly define themselves with many of the labels above, from the dance camp ravers to Death Guild denizens to the polyamorous players of Space Virgins.


      In a society that generally restricts the activities and reach of countercultures, Burning Man courts and magnifies smaller subcultures, giving them a home and base of operations. Perhaps that’s why Burning Man has endured for so much longer than most countercultures, because it isn’t a counterculture as much as a space that reflects and helps shape a wide variety of distinct subcultures, ultimately giving these disparate groups a bit of shared culture, uniting them into a new American counterculture.
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      Part I — Rebirth (2004-05)


      Monday, August 29, 2004


      A light breeze rustles our tent, beckoning me from sleep. There’s that waking moment when you’re sometimes not sure where you are, particularly after a night of partying, when the morning haze is thickest. But between the floating feel of the air mattress that Rosie and I are warmly nestled into and the powdery smell of alkaline dust in the air, I know exactly where I am. I’m at Burning Man, a thought that makes me giddy with anticipation about the day to come.


      “Sweetie,” I coo to my still slumbering girlfriend. “Wanna get up?”


      She grumbles at me to go back to sleep, turning her back to me and pulling me in to spoon up behind her. That’s how we sleep, cuddled up, flipping the spoon back and forth throughout the night. Rosie feels warm and good, but I’m buzzing, unable to sleep, like a kid on Christmas morning.


      Mmm, her body feels sumptuous, arousing me, and I think about the hot sex that we had yesterday afternoon, our first day at Burning Man 2004, madly making love and then giggling intimately, freshly but deeply in love, as a sound system in a neighboring camp blasted an extended version of the Peaches song “Fuck the Pain Away.”


      I kiss her neck and begin to caress her thighs, pressing myself against her, but she clearly isn’t ready to be awake yet, so I whisper into her ear, “I’m getting up.” Rosie sags to the floor as I climb out of our bed and I make a mental note to pump the air mattress up later.


      Fishing through my bag for the sarong, I suddenly have to take a piss, so I just grab my dusty Utili-kilt off the floor and hurry out of the tent, naked. Our porch — with Astro-turf for a floor, a large steel carport for a roof, and sun- and wind-shielding walls made of canvas dropcloths decorated with acrylic paint — is cluttered from last night. It’s a good thing the wind never picked up or the cans, cigarette and clove packs, ash tins, and other detritus would have been scattered all over the playa, shamefully transformed into MOOP, or Matter Out Of Place, the burner colloquial term for litter.


      I toss my kilt onto a chair, creating a small dust cloud, briefly consider going all the way to the Porta-Potties, and opt for a patch of open playa about 15 feet from the tent. After a few steps, I crunch into a perfect little patch of playa, cracked and corn-flaked, a lunar-landscape that was probably untouched by humans since the last Burning Man. Crunch, crunch, a few more steps, and I’m peeing, relieved, utterly content.


      Time to make some art. I draw a big circle with my urine, give him a head, try make an eye with a quick flip of my wrist, and then do a zig-zag down his back, and fill in the body until I’m empty. There, a dinosaur. A Playasaurus Rex. Rowrrrrrrr!


      Scanning the landscape, I see that lots of people have arrived overnight, filling in the city. The event officially began at midnight and we saw and heard them streaming in all night, yipping and hollering and laughing, honking to their camps as they arrive, both sides greeting the other warmly, the arrivals saying how happy they are to be here and their campmates telling them, “Welcome home.”


      It’s great to have an early arrival pass for setting up our big sound camp, Opulent Temple of Venus. We only had about 20 passes and they were claimed by the informally named OT A-team, the core group that had done most of the work planning the camp, throwing the fundraisers, and loading all our shit into the huge rental truck that we partially unloaded yesterday. The other 60 or so people in our camp would be rolling in all week.


      I breathe in the thick, warm air, filling my lungs as far as they’ll go, exhaling, enjoying the feel of sun and a gentle breeze on my exposed body. A beautiful young woman, tan and nude, emerges from a tent in the next camp, maybe 100 feet away, shakes her long braided hair, stretches her arms to the sky, sees me looking at her, and gives me a sly smile and little flutter-finger wave.


      And for that moment, we connect, two naked strangers, neighbors in a weird and wonderful city in the process of being born. She disappears behind a dome, I glance at my fading Playasaurus, smiling to myself as I head over to finally put my kilt on and get this day underway.


      My large pockets are still filled from yesterday: work gloves, pocketknife, several zip-ties, goggles. I grab my green plastic bottle, empty the last of a 2.5-gallon water jug into it, and head back to the tent to get another one. Rosie seems to be stirring a little so I cuddle up next to her.


      “It’s a beautiful day out there,” I tell her, almost singing it.


      She smiles and pulls out her earplugs. “Okay, I’m up,” she says, feigning grumpiness but still smiling.


      “Great. I’ll make us breakfast. Oatmeal?” I offer.


      She nods, we kiss, I grab one of 15 rectangular water containers stacked in the corner of our six-person nylon tent and head out to make breakfast. In the tent next ours along the very back of the camp’s property line, Syd and Kelly seemed to be sleeping still.


      There also doesn’t seem to be any activity around “The Lawn,” the shaded common area for Dash, Blue, and Geeno, who each had their own tents on the edge of the green turf. And in front of me are scattered dome tents belonging to people that I’m not sure if I know, several that went up overnight. I really only know about half the people I’ve met, and of those, I only know about half of their names.


      As I boil water on our camp stove and putter around the porch, signs of life begin to emerge. Rosie steps out of the tent wearing a shiny silver outfit that she bought a couple weeks ago at Piedmont Boutique on Haight Street, a ridiculously expensive store that caters to strippers and burners and where Rosie spent hundreds of dollars.


      “Mimosas?” She offers brightly.


      “Hmm,” I ponder. “Is that a good idea? We have a big work day in front of us.”


      It’s Rosie’s first Burning Man and I feel a need to watch out for her. In 2001, I watched people go down hard from drinking and I know how important it is to drink a lot of water, limit the booze, and stay hydrated out here in this moisture-sucking environment.


      “We’re on vacation,” she says with a smile and I really can’t argue with that.


      “Absolutely,” I say. “I’ll open the bottle.”


      “I’ll get the cups and OJ.”


      After we finish our oatmeal, Rosie offers to do the dishes, but our plastic wash basin has some nasty water in it from last night, so I take it over the big evaporation pond next to the shower stalls that I helped build yesterday. The pond is simply a black plastic tarp, maybe 10 by 20 feet, with the edges wrapped around two-by-fours and stapled on.


      I survey the camp. The kitchen next to the shower stalls seems mostly up, a walled carport with tables for food preparation and a sink setup for doing dishes. Mmm, camp dinners start tonight. Two more large carports create the nearby shade structure and chill area, filled with old carpet, couches, and cushions.


      Next to that is a large, white geodesic chill dome, and behind that is the nascent dance area, the focus of today’s work, and beyond that is the open playa, spreading across the horizon as far as I can see. I can’t wait for tomorrow night when we turn on the sound, bringing the dance parties that we’ve been throwing as fundraisers in San Francisco to this exotic location.


      What really sealed the deal for Rosie and me to join Opulent Temple was the party Syd threw early that summer out at Kelly’s Mission Rock. Four rooms, two indoor and two out, just thumping infectious beats all night long on the edge of the San Francisco Bay, everyone looking scrumptious in their burner finery — shiny skimpy tops, short skirts topped by elaborate utility belts, shirts embroidered with tribal touches, fake fur shoulder shrugs, frills and feathers inserted here and there, stomper boots still with traces of playa dust — smiling, high, grooving.


      And now, here we are, weeks of work about to give way to the greatest party on the planet. Walking back to my camp, I notice that Syd is up and puttering around his porch, so I give him a little smile-nod and go to drop off the wash basin with Rosie.


      “Bacon?” offers a young woman walking through camp with a tray of piggy goodness.


      “Yes, thanks,” I say, taking a piece, giving her a warm hug, and letting her proceed to serve others.


      I hand Rosie the tub, she freshens my mimosa, and I tell her that I’m going to go chat with Syd. “Oh, I’ll come with you,” she replies, “but first, sunscreen.” And we slather ourselves with lotion from face to toe, doing each other’s backs, filling our waters, completing our morning ritual before walking over to Syd’s camp, hand in hand.


      “Good morning,” Syd says, with his understated gusto. “It’s a beautiful day here in Black Rock City.”


      “Indeed it is, my friend,” I say, suddenly filled with joy at the declaration. Rosie heads into the tent to chat with Kelly, and Syd and I discuss the work ahead of us today: place the DJ booth and stabilize the decks, set up the four shadow boxes and eight glowing columns that will form the edges of the dance area, finish the flaming archway and get our fire permit to operate it, decorate the chill areas with the bags full of fabric and frills, and help Temple of Venus raise their temple and tower.


      “And then tonight,” Syd says, “A-team prowls the playa.”


      ~ Editor’s Note: This day continues, in the next year, in the next Part ~


      [image: sketch_ditl_divider.tif]


      Bush Pushes as the Playa Pulls


      It was a gloomy day in San Francisco, like the whole town was hung over. Most of us probably were. What else could you really do but drink as the Fall 2004 election returns rolled in? We woke up achingly aware that Americans had actually validated this naked emperor, George W. Bush, as our president, and rewarded him with a second term.


      After washing the stink of several dour campaign parties off of me, I headed into work at the Bay Guardian. This was an independent, progressive newspaper that openly scorned Bush and we had fought hard before the election, pushing on the boundary between journalism and activism with our cover story “Ten things you can do to help defeat Bush and save the country.”


      We didn’t feel bad for so aggressively singling out one politician, or even the de facto backing of a Democrat we didn’t much like. Our assessments were backed by years of solid reporting on how Bush had plundered the country and made the world hate us. After giving the rich a huge tax break and placing capitalists in charge of regulating their industries, the Bush Administration used 9/11 as a pretext for extrajudicial killings and kidnappings, torture and other gross human rights violations, and two disastrous wars sold with calculated lies.


      With a record like that, I didn’t understand how he might actually be reelected, a possibility we labored mightily to prevent. But now, it was over.


      I thought about “Ten things…,” a project that I had conceived and executed with help from others on staff. It ran in early August, even before the traditional political season began, a clarion call to oust Bush on the grounds that he was a war criminal, a pawn for powerful oligarchs, and a proven liar and incompetent.


      Yet personally, I was feeling a little guilty at the time as I prepared for my second trip to Burning Man, that annual festival of countercultural creativity and glee. There were good arguments being made all year that we ought to be putting the time, energy, and resources that we were using on this weeklong art party in the Black Rock Desert into defeating Bush.


      The most poignant call came from John Perry Barlow, the former Grateful Dead lyricist and founder of the Electronic Frontier Foundation, who circulated an essay calling for people not to go to Burning Man: “If someone like Karl Rove had wanted to neutralize the most creative, intelligent, and passionate members of the opposition, he’d have a hard time coming up with a better tool than Burning Man. Exile them to the wilderness, give them a culture in which alpha status requires months of focus and resource-consumptive preparation, provide them with metric tons of psychotropic confusicants, and then…ignore them. It’s a pretty safe bet that they won’t be out registering voters, or doing anything that might actually threaten electoral change, when they have an art car to build.”


      In the case of my camp, Opulent Temple, instead of an art car it was a huge steel DJ booth, along with several big fundraiser dance parties in San Francisco to generate the $20,000 we needed to rock the desert with a wall of sound. But the point was the same and it was a good one that also bothered our camp founder, DJ/promoter Syd Gris.


      Syd and I bonded over progressive politics probably even more than we did the great parties that he threw in San Francisco. Just about everyone we knew hated Bush, but Syd was the only DJ I knew who so directly infused politics into his nightlife schtick, opening his gig-plugging e-mails with socialist rants and often doing consciousness-raising midnight rituals at his parties. It actually really bothers some of our fellow partiers and DJs, but I’m a radicalized political junkie, so I’ve always admired and connected with it.


      “Bush was in office, the country was at war, things were fucked up and our community of smart, awesome people were putting their resources into Burning Man rather than social action,” Syd told me later, recalling that pivotal, poignant year. He had also read Barlow’s essay and addressed it directly in his missives at the time.


      “That was sobering and it definitely got me thinking. And where I came through, in that little thing I wrote, is we do this because this one event feeds the human spirit in ways, well, I don’t know any other way to be that. It fuels you up to get through the rest of the year and have a little hope in mankind. And that was certainly one of my first reactions to Burning Man is it renewed my faith in people.”


      It’s the reaction that many people have to the event. We are awed by the seemingly limitless creativity and goodwill that Burning Man puts on display every August, which is such a marked contrast to the real world, particularly under the criminally overreaching Bush Administration. Yes, we should fight them, but we did fight them in great numbers during his march to the ill-fated Iraq War, and it didn’t matter. So, for many people, it was tough to devote our lives to helping Democratic presidential nominee John Kerry report for duty.


      We knew Barlow was presenting a false choice. If we could trade Burning Man for Bush’s downfall, most of us would have done so willingly. But would that have happened if we’d gone to New York City to protest the Republican National Convention instead of spending that week on the playa? Doubtful.


      Still, maybe that’s why I pushed this cover story so hard. Was I trying to assuage my own guilt or maybe urging our readers to pick up my slack while I was partying on the playa? All I know is that I desperately wanted Bush gone and I was aghast it was even a close contest. All fall, the Guardian unloaded at his regime with both barrels — and I probably wrote more words in that quest than anyone.


      And still Bush won. Sitting in my messy office, ignoring the periodically ringing telephone, looking over the detritus of a busy few months — desk piled with press releases and stories marked up with my edits, manila folders labeled “the case for impeachment” or “corporate crimes” filled with documents, long checked-off-to-do lists — the words rang in my head: and still Bush won. Never had an incumbent president presented such an easy target, never had so many millions of Americans mobilized so passionately to push for electoral change, and still Bush won. It was depressing, maddening, dispiriting, unbelievable.


      But there was one thing I was thankful for: that I’d gone to Burning Man anyway. At least I had that, those beautiful memories and intimate connections with good, interesting, life-affirming people. Lost in a moment of blissful reverie, I studied the Opulent Temple photo montage that was the screen saver on my computer: Rosie and I in front of The Man, Syd spinning records in the DJ booth, people feeling their musical bliss, smiling faces, crazy costumes, inspired artworks, fire. Ah. Then I snapped back to the present reality. Bush. Us against the world. A rainy day. Of course it was raining, but I still needed to attend the late afternoon anti-war rally.


      My arrival in San Francisco had been tightly intertwined with peace marches. I first saw the Guardian ad for a city editor on a packed Muni train en route to the massive march in January 2003, when about 100,000 people filled Market Street for miles. Two months later, during my second week on the job, Bush invaded Iraq and mine was one of 2,000 arrests on a massive day of protest. I fell instantly in love with my new city and its creative expressions of people power. But this was still Bush’s country, even if we voted for Kerry and protested the war.


      It was probably good that the anti-war movement wasn’t giving up, but I felt only dread about covering the event. It was going to be a joyless march, a real antithesis to all the beauty and wonder that San Francisco and Burning Man had inspired in me and others. Things seemed bleak, dismal, hopeless — but even though I couldn’t see it at the time, the conditions were right for a transformation.


      Planting Seeds


      The seeds of change were already planted in the playa in 2004, but they were just beginning to sprout, so it was easy to miss them.


      The transformation of Black Rock City from a frontier into a city may have begun in 1997, when the civic infrastructure and rules were first instituted, but it took some time for that change and others to really affect the culture.


      “Between 1999 and 2004 is when a lot of this stuff hit maturity, and then in 2004 it really took off,” says Marian Goodell, an LLC board member since 1996, when she was dating Larry Harvey and he brought her onto the management team.


      Another member of the six-person board, city manager Harley Dubois, said they created “enough structure so people could thrive and grow” and then sought to just protect Burning Man and let people develop it organically: “We saw something that was beautiful and we nurtured it and protected it and didn’t let it get corrupted.”


      Marian was most enthused with the network of Burning Man’s regional contacts and events that had been growing in cities around the world since 1998, a loose confederation that encouraged Black Rock City LLC to more overtly define the burner ethos, something they it later did by adopting the 10 Principles, an official statement of the community’s values.


      Whenever would-be burner leaders popped up in communities from Austin, Texas and Vancouver, British Columbia, Marian gave them burningman.com email aliases and advice on how to create networks and events. But the various communities differed in their organizational abilities and ethos, and when Marian and Larry had to keep fielding questions about Burning Man’s values, Larry decided in 2004 to develop the 10 Principles while on vacation in Mexico.


      “The 10 Principles were written to give a statement of values to the regionals,” Marian recalls. “It was 100 percent for the regionals.”


      But the explanations of the 10 Principles — Radical Inclusion, Gifting, Decommodification, Radical Self-Reliance, Radical Self-Expression, Communal Effort, Civic Responsibility, Leaving No Trace, Participation, and Immediacy — also helped define what Burning Man was about, dispelling some of the myths and misconceptions about the culture and forming a common understanding that its participants could then build on.


      “That’s not an ideology. It’s a description of a value system,” Larry later told me. “They are descriptive of a phenomenon that had already occurred, rather than prescriptive.”


      For Larry, that phenomenon of Burning Man was born in San Francisco’s Bohemian underground, with its artists, thinkers, weirdos, builders, and other free spirits.


      “I think we’ve preserved all the good things about Bohemian culture,” Larry said, comparing burner culture to the French impressionists of the 19th century and their artistic apprenticeships, while also noting how the ethos and technological advances of San Francisco and the Silicon Valley fed Burning Man, causing new ideas and understandings of the event to be rapidly spread through the Internet.


      “When they were looking for those principles,” Marian said of the regional contacts, “they were looking for that vocabulary.”


      For example, a ban on commerce at Burning Man had been in place since the 1990s, but it wasn’t clear to everyone what that meant. As late at 2002, most of the bars on the playa were set up on the barter system, in which drinkers would be expected to make an offering of some kind to the bartender.


      “The barter bar stuff bugged the fuck out of Larry,” Marian said, noting that he addressed the issue in a Burning Man newsletter in 2002, spelling out more fully the concept of gifting. Similarly, the “no spectators” notion was still evolving, from condemnation of those not wearing silly costumes to a more expansive notion of “participation,” which included devotion of time, energy, and creativity to the event.


      Yet many burners didn’t even become aware of the 10 principles for years after they were unveiled. Many of the newly emerging tribes — particularly those in the up-and-coming sound camp world that had almost no working relationship with Larry and the Borg, which had a barely concealed hostility toward “the ravers” — were evolving on their own.


      San Francisco-based Lush Camp rocked the key corner of 2 o’clock and Esplanade in 2004, going big and then collapsing, never to return. Neighboring El Circo was also developing a storied reputation for great music, circus-style performances, and a pioneering feather-and-leather tribal fashion aesthetic. Across the playa, Illuminaughty was one of the biggest draws.


      The hottest and most venerable mobile sound party was SF-based Space Cowboys, a camp formed in 1996 whose Unimog vehicle and big stable of top DJs could create dance parties at the coolest art pieces, the concept behind their signature Friday night Hoedown event.


      “For the Hoedown, we’d find the biggest, baddest art project that was also near porta-potties,” said Chip Corwin, aka DJ Mancub, a Space Cowboy since 1999 and native of Baton Rouge, Louisiana. “Back then, nobody had DJs on their art cars.”


      But by 2004, the Unimog, Garage Mahal, and other sound-pumping art cars were like rolling dance parties. And by using FM transmitters that were first introduced to the playa by the Space Cowboys, the art cars could circle their wagons anywhere on the playa, sync up their sound systems, and get everyone dancing to world-class DJs, who were just starting to flock to Burning Man in those years.


      And then there was The Deep End, which came to develop a singular slot in Black Rock City’s sound pantheon: the afternoon dance party. Sure, there was sound to be found all day, and huge dance parties along the radial streets of 10 and 2 all night long. But there was just something decadent about a popular day party.


      “The whole day party thing somewhat came by accident. We just got out there, decided we liked serving drinks and playing music by day — then going out and exploring at night,” says camp founder Clark Hamon, a DJ who goes by Clarkie.


      The Deep End started in 2002 as a merger of three camps that had been located near each other along 9 o’clock the previous year, playing off the Floating World theme by creating a pool, tiki bar, and lifeguard stand. But by 2004, which Clarkie considers “a breakout year for us,” The Deep End had solidified its status as the best day party on the playa.


      Yet it wasn’t just great music, which started to include big name DJs. And it wasn’t the overhead water lines that misted the big crowd of beautiful, writhing, smiling dancers glistening in the afternoon sun. There was also a bar, a free bar. All you needed was a cup and a friendly bartender would fill it.


      “The Deep End changed the way people looked at the gifting economy — especially where it comes to bars. Before we came along, it was much more like barter. What did we do? We gifted an entire bar all day long with smiles on our faces,” Clarkie later wrote in an email to his camp members.


      That was an important aspect to many Deep Enders, who repeatedly emphasized this aspect of the camp.


      “We all very much enjoyed daytime fun in the sun. We also didn’t like the prominent idea at the time of Burning Man as a barter and sometimes agro culture. We wanted to fill what we felt was a bit of a void on the playa at the time — an upbeat, friendly, daytime party that we gift to others without expectations of anything in return but a smile and a good attitude,” longtime Deep Ender Christian Galindo told me.


      “Then 2005 to 2008,” Clarkie told me, “we just saw our crowds explode and I would say The Deep End somewhat became an institution at Burning Man.”


      The artists and Borg insiders had long given much of themselves to the event, but then the dance partiers also started to get into the act, a move that wasn’t initially appreciated by many elements of the larger Burning Man culture. But it was part of the transformation that was beginning to unfold.


      Building Connections


      If nothing else, Burning Man is about collaboration. Nobody can realize their vision alone, so they team up with others to make it happen. The newbies often just latch onto the coolest and most capable people they know, and the ones who really want to create something special on the playa pay close attention and then find the partners they need to pursue their visions.


      That was how an aspiring child psychologist named Adam really became Syd Gris, the San Francisco-based DJ and party promoter who fathered Opulent Temple, which became the biggest dance club on the playa from 2005 to 2010. But first, Syd needed to learn a few things and grow his community.


      In 2002, he camped with Garage Mahal — a camp I would join years later — helping build an art car in Captain Ken’s Mill Valley workshop. Ken could build anything and had made his living engineering television commercials, discovering Burning Man later in life than many, but taking to it with youthful gusto. He had an awesome set of tools, a compound of a property on which to create, and a nurturing yet no-nonsense manner.


      “That was a good introduction to how to work on a Burning Man project,” Syd later told me. He had just gotten laid off from his job, had time to kill, and poured himself into the project. Like so many thousands of other theme camp minions, Syd listened to his elders and learned: “He was the captain and I followed orders.”


      The result was a double-decker art car dance floor, with a bar, DJ booth, crow’s nest, and the Indian elephant god Ganesh under a disco ball in front. Rosie and I quickly became enthralled with this rolling dance party in 2004. When we saw its elevated red triangles moving across the playa, we would race to catch it, even dropping our bikes if need be. It was a trigger for such wonderful and crazy memories, a gift to the community that brought people together.


      “I bought in — hook, line, and sinker — to the ethos of the event and that’s this community-generated vehicle for artistic expression and this one week of alternative lifestyle,” Syd said of his early years. “Freaks being allowed to be freaks for a week and having a place where you can explore different parts of yourself.”


      But it wasn’t Syd’s project. He just helped, just as he would do with the first incarnation of Opulent Temple in 2003: Opulent Temple of Kaos. Syd was DJing and hosting dance parties in clubs and underground warehouses around San Francisco under his Opel Productions banner when he met Rich Martin, a builder and techie who brought Syd into the project.


      Rich had come from the Midwest for the San Francisco lifestyle, which he embraced with his two queer life partners. He was good-looking, often gruff and enigmatic, but an incredibly capable welder and designer, if sometimes a little overly ambitious. Rich worked out of The Shipyard in Berkeley, the burner-populated machine shop founded by Jim Mason and Charlie Gadeken, where the Opulent Temple of Kaos crew helped him that year, as well as working in the Infinite Kaos art space in the gritty heart of San Francisco’s Tenderloin.


      “Rich was working with them and he approached me to help because he knew I threw parties and could fundraise and that I was interested, somehow,” Syd said. “But they drove that year. In the same way that I was an apprentice to Ken, I was in the passenger’s seat on the first Opulent Temple with Infinite Kaos. Now, they lived up to their name and it was a very chaotic process and it drove me nuts, so in 2004, Rich and I said, well, we can do this.”


      As Rich put it to me one day when we were working together, he picked Syd because he “wasn’t full of shit.” They became sort of co-leaders of Opulent Temple — Rich would build a project every year, tapping the camp for money and manpower; Syd handled overall camp logistics, fundraising, and creating the dance camp that he always wanted to see at Burning Man.


      “For Rich, it meant, Syd, you can raise money and I can build something. For me it meant, now I need to organize this crew of people and sell them on a vision,” Syd said. “So those first meetings, when I was gathering people who I hoped would help me, I had to sell them on what we were doing and hope they bought into it to help me do it, otherwise there was no fucking way it was going to happen. And it worked.”


      We were in that group when Syd convinced us to join him and create something from scratch, a vision in which we would be deeply invested, and which would morph and change along the way as we all made the vision our own. Some of the Infinite Kaos kids were still involved, but Rich had switched work spaces, renting a shipping container and workspace at the Box Shop on San Francisco’s Hunters Point, a poor, mostly African-American neighborhood near a decommissioned Navy base.


      So that’s where we worked, building the first O-pod, an enclosed DJ booth made of steel that was roughly the shape of a barrel. We cut, bent, and welded steel — this was cool! This was my first real exposure to the never-ending burner culture that spends all year building the craziest shit for no other apparent reason than to watch it on the playa, belching fire, pumping beats, or whatever it was built to do.


      It was also the first time that I saw the Flaming Lotus Girls in action and I was fascinated. We were busy with our own project and they were just wildly into theirs, throwing off sparks with their grinders and light with their welders, their gruff countercultural charm a bit daunting for a newbie like me; so filled with passion and style, so hard to fathom, so totally hot. I wanted to understand what made them tick, and by the end of that year, I would get my chance.


      A Burning Man Rebellion


      It was hard to get excited by the news after the 2004 election. That made work tough because as journalists, we couldn’t escape it. We at the Guardian tried to be morbidly upbeat, running a cover photo of American flag draped coffins with the headline, “How to survive four more years,” and we covered the growing list of Bush’s misdeeds and his devolving war in Iraq.


      On the local level, Mayor Gavin Newsom became the overly ambitious capitalist shill we feared he would be, and I would regularly write about his attacks on renters, progressives, and the poor. But my heart really wasn’t in it. It was all I could do to pedal my bike to work every morning and try to summon the will to speak truth to a power that was only growing more powerful.


      Then I saw the ad: “BURNING MAN PETITION,” on page 80 of the Guardian. “We, the artists, feel that this event which we made great has gotten away from us and we would like it back.”


      It swaggered like a dust-covered artist, cigarette dangling from its lips, adjusting some connection on an impossibly cool flaming sculpture under a bright desert sun. The proclamation made a bold claim, but tried to back it up with signatures that covered more than half the page. The first two were Chicken John and Jim Mason.


      The ad continued, “We want the art to be spectacular again and we are willing to step forward to do the work to make it so.”


      Even I knew they were going to do this work anyway. I’d seen less than a year of the San Francisco burners at work, but I knew they were addicted to it. They’d get these artistic visions and do whatever it took to bring them to life — begging, borrowing or stealing. It was just what they were now, burners, whether they liked it or not. Even most of those who had pointedly stopped coming to the event were still enmeshed in the culture, unable to really escape it. And they were willing to keep lighting up the desert with art? Yes, they were more than willing — they lived for this.


      “But for this to happen, we think the ‘art curation’ should be put in the hands of rotating ‘Guest Curators’ and all funding decisions should be made by ‘Direct Vote’ of the full community. The art should also be well funded (10% of the gate) and not subject to creativity squashing litmus tests for ‘theme compliance’ and ‘mandatory interactivity.”


      I found all the peppering of quotes irritating, but understood them as some kind of code I didn’t yet fully understand. And the idea of guest curators and democratically selected art seemed like a contradiction to me. Yet I was intrigued by the idea of a rebellion by the Burning Man artists.


      My camp was focused on thumping dance music until dawn, the event’s nightlife and DJ showcase, blasting the sometimes surreal soundtrack out into the open playa. But the artists were the real rock stars of Burning Man. They knew it and so did the music makers.


      The signatories to the We Have a Dream Petition, “require action on these very reasonable proposals or we commit to STOP CONTRIBUTING our art to Burning Man. Repeated discussions over many years have failed to result in meaningful change, so now we are resorting to more extreme measures. TOGETHER we can change things.”


      Wow. A rebellion in Burning Man. I’d been a full-time newspaper journalist for 14 years and instinctively sized everything up by its story potential. Conflict. Boom, right there. Characters, from Chicken John to Zoe Vaughn with maybe 1,000 between them. Some names — Dr. Megavolt, Jim Mason, Danger Ranger, and Chicken — I immediately recognized as characters in the book that I was reading, This is Burning Man by Brian Doherty.


      Doherty had an engaging writing style and a distinctly libertarian point of view — consistent with his role as a senior editor at Reason magazine. One of his four opening epigraphs was even an Ayn Rand quote, “Don’t work for my happiness, my brothers — show me yours — show me that it is possible — show me your achievement — and the knowledge will give me courage for mine.”


      But the combination of his Randian emphasis on individual liberty and his 10-year history at the event — as well as then-unprecedented access to and insights from the most central and colorful characters in the events history — made the book a comprehensive and indispensable history of Burning Man. That’s what I liked about it, the deep and varied roots it gave to the event. And it helped me appreciate how Burning Man grew directly from the unique attributes of the San Francisco counterculture.


      I learned about the “Temple of Three Guys” — founder Larry Harvey and the Cacophony Society’s Michael Mikel and John Law — that ran the event for its first 10 years, combining Larry’s weird little Baker Beach art festival with the Cacophony Society’s anarchic culture-jamming and its “zone trip” getaways to far flung locales like the Black Rock Desert.


      Larry was, of course, still the central figure in Burning Man, whether or not his detractors liked it. Michael — aka M2 or Danger Ranger — was an eccentric Cacaphonist who had founded Black Rock Rangers, which polices the event and its borders, and was still a member of Black Rock City LLC’s six-member board, although he signed the Petition.


      But Law left Burning Man in 1996 and hadn’t looked back. For many years, he steadfastly refused to even talk about Burning Man, except in Doherty’s book, up to then his final word on a subject he was trying to forget.


      Chicken was in Law’s camp and sort of carried his banner forward after Law left, a perpetual thorn in the side of the Burning Man organization and a loud voice for staying true to its roots as a crazed art party for the cool kids — although he’d never characterize it that way. But his perspective was clear to those who visited the Odeon Bar, which Chicken opened on Mission Street and which many artists and burner old schoolers considered their clubhouse of sorts. I’d been there a couple times for his regular Wednesday night set piece, the Ask Dr. Hal Show, a quirky and offbeat Q&A show that grew out of a 1998 Burning Man piece called Wizard of Ass that featured a huge butt that shot flame as game contestants were eliminated. He was quite a character.


      “Chicken John has a lot of stories. He’s a Burning Man prodigal. He’s one of many who were attracted to this party for its absurd freedom,” is how Doherty began the book’s epilogue. Chicken and Jim Mason, who had pulled off some of the event’s biggest artistic achievements and also its most spectacular failures, get more ink in Doherty’s book than anyone who wasn’t there in the beginning or who didn’t play a central role in the organization.


      Two stories about Mason in the book served to illustrate key dynamics of Burning Man and his relationship to it. One was his ambitious overreaching with the G7 Stock Puppets in 2000, which got a huge art grant from Burning Man but never worked that year, prompting Doherty to capture this scene:


      “How you feeling, Jimmy?” someone asked.


      “I feel good. I failed big. I failed the biggest I’ve ever failed. I think I failed bigger than anyone has ever failed out here. Over twenty thousand dollars and five months of failure.”


      “How’s Larry feel?”


      “Larry understands. I think. He’s not yelling or threatening to cut my head off or screaming for his money back at any rate. What can he say? He saw me out there crawling in the dust and throwing wrenches and crying.”


      Three years earlier, Mason had also started the storied clash between the artists and the ravers when he led a mob in his Vegematic of the Apocalypse — a pedal-powered vehicle with a fearsome flame thrower — out to confront renowned trance DJ Goa Gil and those he was grooving out in the electronic music dance party, implicitly threatening to set him on fire unless he switched the dance music to Led Zeppelin. The clash played out a schism in the attitudes of those who attend this all-accepting event.


      “Burning Man’s vibe, though, is not all love and encouragement. It tiptoes on a knife-edge between two dominant alternative outlooks in American underground culture. They can be roughly characterized by punk and hippie,” Doherty wrote, later adding, “Burning Man is full of people openly embracing either possibility — and also many, like me, torn between an attraction to the aggressive wit and piquant tomfoolery of the punk mentality and the warm sincerity and endearing openness of the hippie one.”


      And here was this petition, onto which Chicken and Jim had signed in John Hancock style, throwing down in a way that made it clear to Larry and the Borg that they were leading this rebellious challenge to their authority. I didn’t know whether this was a serious threat or some kind of performance art piece, but it was fascinating to me, raising questions about what Burning Man had become and where it was headed.


      Claiming the Story


      I knew that we’d have to write a story on this thing. Even though I was the news editor and this was basically an arts and culture story, I decided to just write it myself. Beyond my usual attraction to an interesting news story, I was excited to see the characters in the book come to life in front of me, a much more engaging project than sorting through the ugly remains of the presidential election.


      Scanning through the names on the petition, I found two people that I actually personally knew well: Syd Gris and Dona Williams.


      Dona was the San Franciscan that I’d known longer than any other, going back to 1995 in San Luis Obispo. We met while I was working on a cover story for New Times about a local group that performed to “The Rocky Horror Picture Show,” a piece on a subculture more than anything. She was Columbia and I was at the tail end of an unhappy marriage. And when I went alone to the midnight performance and saw Dona and Leila do the sexiest opening intro that I’d ever seen at a Rocky Horror…well, let’s just say I was smitten.


      She was just pure sex — beautiful, free, open, what I would later understand as modern and sex-positive. It was innocent enough when I interviewed Dona in her apartment near campus — only cheated in my imagination after almost seven years of marriage — but I was excited by her countercultural energy.


      She told me all about Burning Man, which she attended every year with a group that straddled SLO and San Francisco, many of them tech geeks and Cacophony Society stalwarts like Dave Gross, who I knew from both his leftist politics and his elaborate media hoaxes and other culture jamming exploits — such as the time he was arrested in front of San Luis Obispo High School for passing out literature that, among other behests, urged students to burn their school down.


      I wouldn’t attend Burning Man for another six years, but not because I didn’t basically identify with it. On some level I already did. I got it. I just didn’t need to actually go way out to a far-flung desert to get it, or so I thought at the time. Dona and I eventually became friends, and lovers of a few occasions, part of a group we dubbed the SLOhemians.


      Although Dona lived in San Francisco in 2004, I had grown even closer to Syd, who was just coming off a big year at Burning Man, but big only to those who follow electronic dance music. After all, we weren’t on the high-profile Esplanade yet, but tucked a few blocks back where there was less traffic, dancing in the dust.


      But we attracted some great DJs, including The Scumfrog (aka Jesse Houk), a DJ and producer from Amsterdam who had been touring the world playing music for the previous two years and had released two albums and cofounded the music label Effin Records. Syd had promoted some of his San Francisco appearances.


      “I had heard about Burning Man for many years from my friends in New York, so when Opulent Temple’s Syd Gris approached me in 2004 to come out and play, I didn’t need a whole lot of arm-twisting. My agent thought I was insane since the last week of August is generally one of the most lucrative weeks for DJ gigs in Europe, but I knew I had to try the desert-craziness at least once,” he told me. “I went with my best friend from New York. We flew into Reno and rented a car at night, and just when we thought we had taken a wrong turn somewhere, the lights and fires of Black Rock City appeared on the horizon. We were instantly hooked and both knew that this phenomenon would become a permanent part of our lives before we even drove through the main gate.”


      The Scumfrog. This guy had a playa name long before the playa. It’s no wonder he took to it so hard and fast. Like a string of big-name DJs who would follow him to the decks of Opulent Temple, he just loved the otherworldliness of Burning Man and all its many facets.


      After that first year, Scumfrog said his connection to Burning Man “had only grown stronger. I had come for one performance at the O.T. but soon discovered that this was just one of the many elements that make Burning Man incomparable to any other event or festival in the world.”


      For those who knew electronic music — and neither I nor most burners were really steeped in that culture — this was becoming a premier event that was still ascendant in the music world. Syd was definitely a hippie to Chicken’s punk, but still, they shared an overweening desire to make Burning Man better, whether or not the two men could agree on what “better” actually was.


      Chasing Chicken


      After I read the petition and decided to write about it, my first call was to Chicken. From the beginning, he was enigmatic, challenging, speaking in parables. The conversation felt like verbal jousting — difficult to get what I needed, but different from my normal interviews with earnest or reluctant sources. It was like a game and I was having fun talking to him, even as I tried to resist his charms and efforts to dictate the story.


      Chicken professed to hate and distrust the press — something I understood, alienated as I’ve long felt from my colleagues in this cursed profession — but he clearly was media-savvy and knew how to get the attention he desired. I sensed early on that the two of us would develop a symbiotic relationship: he would give me interesting stories and I’d help propel and publicize his rebellion, one that I saw as raising the kinds of interesting existential questions that were missing for the vapid national political discussion.


      “I think I have talked enough,” was one of the first things Chicken told me, explaining why he wouldn’t talk to me for the article. Instead, he insisted that I talk to some regular people who had been drawn to his petition, people like Nat the Bat, a young Colorado woman who I later learned had been to Burning Man once but spoke like a jaded authority on it, ending all her e-mails with “and fuck you.”


      I could see why Chicken liked her, but I was reluctant to let him choose my Burning Man poster children for me. Chicken was determined to define the parameters of this story. He even seemed to be trying to hypnotize me when he explained, “You’re going to get what I give you out of Burning Man.”


      He alternated between claims of knowing nothing about Burning Man to being the one person who knows what it is. Such see-sawing conversations were the hallmarks of talking with Chicken, as he bounced from one provocative pole to the other. Chicken said he wasn’t even an artist, but merely an art facilitator, defining art as “intentional and pointless.”


      In the end, he agreed to talk with me in person, at the Odeon before his next Ask Dr. Hal Show. I arranged to meet Mason at what he called a “yuppie taqueria” in the Marina, near where he worked in the Presidio at the Long Now Foundation on such academic projects as Rosetta Disc, a database of all the world’s languages. I definitely wanted to converse with the two dissidents in person, to sense their spirit and get some life into my story.


      But I figured that I could simply do a phone interview with Larry Harvey. He was a familiar counterculture figure in town who I’d seen speak a few times. He always wore a tan Stetson hat, chain smoked, and spoke with a mild stutter that made his thoughtful and curious speaking style seem all the more well-considered.


      In his book, Doherty described his interviews with Larry as one-sided, more like a rolling monologue punctuated occasionally by outsider questions or comments. I could see what he meant, but I was more struck by something else during that first interview and many subsequent ones: there’s no such thing as a short conversation with Larry Harvey. We talked for almost two hours, and the only reason it ended then was because it was getting late in the evening and I had to go to the bathroom.


      The first surprising thing Larry told me was that he and Chicken had long been friends, talking on the phone almost everyday, even as Chicken was publicly calling Larry out. “Throughout this thing, I was in contact with him. We’re friends,” Larry said. “The rumors of this struggle to the death were hooey.” We talked through the whole conflict and the issues that it illustrated, Larry sounding bemused by the conflict and contemplative of Burning Man — like he was a detached observer rather than a central player.


      I got what I needed for my story and way more. I got a sense that Larry had a vision for where Burning Man was headed, even if he was reluctant to fully spell it out, lest he fuel the chorus of criticism that his ambitions were killing what everyone loved about Burning Man: its blank canvas, onto which you could place almost anything, and those random anythings would add up to a big something that would define the event differently every year.


      Chicken and Jim wanted Larry to proclaim that Burning Man was really about what they wanted it to be about: art, or even more narrowly, the sort of explosive or surreal forms of art they preferred. But Larry knew that it had become something bigger than that. He may be a leader, but he’s a leader of people unwilling to follow or be told what to do.


      Part of his reluctance to spell out his fondest hopes was tactical. Larry knew better than anyone how the current revolt glorified the good old days, even though he remembers that there didn’t used to be much art back then and the most exciting thing you could do was blow something up, shoot guns at stuffed animals, or get someone to pull you on a carpet behind a car. Wheeee!


      As for the present, he defined the problems not in terms of how much art there was, but one of acculturation. If people weren’t bringing in enough great art — as he grudgingly acknowledged was the case in 2004 — it was because they hadn’t come to understand the culture of Burning Man before they arrived on the playa, with its focus on participation and creative self-expression, the license to cultivate your inner artist or freak.


      Still, I could just hear in Larry’s voice where his excitement lay. It wasn’t in the past or the present, but in the future. He talked most excitedly about offshoots of the main event like the Black Rock Arts Foundation, which was bringing interactive art projects to San Francisco and other cities, and the network of regional Burning Man events popping up all over the world.


      “The regional thing is growing very fast. It’s the same exponential growth rate we had with the main event,” Larry said. “We’re wise enough to know that half of the good ideas are going to come from the communities themselves.” The real story, he said, wasn’t with the event, but rather “the movement story.” It was a theme we would return to again and again over the next year, until I started to actually see it spill out onto the streets and plazas of San Francisco, and I began to share his hope that this thing might actually begin to influence the larger culture.


      Burner Central


      So I had Larry, Jim and Chicken all lined up. I planned to call Doherty to get his perspective, do some basic research into the organization and the validity of the rebels’ points about the art grant process, talk to LadyBee, the organization’s art curator, and to even interview my favorite DJ from the scene, Lorin Ashton, aka Bassnectar, to temper the artist’s view with that of another burner tribe.


      But what I really still needed was some burner artists other than Chicken and Jim, an independent view, preferably from some setting where art was being made. Immediately, I thought of the Box Shop, that hive of the burner culture, where I worked on Opulent Temple’s DJ booth and saw the Flaming Lotus Girls in action.


      The Box Shop is an industrial arts warehouse and outdoor work space out on Hunter’s Point, where artists had been moving because the rent for big spaces was cheap. It’s a compound walled by boxcar-sized storage containers between the Hunter’s Point Power Plant and a gritty neighborhood with far too many black-on-black homicides.


      This was an island of industrial artists dominated by the Flaming Lotus Girls when I was there. These were intimidating women — serious workers, wielding tools that burn, cut or grind — but undeniably sexy, with their tattoos and dreadlocks or with little girly touches that sometimes peeked out from under their grungy overalls, indicating that under their gruff facades they were really fun-loving burner chicks.


      And the guys there were tough and knowledgeable, real wrenches who could not only fix their own cars, they could probably build their own cars, maybe even from the metal scraps found lying around the shop. Rich Martin — Opulent Temple’s builder — was the only one I got to know who had his own box and tons of tools at the shop and the whole DJ booth was his baby.


      Rich occupied a rare intersection between the industrial arts and the rave communities — but could savage either with his biting cynicism. He grew up on a farm, where he learned hard work, mechanics, and a creative resourcefulness — traits he later adapted to his adopted San Francisco.


      During our push to the playa back in August, Syd shepherded workers out to the Box Shop and Rich told us what to do when we were out there, ordering us around in a way that I wasn’t yet accustomed to, but which I probably needed more than anyone considering how little I knew about working with metal, or any kind of shop work, for that matter. It was new and made me want to learn more. And now, I had an excuse.


      So I just showed up at the Box Shop one afternoon with my reporter’s notebook in hand to get a perspective and a few quotes for my story. I met Gaspo, someone who I immediately sensed would be involved in many burner dramas, and he told me that the Box Shop was indeed a hotbed of Petitioners.


      “The people who are doing (the Petition) come here and talk about it all the time,” Gaspo said dismissively. “I can see where they’re coming from, but I think they’re wasting their time. The Borg doesn’t need to listen.” The Borg had become a sort of derisive label for Black Rock City LLC, particularly its six-member board. It was a reference from Star Trek to the overbearing governing council of a fantastical new land, a testament to the tendency of burner tinkerers to be huge sci-fi geeks, as well as a handy label for the Burning Man org.


      Gaspo and I chatted in the yard next to his camper van as he moved around computer parts and other gear. I didn’t know it at the time, but he had designed and built the “hypnotron” that Opulent Temple used at Burning Man on top of our DJ booth, a spinning wand of lights that make weird circular light patterns, just as the Flaming Lotus Girls had lent us a flaming steel archway.


      Gaspo said he’d been to the event “six or seven” times and struck an “I’m over it” pose with regards to Burning Man, an event that had clearly been important to his social and artistic development. “I think there are certain types of art that will only go out there,” he said.


      But the culture had changed, with the artists and anarchists that started it diluted by the sheer number of attendees out there now. I baited him with a question about whether the dance camps had sullied the original vibe of the anarchists and artists, but he modified it: “It’s not so much artists versus ravers as much as partiers versus participants.”


      He thought it was wrong for the artists who helped make Burning Man great to resort to power struggles over its probably immovable direction: “A real artist would just paint a new painting rather than trying to change it.” I asked about Chicken, and yeah, Gaspo knew Chicken and where Chicken is coming from: “He still wants Burning Man to be freaky because that’s where he came from.”


      Only at the very end does Gaspo tell me his real name: Scott Gasparian. Soon, Chicken pulled up in his car, noticed the new guy with the notebook, put it together and told me “not to believe anything Scott Gasparian says because he’s a liar.”


      Chicken had come to the Box Shop to get help with some mechanical problem he was having, and since we’d already made plans to talk later that evening at the Odeon, I continued looking for interview subjects, but the shop was fairly empty. Gaspo told me the Flaming Lotus Girls were having a meeting that night and I decided to stop by later. Mmm, the Flaming Lotus Girls.


      But before I could really delve into them, I had to write my story.


      Conjuring the Spirit of Smiley


      Chicken John knew how to push Larry Harvey’s button.


      Chicken and I were sitting at a table in his Odeon Bar in San Francisco on December 1, 2004, talking about the great Burning Man art controversy before his quirky weekly showman’s gig, “The Ask Dr. Hal Show,” when he gave me a chance too. “Wanna push Larry Harvey’s button?”


      I thought Chicken had already been pushing the button of Burning Man’s founder pretty well, with the We Have a Dream Petition he’d started a couple weeks earlier with Jim Mason, the mad genius behind some of the event’s most ambitious artistic creations.


      But then Chicken got up from the table and walked over to a button on the wall. He told me to look up, and there, on the ceiling of Chicken’s bar, was the huge triangular head of a Burning Man, that central symbol of the then-19-year-old desert celebration of free expression.


      Chicken pushed the button, and a neon smiley face appeared. “That’s the whole story right there,” he said, as if revealing some great cosmic truth. “It’s about Smiley.”


      Having just read Brian Doherty’s book This Is Burning Man, I already knew the Smiley story. In 1996, a tempestuous turning-point year for Burning Man, the last anarchic year before the exponentially growing event would begin to develop rules and a civic structure, pranksters secretly placed a smiley face on the man, which they flashed occasionally for just seconds at a time.


      “It was a defacing of the icon,” Chicken said, a challenge to the control that Larry — who had taken Burning Man from a tiny gathering at Baker Beach to a massive annual extravaganza of 35,000 people at that point — has always exercised over an event he conceived. Smiley was symbolic of the split between those serious about creating a new kind of community open to all and those who are wary of such high-minded goals and who just want to make art, the kind of mind-blowing, fire-spewing art you can only display in the Black Rock Desert.


      Event co-founder John Law, who allegedly created Smiley and hasn’t returned to Burning Man since 1996, leaned on the bar nearby, paying us no heed. He no longer wanted anything to do with the institution he helped create, an event he refused to talk about, to me or anyone, at least for a couple more years, until he decided to sue his former partners.


      Also circulating in Chicken’s orbit at that time, and frequenting his bar, was a character named Paul Addis, who would eventually escalate the rhetoric into an actual arson attack on The Man in 2007, one that landed him in federal prison for almost two years. But I’m getting ahead of the story.


      At the end of 2004, Chicken and a group of artists were threatening to follow Law out the door, sparking a spirited debate over what Burning Man was, and what the beloved and bemoaned event was to become.


      It was a standoff that would presage the renaissance of Burning Man — but not in the way that Chicken and Jim could have intended or imagined.


      The “C” Word


      Like the best art, Burning Man looks different from each perspective. From a detached distance, you might just see a big art party in the desert. Step up to it and study the details and you’ll notice dusty artists toiling over impossible creations, ravers feeling their musical bliss, humans making a gift economy work, and disparate tribes building unique camps into a cohesive — and fairly substantial — temporary city.


      But at its most basic level, Burning Man was a business, Black Rock City LLC, a limited liability corporation with an annual budget of about $7.5 million in 2004, derived from selling tickets that at that time cost between $175 and $250, depending on when you bought them (a level that rose to $210-$300 in 2010).


      The budget pays for permits and other direct costs and for the salaries of dozens of employees. Beyond creating the event and maintaining the Borg, the budget also paid for art, both on and off the playa. Each of the previous three years, the Borg dispensed about $270,000 to Burner artists who applied. Decisions about who got the money and how much, where the art was placed, and whether it conformed to standards of safety, theme, and interactivity, were made by a committee of three: Larry, curator LadyBee (a.k.a. Christine Kristen), and longtime fire artist Crimson Rose.


      There are forms to fill out, hoops to jump through, and authority figures to answer to — none of which sat well with the counterculture artists who were drawn to the infinite possibilities of desert as canvas. Grumbling about Burning Man has always been a favorite pastime among burners.


      “It’s funny,” Jim Mason told me. “We all sit around and bitch and complain about Burning Man, but we all continue to pour tremendous amounts of time, energy, and money into it nonetheless.”


      But the problems came to a head in 2004 because so many people said the art just wasn’t very good. There wasn’t enough of it, and only a few pieces really wowed people. At the very least, between artist no-shows and static art-funding levels, it was certainly true that the art wasn’t keeping pace with the population growth.


      “Everyone noticed, as I did, that there was less work. There not only appeared to be less work, there was,” Larry told me. “We had already planned to increase the art funding next year.”


      Yet for the Bay Area artists who had spent years trying to alert the Borg to their concerns that art had lost its position of primacy, Harvey’s realization was too little, too late. They demanded more than just tinkering with the current model. In the wake of that frustrating presidential election, they were looking for a little revolution.


      The demands were delivered in a letter, an online petition, and a full-page ad in the Bay Guardian. “Give us our event back or we leave,” read the statement signed by hundreds of Bay Area artists. The “We Have a Dream Petition” sought a renewal of the event’s art scene by increasing the funding to 10 percent of the total take, democratizing the art selection process, rotating guest curators drawn from the Burning Man art community, facilitating big ideas, and generally emphasizing art over the competing foci of the party and the community.


      “The fix must address many issues, but the core issue for the fix is the art. Art, art, art: that is what this is all about. Fix the art and make the process for doing it fair and fun again, and the rest will likely fall into place,” the petition read.


      Ah, but what about “the rest?” That’s more complicated, opening up all the core conflicts among the desert denizens: artists versus ravers, punks versus hippies, old-timers versus newcomers, participants versus partiers, anarchy versus order, and temporary autonomy versus a new way of living. And as the event swelled to more than 35,000 participants, they all got rolled up in the inertia of the collective.


      “What they’re really afraid of is that the event will become inauthentic,” Larry said as we talked about the petition. “And if you think further: can you maintain a sense of community at that magnitude?”


      That might be a fair translation, if he hadn’t used the C word. It was Larry’s focus on the creation of “community” that really rankled many of the artists, particularly Chicken and Jim.


      “People go for the art festival, not for the community festival,” Chicken said, dripping disdain on the last two words. “If it is to survive, it’s going to be for one reason, and that’s because of its artists, not because we’re a community.”


      Both Chicken and Mason do appreciate the community that’s created every August in Nevada’s Black Rock Desert, and the year-round community that Burning Man spawned back in the Bay Area and other regions. Yet they say the community flows entirely from the collaborative, creative process of working with others — friends and strangers alike — to create kick-ass art and watch the wide-open playa steadily be filled with wonders beyond imagination.


      “The biggest contribution of Burning Man is that it has convinced a large number of people that it is not just an interesting thing but a critical thing for their humanity, maybe a responsibility of being human, to make a creative comment, and that everyone has the ability to do it,” Jim told me. “The community aspect of the event is the easiest thing.”


      Maybe that was true for Jim, who had proven adept at the creation of art-centered communities in the Bay Area, cofounding the burner-populated metal shops The Shipyard in Berkeley and The Box Shop in San Francisco. But thousands of others were still in the process of developing their tribes around the country’s biggest and freakiest powwow.


      The Showdown


      Being the birthplace and headquarters of Burning Man, San Francisco has more burners per capita than any place on earth, with the exception of Black Rock City in late August. So the rebellion got coverage in the San Francisco Chronicle, SF Weekly, local television stations, and, of course, the Bay Guardian, where I worked.


      In the dark period after President George W. Bush’s reelection, I relished writing about this existential conflict at the heart of an event I loved, devoting thousands of words to the conflict over several months and helping to elevate it into the grand, high-profile showdown that Chicken and Jim wanted.


      Larry told me he was at first bemused by the petition, then perplexed. “It was not only bad policy but unworkable,” explained Larry, who said he prefers the consensus process (at least, among the Borg and Burning Man staff) to cruder democratic methods that would also involve the larger group.


      So he wrote a response that began, “I’ve read the We Have a Dream petition with interest. I think it will spur discussion and provoke some new ideas. I think real good can come of this. In writing this response, however, I feel called on to examine the very specific proposals that the petition advocates.”


      He then went on to tear apart the concept and logistics of democratizing the art selection process, the idea of funneling 10 percent of ticket sales to fund the new approach, and the accusation that the decline in the quality and quantity of art this year signaled an institutional shortcoming rather than just an off year.


      Even the artists who travel in the same orbit as Chicken and Jim had varying views on the debate. Stella Ru, one of the Flaming Lotus Girls and an eight-year burner, fully supported the petition. “I think discussion and rejuvenation is always good.”


      Other key players in the community didn’t sign it. “I think the petition itself is childish and annoying, but I support the ideals of it,” said Charlie Gadeken, an artist who co-founded the Box Shop and was a member of the Flaming Lotus Girls. “It’s the art-versus-community question that is at its core.”


      The spectrum of opinions got broader when you scanned the voluminous online discussions the petition spawned on Web sites like Tribe.net and E-Playa. “Jim and Chicken stumbled on this whole continent of activity that I don’t think they knew was out there,” Larry said. “(Jim) was encountering people who thought it was about community. And the art? That’s okay too.”


      Burning Man and the Bay Area’s underground art community essentially grew up together during the ‘80s and ‘90s, feeding off one another. “We were funding the underground here when nobody else was,” Larry told me. “We were funding this little community that we grew up with.”


      The event and those who attended it have left an indelible mark on the Bay Area’s counterculture, affecting everything from its focus to its fashions.


      “San Francisco is unique in that it has all these little subtribes that you can often trace back to projects or camps of people at Burning Man,” Jim said. And they keep coming back to the playa because, as Chicken said, “This is the vehicle we’ve found that has the highest-percentage chance of blowing people’s minds.”


      That symbiotic relationship understandably led many artists to feel that their contributions created the event and that their departures can kill it. But it may have been too late for that by 2004. The contributions — artistic, cultural, metaphysical, or just social and entertaining — were just too diverse.


      “It’s given (Chicken and Jim) a broader view of who our community is,” Larry said. “They thought they were the core community, but really, it’s been a long time since there was a core community.”


      Jim admitted that since the conflict began, his eyes have been opened up to a world of burners who see the event as more than an art festival. Some see it as simply a great party, others as a quasi-spiritual endeavor, and others as an amalgam that’s uniquely Burning Man.


      Yet Chicken and Mason insist the party isn’t enough. It’s got to be about the art. Chicken derisively refers to the other side of Burning Man as “Operation Desert Snuggle.” With a punk rock soul, Chicken doesn’t have much use for huggers, ravers, and hippies. But he can accept all of the event’s other facets, if they’re secondary to the art.


      “What has incensed me most, as I have wandered these online forums and talked to people about this, is that I’ve realized that the leadership has stopped focusing on art as our main vehicle toward community. Instead, we now have a vague affirmation of community, in whatever form it is assembled,” Jim said. “I think the experiment has lost much of its power because of this vagueness of purpose.”


      Burning Man has always been deliberately vague, from the meaning of the Man himself to the reasons an exponentially growing number of people gather each year in such an inhospitable place. Artists focus on the art, but Larry said, “I’m used to thinking of it in a much larger context.”


      Even with hundreds of burners swept up in the debate over the petition, tens of thousands didn’t know about the big standoff and may never know. That included notable figures from the Bay Area’s music scene like Berkeley’s DJ Lorin Ashton, aka Bassnectar, a decade-long Burning Man veteran whose performances on the playa have created countless peak experiences for those who love dance music.


      “It’s the ultimate orgy of expression,” Lorin told me. “My favorite time of year,” a gathering of “counterculture artists and people who are inventing other ways of living.”


      He tried to keep a balanced view of the event and was critical of its hedonistic waste of human energy and resources. But Lorin wants to change the world, and he would like to see the Burning Man community help — voicing a perspective Harvey sometimes sounds but which Chicken hates.


      “Art-shmart,” Lorin said. “I would love to see Burning Man as an organization and mobilization front.” Perhaps there were some who shared that dream, given what was going on in the country at the time, but it was civic values that were starting to guide the Burning Man culture more than revolutionary values.


      “We actually have become a kind of municipality, and that rubs some people wrong,” Larry said. “We’re the first scene that went civic. Instead of falling apart, we instituted civic ethics. We said it’s a city and anyone can come.”


      That focus on building an inclusive community, rather than an exclusive party for the cool kids, is part of the divide that emerged in 2004. Many artists accused Larry of trying to turn Burning Man into some kind of religion, a characterization he always resists. But he was starting to talk more freely about how Burning Man and the regional gatherings it spawned are a “movement” with the potential to affect the mainstream culture.


      That, Larry told me, “is the long-term plan.” And it was a plan for which many of the artists of San Francisco weren’t yet onboard. “If we want to affect the larger culture,” Chicken said bluntly, “it’s over.”


      But it wasn’t over, not even close. In fact, the Burning Man Renaissance was about to begin.


      The Petition Becomes The Bet


      With Larry appearing to reject the petition’s demands, Chicken tried one last tactic — The Bet — which he fired off in a December 1st e-mail titled “more woo woo for Larry’s hoo ha.” It was his proposal for a grand compromise, or as he conspiratorially described it to me, “the endgame.”


      “I humbly propose we test drive these ideas through a somewhat unique ‘event within the event.’ The idea is that you do everything that you normally do and we do our own thing. And you simply let us. We want to experiment with the MASSIVELY COLLABORATIVE and RADICALLY DEMOCRATIC methods laid out in the We Have a Dream Petition,” Chicken wrote.


      So he and his supporters formed their own Borg, Borg2. Chicken asked for “some good real estate” at the event, access to the list of event attendees to ask them for donations toward a goal of raising $250,000, and the autonomy to implement their vision without unnecessary interference from the Borg.


      And to top it off, Chicken threw down a challenge, or an “art duel.” If Borg2 can create better art than the original Borg, then “I only ask that you consider changing the current Burning Man art system to better reflect the ideas and methods they used to achieve their success. If I am wrong and the petitioners are unsuccessful, I hereby commit to sit in a dunk booth at next year’s Burning Man Decompression Party (a massive street fair that is San Francisco’s Burning Man after-party) and let everyone soak my ass, all day long.”


      Art isn’t simply what started Burning Man, it’s what has sustained it, Chicken insisted. It’s why people will travel to the desert year after year. And it’s why both the government authorities who police and permit it and the private-sector facilitators who rent the generators, trucks, and sound systems have been willing to cut the event so many breaks over the years. They’re willing to facilitate an art festival, not just a raucous party in the desert or burgeoning quasi-political movement.


      “ ‘Art festival’ is the ‘get out of jail free’ card,” Chicken said, noting that Larry and his clan have long been able to hide behind that banner when outsiders thought this was some kind of cult or revolutionary training camp.


      “He married the art festival,” Chicken told me, “but he didn’t divorce the art festival.”


      Larry officially accepted Chicken’s challenge a few days later. “On behalf of Borg1, I accept your bet. What is more is truly more. Let a hundred flowers bloom!... The art that you produce will then be matched against our own poor efforts at supporting and creating art. Should your woo woo trump our hoo ha on the playa, I pledge to reconsider my opposition to your radically democratic curatorial methods. Should our hoo ha make your woo woo look ho hum, you commit to sit all day in a dunking booth at next year’s Decompression. Let Chaos Provide!”


      Larry was calling Chicken’s bluff, leaving Chicken and company to figure out how exactly to go about fundraising and setting up the structure and space for filling the playa with art.


      “It seems to be a way to regenerate chaos and change in the experience, which I think the event needs,” Doherty told me. “But it’s premature to say that an agreement means they won. Now they have to raise the money.”


      Harvey was also skeptical that they get anywhere close to their $250,000 goal. “If they can raise $50,000, I’ll be impressed.”


      Yet everyone I interviewed at the time had big expectations for the coming year. Beyond the likely improvements to the art, the reelection of President George W. Bush had many people feeling more motivated than ever to create an alternative reality, whereas the year before many argued for focusing on electoral politics rather than on Burning Man.


      Even artists who resisted signing the petition said they’d contribute to the next year’s experiment. “This year they had 1,000 people behind them. Next year we’ll have 10,000 people behind us,” said Charlie Gadeken, who decided to run for the Borg2 board, moving beyond the “childish and annoying” Petition into something he hoped would be a catalyst for great art. “And we are going to make mind-boggling art in a concentrated space.”


      The process of getting there may have been rough. “The sad thing is, we’ve been forced to do this in this ugly manner and look like complete assholes while doing it,” Jim Mason told me. But both of the instigators say it was worth it. “This will turn into what saves Burning Man,” Chicken predicted.


      “It needs to have a new grand experiment within the grand experiment of Burning Man,” Mason said. “It could fail grandly, but in its failure, something interesting will surely happen.”


      Just Getting Started


      My article in the Bay Guardian was well-received, particularly in the Burning Man community that circulated it around the world via their Internet message boards like Tribe.net, which was the main hub for Bay Area-based burners, and thus, the Borg2 rebels. In fact, the Internet was integral to the evolution and longevity of Burning Man.


      But even my long article seemed to just scratch the surface of a culture and conflict that I felt boundlessly fascinated by. I just wasn’t ready to let it go. My main political beat seemed downright dismal next to this parallel universe, where colorful characters were speaking their own words about things they deeply cared about.


      Where was this event really headed? Could it impact the larger political culture? If so, how, and what would Larry’s desire to change the world do to the event? What about all these wonderfully creative and resourceful people that were all around me? What made them tick, what focused them on Burning Man, and could their energies be redirected?


      I needed to better understand this world, and help people engage with it, before I could even begin to answer these questions. I wanted to keep digging deeper, and present a perspective on this unique phenomenon that was broader than what I had. And personally, I was more excited than ever to attend Burning Man. My girlfriend Rosie had a transformative experience at her first Burning Man that year, truly moved to look at the world differently, and that epiphany was followed a few months later by the crash of what she believed was a self-correcting political system, one that would never reelect a scoundrel like Bush.


      On the day after the article came out, Black Rock City LLC happened to be throwing its holiday party, which I attended. I quickly found myself in a conversation with Larry and party promoter Joegh Bullock, who filled me in about his connection to Burning Man and the long, difficult path that brought music out to the playa. Despite camping with Opulent Temple, few of us knew much about our predecessors, a history that none of the Burning Man books or films had covered.


      Even though the sonic landscape was an integral part of the modern Burning Man experience, Doherty’s book had given short shrift to the stuff Joegh was telling me, the veracity of which Larry and others confirmed. The tensions between the artists and ravers ran deeper than I knew.


      I told them both that I was thinking about doing a series of articles on Burning Man, an idea they encouraged, and I told Joegh that I’d like to speak with him in more detail later. Over the next few days, I couldn’t get Burning Man out of my head as I made notes on aspects of the scene that I’d like to cover, including a deep immersion journalism piece, embedding myself with, oh, say, the Flaming Lotus Girls in the same way other journalists embedded themselves in Iraq with the U.S. military. I wanted to get deeper into this event and its significance than the Guardian or any publication had gone.


      I finally pitched my series to Executive Editor Tim Redmond. He sensed my enthusiasm and gave me the green light, although he gently suggested that I scale back my plan for nine parts into maybe four or five. Although both Tim and Editor/Publisher Bruce Brugmann liked my first story and commented that our readers always enjoy stories about Burning Man, I knew that this was a project that they were simply allowing me to do to keep me happy. None of the other editors at the paper — the arts and culture types who should have been the ones guiding this series — particularly liked Burning Man, and a few actively resented it.


      After all, if something ceases to be cool once it’s discovered by the masses, then Burning Man wasn’t cool, particularly in such a hip city as San Francisco. The Guardian had covered it as something interesting in the mid-‘90s — its sympathetic coverage peaking in 1996 when the mainstream media discovered Burning Man and Wired magazine wrote a widely disseminated cover story on it — but then succumbed to the hater vibe that was almost as strong in San Francisco as that of people devoted to the event.


      People who had never been to the event concluded that it was lame or commercial or elitist or past its prime or some kind of faddish cult or whatever other ill motives they could ascribe. They just couldn’t stand how so many of their friends devoted so much of their lives to this thing, and they got sick of hearing the cult-like mantras that it would change their lives.


      In the Guardian, supportive articles about Burning Man as intriguing cultural happening started to give way to snarky, “over it” articles like the 2001 piece entitled “Fuck Burning Man,” which quotes one former burner calling the event, “a giant leech sucking all the creative energy out of every town in this country.”


      It was an attitude that some of the Guardian editors seemed to share, if they would even give the event that much credit. They were tired of hearing about Burning Man, let alone writing about it. But I wasn’t. And as long as I had Tim’s okay and the basic responsibility to choose how to fill our News & Culture section, I was going to follow this story.


      Borg2 is Born


      Chicken’s Odeon Bar was decked out like a political convention hall for the first official meeting of Borg2 in mid-December. Red, white and blue bunting was strung among the weird burner paraphernalia that hung on the walls. Patriotic music played as the crowd of freaks, malcontents, and the merely curious filled the seats around the room.


      Chicken kicked off the session like a cross between a politician and a shyster pitching some kind of pyramid scheme. This was the core group, he explained, the people who would evangelize the message to the masses and build the organization. With tongue firmly in cheek, he asked for $299 each, giving them the chance to “get in on the ground floor.”


      But this was just the warm-up act, starting things on a light note before turning the mic over to Jim Mason, who actually seemed sincere when he talked about his desire for Borg2 to be like a “well-lubed penetration” of Burning Man. The idea was to become the future and wait for the Borg to get on board.


      “We are asking to be exploited for our creativity and innovation,” he told the crowd, as if the path to victory was clear and preordained. “We want to make it work and we want to make it work in a form they can steal from us.”


      With his Stanford University education, Jim was clearly the more earnest of the pair and I could see his influence on the meeting agenda that was passed out. The eight discussion items included an art council, guest curators, voting on the projects, election details, basic brainstorming, and “goals of the Borg2 and this meeting.”


      But on the flip side of the agenda, that goal was already spelled out: “The goal of the Borg2 is to orchestrate an experiment in radically collaborative and democratic art facilitation as a demonstration project for how the Borg1 might do this better than the current system. If it works, Larry has promised to consider incorporating our success into the Borg1 art process going forward.


      “Therefore our goal is to create models and methods that if successful, can be transferred wholesale to the Borg1 and easily ingested without rethinking and reinterpretation. We want to create models, principles, and processes that if successful, are readymade solutions available for easy take up by the Borg1 for future years.”


      It was as if they really believed that the Burning Man revolution had begun and that they were leading the charge.


      What is Counterculture?


      The next week, on December 14, the venerable speakers bureau Commonwealth Club of California just happened to be holding a panel discussion entitled “Impact of Counterculture” featuring Larry Harvey, punk poet Jello Biafra, Wired magazine publisher Louis Rossetto, and Mondo 2000 founder Ken Goffman, aka R.U. Sirius, who had just written a book entitled Counterculture Through the Ages: From Abraham to Acid House.”


      The serendipitous event seemed to confirm that I was onto something interesting, a thought that was like a comforting balm as Bush talked on television about how well the Iraq War was going and Democrats were blaming San Francisco Mayor Gavin Newsom’s decision to issue marriage licenses to same-sex couples for the presidential election defeat. It felt great to be pedaling through San Francisco on my burner bicycle — fake fur basket on the back illuminated with electroluminescent wire, drawing smiles of connection from like-minded pedestrians — at a time like this.


      Inside, there was a distinctly burner vibe to the usually staid auditorium, with hip little fashion tells indicating who the burners were. In the lobby, Michael Mikel, aka M2 or Danger Ranger, had set up a table and was selling Burning Man calendars. More serendipity, because just a day or two earlier I learned that he had announced his candidacy for the Borg2 Art Council. He might actually serve on both the hated Borg and its rival Borg2, a strange development that I wasn’t sure quite what to make of.


      I introduced myself, pulled out my notebook and we started to chat. “I think I can do something to address the issues brought up by Borg2,” he told me, adding that he thinks, “there is potential for large scale reinvigoration.”


      Now, M2 is widely known as a bit of an eccentric. He was one of the originals, part of the “Temple of Three Guys,” torn between loyalties to Law and Larry and essentially choosing the latter. But still, he is on the six-member board of the Borg. Why couldn’t he address the problems from within? This was a big topic that I decided to get into later with him if he won, but for now, I decided to just keep it light and let him offer a couple thoughts on his bid to help lead the rebels against his own Borg. “It’s worth testing, it’s worth trying, and I’m willing to put my energy behind that,” he told me. Good enough.


      Inside the lecture, Goffman ran through the basic premise of his book, defining the elements of the counterculture: anti-authoritarian, nonconformist, free-thinking, changeable, and often marked by irreverent personalities, pranksters. “The prankster aspect is the special sauce of countercultureness,” he said, conjuring up an image of Chicken in my mind.


      The moderator, journalist Laura Fraser, asked Larry whether Burning Man was a counterculture. He acknowledged that it probably was, but “now we’re back toward the mainstream.” He was indeed going there, just as I hoped he would. “We’re headed back toward it with an eye toward changing things.” Law and Chicken would be aghast, but I was starting to believe in this quasi-political mission. Larry explained that Burning Man was becoming an authentic culture, not just a reaction to the larger culture. “And if you’re the possessor of real culture, there are great prospects if you’re organized.”


      Yes, that’s it, keep going. But instead, it was Rossetto’s turn to weigh in and he threw a bucket of cold water on the discussion, saying that the notion of counterculture is dead if it ever existed in the first place, that we’re all plugged in and empowered now, so why rebel? What a spoiler! Why the hell did they invite the publisher of a national magazine to this kind of discussion anyway? He’s a power broker, not an outsider hungering for authentic culture. Typical Commonwealth Club, had to stick a shill in.


      Luckily, Jello Biafra steered the discussion back where it belonged, recounting his transformation from a hippie kid into the punk rocker who would found the legendary Dead Kennedys, in the process illustrating the hippie-punk divide that I was watching play itself out in the Battle of the Borgs.


      Punks had the energy that the hippies lacked, Biafra said, “but it took 10 years for punks to want to save the whales.” Plus, even when the people can manage to create a real culture that would help the world, it gets coopted by the capitalists who “sell it back to the originators at twice the price.”


      He had hit on an important theme, the very thing that Burning Man haters say must have happened once the event became stable and expensive, and which the Borg2 rebels feared might happen if the Borg wasn’t held accountable. “I think co-option by the mainstream is something that happens in every chapter of the book,” Goffman confirmed.


      Ah, but there wasn’t a chapter on Burning Man. And it’s certainly true that Burning Man has been vigilant about fighting off co-option from the very beginning, taking an aggressive and controversial stance on owning all photography shot at the event, banning commerce, and suing corporations that sought to exploit the growing event for commercial reasons.


      “The way you prevent that sort of co-option is get good lawyers who work for free,” Larry said, arguing hopefully that co-option isn’t inevitable. Burning Man had indeed been aggressive in this realm, successfully suing the producers of the “Girls Gone Wild” nudie videos to prevent distribution of footage they had illegally shot at the event. If we’re vigilant, Larry said, we can learn from the past and avoid the fates of those who have gone before.


      Then he returned to the notion that Burning Man might not be simply a counterculture anymore, arguing “to simply define yourself as counter to the mainstream is juvenile…It’s not enough to be counter. You have to come up with a way to generate culture.”


      And once that happens, as Larry thinks it already has with his event, then there is potential to become an important sociopolitical force. It doesn’t just have to be a way of blowing off steam once a year and then you return to the patriarchy. There is the potential, he said, for the “transcendent idea” that will just keep growing.


      At one point, Fraser took the group of four men to task for giving short shrift to the role women have played in rebellious cultural movements. After Goffman fumbled to explain why so few women appear in his new book, Larry took a stab at the topic.


      It’s true, he said, that men have often led counterculture movements like his through their early transgressive phases, when they argue loudly over the vision, rail against the status quo, and blow things up. But by the time Burning Man moved from Baker Beach to the inhospitable Black Rock Desert a few years into its existence, it was the female energy that ensured its survival and sustainability.


      “Once we got into the desert,” Harvey told the crowd, “the women took over.”


      Jam for the Ladies


      Such feminist concerns were what LadyBee — the Borg’s art curator for the last 10 years — wanted to talk to me about, and why she said my Borg2 article wasn’t fair to her or to Burning Man. She’d taken time to talk with me and I hadn’t used a single quote from her in the article, focusing instead on the very male power struggles.


      “Jim and Chicken are really invested in it being a battle, and frankly, we don’t see it that way,” LadyBee told me. She accused them of sexism in their approach and me of sexism in my presentation, a charge that cut deep into my pro-feminist self-conception, although I held my ground and contested her characterization.


      She may very well have been right that her gender was a factor in the animosities that many artists directed at her, but the bigger factor seemed to me to be the fact that she was in charge of administering all the rules — those set up for reasons of safety, protection of the playa from burn scars, and compliance with theme and trademark issues — and with helping choose who gets funded. So she was a natural lightning rod for artists with strong anti-authoritarian streaks.


      Charlie, Chicken, and Jim had certainly all slammed her pretty good. Jim told me, “A large cross section of the major artists contributing to this event has a problem with LadyBee’s leadership of the art program,” while Chicken told me, “There was less art with the same budget. If this were a corporation, the art curator would have been fired on the spot.”


      LadyBee reluctantly acknowledged their point about the diminished art, but denied that it was a structural problem: “This year, there were less big, ambitious, large scale projects. Frankly, every now and then, you have an off-year.”


      But she also counter-attacked pretty strongly, accusing them of ignorance — “I come from the art world and can tell you our grant process is easy. There’s no other grant program that doesn’t ask for slides, for letters of reference, and for receipts.” — and of ingratitude: “We give away a quarter-million bucks a year and they still aren’t happy.”


      And most of all, she said they had an enormous sense of entitlement and chips on their shoulders about having to answer to a woman: “I think the fact that I’m the curator and a woman doesn’t help in gaining their respect,” she said. “They need me to exist in a way. They have to have someone to rebel against because they’re a rebellion-based community.”


      LadyBee was definitely someone who gave as good as she got and seemed to enjoy being able to say “no” to the temperamental artists. Whereas Larry tried to finesse the rebellion and didn’t seem to take it personally, LadyBee pushed back in hard and sometimes condescending ways. Right or wrong, the image of her in a golf cart driving around the playa telling artists what they could and couldn’t do was a catalyst for the revolt. And after Larry had consented to the Borg2 experiment, LadyBee remained steadfast in her approach.


      “Chicken has agreed to go through all the safety rules, which means they have to answer to us,” LadyBee told me. “He makes the statement that they won’t have to deal with anyone in golf carts. Well, he’ll still have to.”


      When I related that comment to Chicken, he replied, “We will mine it for golf carts.”


      It was good stuff, but as I struggled to keep my article within its space constraints, it had to go. I wanted to focus on a conflict that raised big existential questions about the nature of Burning Man, not the technical details of administrating art on the playa or on the personality clash between LadyBee and the artists.

    

  


  Still, she had shamed me. And when she noted how many women were running for the Borg2 Art Council, I agreed that it was interesting and would make a good follow-up article. Besides, it would present another side of the event that countered the big male egos and allow me to use Larry’s comments at the Commonwealth Club. So I called many of the women involved in the conflict and for an article I’d called, “Burning Women.”


  Following Chicken’s earlier suggestion, I called Nat the Bat, aka Natalie Schumacher, who had been among the most prolific on the online discussion boards that gave birth to Borg2. She was a 24-year-old sculptor for an erotic bakery in Denver who was planning to fly into San Francisco for the January 5 candidate’s forum at the Odeon.


  “It’s something I feel like I need to do because I’ve been so vocal,” said Nat, who attended Burning Man for the first time in 2004. “I’m not exactly sure how to make it all happen, but I want to help.”


  Candidate Angela Knowles, a 23-year-old art student, also had just attended the event for the first time after moving to San Francisco in April. “I really want to be a part of making Burning Man a better event for the artists,” she told me.


  Both women had only vague ideas of how they intended to accomplish their goals, but they shared an idealistic passion for using the forum to pump up the event’s artistic offerings. Angela said, “Because this is fresh and new, there is a refurbishing of people’s minds to create new and fresh ideas.” Within a few months, Angela would decide to pursue those fresh ideas by joining the Flaming Lotus Girls.


  “We have the opportunity to vote and participate,” Nat told me, “whereas before it was just Larry Harvey’s thing.”


  Statements like this — which imply that Burning Man limits the artistic expressions of attendees — are what Stephanie Selig, aka Serious, had been spending lots of time online trying to correct. “I’ve just been trying to get the basic information out and to clear up some of these misconceptions,” said Serious, a volunteer with the Artery, which facilitates placement of art on behalf of the Borg.


  She said the Borg2 rhetoric had masked the fact that anyone can bring art to Burning Man, and that the Borg was simply enforcing rules for reasons of safety (lighting art at night so nobody runs into it), environmental stewardship (preventing fire art from creating burn scars), logistics (scheduling common use of cranes and backhoes), and acclimation to harsh surroundings: “We just try to get people to think about what will happen to their sculptures in 80-mile-per-hour winds.”


  Such voices of reason and my follow-up article’s focus on the women who wanted to ratchet down this conflict irritated Chicken and his Borg2 cohorts, who were still trying to stoke this fire. But the most biting blow came when I related some information that LadyBee had given me about the Flaming Lotus Girls: they were sticking by Larry and the Borg.


  Joining the FLG Mafia


  Many members of the Flaming Lotus Girls — a high-profile group of mostly female industrial artists — signed the petition that led to the creation of Borg2. The group was talked about as a potential guest curator for Borg2 and featured prominently on its list of artists.


  Yet after a lively internal debate, the Flaming Lotus Girls decided to apply for an art grant from the original Borg. “We talked about it and decided that the only thing that mattered was getting more art at Burning Man. It wasn’t that tricky of a decision in the end,” longtime member Pouneh Mortazavi told me after LadyBee gave me her phone number. “We are planning to apply to both people, even though we know we can’t be funded by both people.”


  And with the Borg awarding its art grants by March 1 — and Borg2 not even closing its application process until April — the Flaming Lotus Girls were likely to remain where they’ve always been. Yet Pouneh said they may try to do a second project for Borg2 or participate with it in some way.


  Like many of the women involved in Burning Man, she said she rejected the notion that the desire to shake things up and rejuvenate the art meant having to choose sides in the grand debate over what Burning Man should be about and how it should be led. “Change is always good, but the Borg is not the evil that Jim and Chicken portray it to be,” Pouneh said, a comment that I published at the time.


  It’s this sort of nuanced, community-based dialogue that many feel has been overshadowed by the bravado that has been at the heart of the recent conflict and most of the highest-profile battles during Burning Man’s 20-year history.


  In my interview with Pouneh, we talked about the FLG project: Angel of the Apocalypse, a massive bird with fire-spewing wings, a burning head, and a driftwood sculpture for a project designed by artist Rebecca Anders. It would be the most ambitious project in their five-year history, a fiery gathering place befitting a year with a renewed emphasis on the art, maybe even a phoenix heralding Burning Man’s rebirth.


  It sounded exciting and I was eager to spend more time with them out at the Box Shop for my series. So I mentioned the idea to her of working with them on it, following it from conception to completion and learning about both them and the creative process along the way.


  She was intrigued, but said she’d have to first discuss it with the group and get back to me. Soon, she called me back and told me it was on and that I should come to their next meeting on January 18. After the meeting, there was going to be an election night party for Pouneh’s boyfriend, Charlie Gadeken — a Flaming Lotus Girl who owned the Box Shop and had decided to run for the Borg2 board.


  I was still pretty ignorant about the Flaming Lotus Girls and fire arts when I showed up at my first meeting. The fire arts can include fire dancing using flaming poi or other fiery toys, but when I use the term, I’m talking about industrial arts using flame effects, something pioneered in the Bay Area, for Burning Man more than any other single catalyst. I knew it involved steel sculptures and propane lines and tanks, but that’s about all I knew — and that feeling only got worse as that first meeting progressed. I didn’t know what I was doing and would need to just make it up as I went along — taking notes, staying engaged, remaining hopeful that something interesting would emerge in the end.


  And I came to find that’s basically how Burning Man camps work anyway. Sure, there are always some very capable people. Charlie and Pouneh were super knowledgeable pioneers in the fire arts (although Pouneh had physical limitations: plagued by severe carpal tunnel syndrome, she used a machine that administered electric shocks to her hands during the meeting), and Rebecca’s day job was as a professional welder for an exhibit company in town.


  All three were experienced artists, as anyone could tell from scanning their warehouse-like home, its walls and corners filled with groovy art pieces that they and their friends had created. And there was lots of other expertise among the dozen Flaming Lotus Girls at the table, from Hazmatt’s materials engineering expertise to Kezia’s art school background to Colinne’s organizational abilities to Tamara Li’s, well…she was like the walking embodiment of the beautiful countercultural artist.


  Still, they were still just making shit up from scratch, hoping it would work, trying to expand their connections and web of associates along the way, filling their pool of knowledge and resourcefulness. People need a purpose, even San Franciscans leery of paths cut by nationalist, professional, or theological concerns. So we pursue projects — political, social, or artistic — sometimes just to see them done, so our time and passions have an outlet of our choosing, so we can be part of something bigger than ourselves.


  This project was their purpose that year. They had the basic idea, and a name from Rebecca’s unsuccessful art grant application a few years earlier, but everything was still on the table. They brainstormed a new name for the project: Psycho Chicken (laughs all around), Ascension, Hot Wings, Hellbird, Ornith. No consensus yet, so they’d just start with Angel of the Apocalypse on the Burning Man art grant application that was due February 15th.


  Nicola at the meeting challenged whether the beak should be straight as planned. She thought it should be raptor-like, with curved ends for tearing. Both Charlie and Rebecca argued that the straight lines worked better on the artistic level. “It’s important that we maintain a focus on the abstract shape,” Rebecca said, noting that she didn’t want it to be too literal. They wanted that same ambiguity as to whether the bird was crashing into the playa or rising from it.


  A small-scale sculpture of the project that Rebecca made when she conceived it years ago was on the wall of the apartment and we all checked it out. But the ideas for what to do with it, and what scale to use, have blossomed.


  “Just in the last couple weeks, the project has doubled in complexity,” Rebecca said.


  At that point, they talked about seeking a grant for $18,000, which would grow to $24,440 by the time it was turned in. As the time for the election party neared, the meeting began to break up, but not before Rebecca and Pouneh welcomed me to the group and informed me of the Mafia clause: “Once we have you, we don’t let you go.”


  Art, Danger, and Democracy


  Charlie was irritated with Chicken. The face-off between the two friends occurred shortly after Chicken arrived for the election party. Halfway through two days of voting for the new Borg2 art council, Charlie was the leading vote getter.


  Chicken and Jim had guided Borg2 through the birthing process, and facilitated meetings at the Odeon Bar about what to do next, but then they essentially walked away from any official role. Chicken in particular was far more interested in the provocation than the follow-through, leaving Charlie and others to make it all work, win the bet, and conquer the Borg.


  Beyond the logistics, which were tough enough, Charlie and company would need to deal with this experiment’s many conflicts and paradoxes: anarchist artists engaged in representative democracy, how to participate in an event whose framework they were rejecting, art simultaneously selected by elected guest curators and a popular vote, serious organizational and fundraising issues facing people who were only serious about art.


  Charlie’s frustration with Chicken seemed to epitomize the problem. He was mad about Chicken’s “dancing and whooping with shit in his pants” story. A day earlier, in one of his last official acts before turning his Borg2 baby over to democratic control, Chicken was allowed access to the 33,000 people on Burning Man’s Jack Rabbit Speaks e-mail list.


  Borg2 needed money if it was going to get anywhere close to its $250,000 fundraising goal. It needed volunteers and the participation of top-tier artists. And it needed to speak eloquently to a larger audience that hadn’t heard about any of this through San Francisco newspapers or the Tribe and E-Playa online discussion boards.


  Instead, Chicken chose to tell a strange tale from Burning Man’s past about an artist whose project was such a miserable failure that he went fetal in his tent and shit himself during the night, only to have others turn his parts and pieces into a beautiful blinking windmill. When the guy arose to discover what happened, he started “dancing and whooping with shit in his pants,” an unsettling image that Chicken tried to turn into a Borg2 mantra of sorts, like his earlier promise to bring more “woo woo for Larry’s hoo ha.”


  Chicken let the story stand as a sort of enigmatic parable, not really bringing it back to anything tangible or helpful to Borg2’s plight. It was pure Chicken — offbeat, punk rock, a strange but engaging piece of art. It was memorably unknowable, like much of what Chicken creates.


  But to Charlie, it was just a blown opportunity, a squandered chance to rally support. After all, Charlie and company had just months to raise the money and build from scratch a structure for getting great art out to the remote and inhospitable Black Rock Desert, something Larry is still honing 20 years later, even with his built-in funding supply.


  To accomplish that task, Charlie had to rely on an often-combative crew of counterculture freaks, temperamental artists, grungy welders and wrenches, mad geniuses, gutter punks, wannabe Warhols, young dreamers, and other too-proud individualists — who all feel entitled to help guide the process and vote on the results.


  Charlie — a resourceful leader who ran the Box Shop and was a key FLG member — embodied the best hopes of Borg2, but its continuum ran roughly from the superorganized Network Girl to the downright dangerous New York City-based Madagascar Institute — which was elected to the guest curator position — with Michael Mikel sort of circling the group in his own orbit.


  As more than one person has told me, Charlie could probably handle this all by himself, rather than being one of “the Nine.” He has the artistic eye, the facilities, and the connections, a quietly capable, no-nonsense guy, although a bit curmudgeonly. Since the election, he’s worked closely with Network Girl, a.k.a. Jeanavive Janssen, in pushing things forward. She’s the founder of www.thenetworkgirl.com, which helps artists network, share resources, and do their thing, a similar role to the one she’s playing on the art council.


  “It’s just another avenue for me to express myself and help artists,” she told me. But she quickly learned that the many paradoxes and contradictions of Borg2 would make their difficult task nearly impossible. After all, many took Chicken’s “radically participatory democracy” rhetoric seriously. And they come from an anarchic DIY philosophical tradition in which there is little use for hierarchy.


  Borg2 tweaked this sensibility just a bit by placing people in positions of responsibility, and Network Girl felt that weight probably more acutely than most of her colleagues on the council. She knows that all the many tasks must be completed immediately because projects are already underway, and Burning Man was just six months away, telling me, “There are going to be artists waiting for the money.”


  Then there’s Michael, a legendary figure in Burning Man history, founder of the Black Rock Rangers and now a board member of both the Borg and Borg2. It was a strange role for this eccentric but engaging character. “Michael is like a helium balloon,” Larry told me after expressing mild irritation at Michael’s new role with Borg2. “If someone forgets to hold his string, he soars up into the stratosphere.”


  Michael sees it differently. “One of the things I do is push the envelope,” he told me, and that’s what he was doing. “If the experiment fails, it will just be another Black Rock City theme camp,” Michael told me. “But if it succeeds, Borg2 will be the Burning Man renaissance.”


  Bringing Back the Fear


  Much of what motivated the Borg2 rebellion was a longing for an idealized Burning Man past that was less structured and more chaotic, where there were explosions and gunfire and utter madness in the air and the whole experience made you a little scared, and maybe even left you scarred, figuratively or literally. That’s what the Madagascar Institute represented to many Borg2 backers.


  Madagascar is a New York-based art collective whose motto is “fear is never boring.” Whether doing guerrilla performance art on big-city streets or building crazed carnival rides and exploding installation pieces at festivals around the world, Madagascar had cultivated a reputation as street artists on the edge.


  In fact, Madagascar Institute had broken ties with Burning Man a few years earlier, with Madagascar founder Hackett coming to hate the event. Larry recalls actually fearing for his safety during a confrontation with Hackett in 2002. But many of the Borg2 folks were still tight with Madagascar, which lent artists Dirty Doyle and Rosanna Scimeca to the cause of helping them.


  “We’re trying to make it a little more dangerous and a little more chaotic, scaring people back to life” was how Doyle described their goal for Burning Man. “Try to help people push their own boundaries.”


  Even though they were elected as guest curators, there are constraints on the ability of Doyle and Scimeca to implement their artistic vision, the main one being the fact that a central tenet of Borg 2’s creation was how all its participants would theoretically be able to vote on what art projects the group funds.


  “There are ways around democracy. Just ask Karl Rove,” Doyle told me. His goal was to package the choices for what should be funded in ways that allow voters to just validate much of what Scimeca and Doyle bring in — like more outside artists and performance pieces.


  Most of all, they want to walk the edge. They love the image of the mad artist. “Drive yourself crazy, and your crazy personality becomes an art piece,” Scimeca told me. Doyle smiled and added, “Let the monster out of the box.”


  Borg2 itself was as much a work of art as it was a political movement by artists who had some gripes. It was the creative plaything of these same artists, as became clear at its first fundraiser party, held at The Shipyard. And because Larry had apparently told someone that Borg2 would only be a success when pigs fly, soaring swine became a kind of theme.


  The February 5, 2005 party was filled with cool burner art: a remote-controlled, rapidly spinning electronic ball that shot long flames in two diagonal directions, a flying pink pig built on an electric wheelchair base that shot fireballs into the air, a calliope constructed on a washing machine, and other random pieces by Shipyard artists.


  But this was a scene built around a centerpiece: two flying, fucking, burning pigs. Their bodies were built of bent rebar, chicken wire, and propane gas lines. They were stuffed with newspaper wrapped around bundles of donated coins, soaked in lard, with some bacon and fireworks thrown in for good measure. The heads were actual pig heads mounted on metal bars, and the top pig had hinged hips and a huge drill for a cock.


  As midnight approached, a wild-haired Jim Mason drove the forklift and suspended the pigs from their beams, while Mateo, an Extra Action Marching Band member who was the unofficial jester of the Borg2 court, hung off the back of the forklift jabbering creative gibberish into a megaphone.


  It was quite a scene in this grungy, outdoor work space. The fireball whirled, people drank beer and bacon Bloody Marys, the Tanglers taught square dancing lessons, and a guy wearing an Army helmet kept encouraging people to smash him over the head with a two-by-four, harder, harder.


  The pigs were finally put into place, and the crowd of hundreds gathered around them, tossing spare change into the pigs, at each other, and especially hard at Mateo. Large barrels were placed below the pigs, then sheet metal was laid over those, with microphones placed underneath to amplify the melodious falling of coins from the burning pigs.


  As the excitement built, the pigs started passionately drilling each other as they were doused with more fuel squirted from a fertilizer can. A half-dozen people used their lighters to help Mason get his long torch going, and the pigs were set ablaze.


  The various gas lines on the pigs started shooting flames out of several key spots, including the tip of the top pig’s cock. Fireworks exploded. When most of the combustibles were spent and the charred innards began to settle, Mason grabbed a shovel and started beating the pigs and the sheet metal, with others joining in to poke and beat the pigs into fully consuming their insides and freeing all the change. The ritual seemed dutiful at first, then percussively joyful, a venting of the buildup, a launch into something new and exciting.


  Or as Mason put it to me, “We’re having fun with Burning Man again.”


  Manifesting Back Home


  I was also starting to have fun with Burning Man. Every Wednesday night, I went to the Box Shop to record the Flaming Lotus Girls’ progress and learn the fire arts, and then I’d use my free time to dive into and learn about other aspects of this fascinating, multi-pronged burner culture.


  While Jim and Chicken saw the artists in their orbit as the main attraction of Burning Man — and they decried the influx of the “ravers” as ruining their event — the music scene was reflecting Burning Man’s style back in San Francisco more than anything. And Larry, who was no fan of the dance camps, poo-pooed the grand division proffered by the Borg2 crowd.


  “In any case, the perception that the ravers have taken over was a myth to begin with. It’s bosh,” Larry told me in early 2005. “They are attracting people who love the event and like to dance to that music. That’s okay. It’s a big playa.”


  At the Get Freaky event in mid-January, the line outside 1015 Folsom stretched around the block, though most of the Burning Man types were already inside, decked out in playa-inspired getups, grooving solo or with their tribes to drippy breakbeats, ass-shaking electronic bass lines, and soaring crescendos.


  The lineup included Freq Nasty, Krafty Kuts and A Skills, Lorin, Smoove, Adam Ohana (who puts on the Get Freaky events), Dimitri, Ooah the Turntablist, and other DJs; live Indian music; fire spinners in Mad Max finery; acrobats and circus freaks from Xeno, El Circo, and other local artists’ collectives; and performance artists of all stripes.


  It was a scene transplanted to San Francisco clubland directly from Burning Man, where all the featured DJs had made names for themselves among tens of thousands of Bay Area residents, as well as far-flung burner tribes like the Freak Factory from New York and Clan Destino in Santa Barbara — represented that night among the crowd at Get Freaky.


  Tribe.net and other electronic burner gathering places had been buzzing for weeks over the DJ lineup. Freq Nasty, a dreadlocked breaks DJ from the UK, had spun at some of the earliest Burning Man dance camps. Berkeley-based Bassnectar’s epic performances on burn night (when the eponymous icon gets torched) had elevated him to a DJ god with an international following, while up-and-comer Ooah — mixing his breakbeat grooves with well-placed samples from other big names on hand — rocked the front room at 1015 to a bouncing frenzy rarely seen outside the main room.


  During the Burning Man theme-camp fundraiser season that runs from around May through August, there are parties like this almost every weekend, from illegal ones in warehouses to legit functions in the biggest clubs in town — sometimes several a night. Among the San Francisco-based camps lighting up the scene then were El Circo, Opulent Temple, Sound of Mind, Space Cowboys, The Deep End, and House of Lotus.


  The draw and energy of the Get Freaky party stood as a testament to the growing year-round influence Burning Man and its participants have on San Francisco nightlife. The vibe was felt everywhere from venues like 1015, Mighty, Nickie’s BBQ, and Sublounge to street fairs like How Weird and Decompression, from art spaces like SomArts Cultural Center and CELLspace to random warehouses around SoMa and Potrero Hill.


  It wasn’t always like this. The rave scene that was the forerunner to the burner-influenced dance scene was slow to be accepted in Black Rock City, as I came to learn in my interviews, while the culture that has developed around the event was separate and distinct from urban clubland.


  But as Burning Man grew from a few thousand souls back in the mid-‘90s to more than 35,000 in 2004 — with by far the most participants coming from the Bay Area — the scenes have merged and morphed, symbiotically feeding off one another to create something entirely new under the sun.


  Even though the entire Burning Man culture hadn’t fully embraced this world of sound, it was becoming an increasingly important component of the event, particularly as the artists became more ambitious. The Borg has promised to bump up their art funding, but whenever someone needed to raise real money or throw a great party, they still turned to the DJs and sound camps.


  And sound camps were becoming solid tribes with real staying power and the ability to use their communities for new ventures, such as opening cool businesses in San Francisco and other cities, as the Deep Enders did in 2005.


  “The Deep End spirit is still very much alive in many of us,” DJ Clarkie said, noting how he and others pitched in both time and money to help the three Hosley brothers and Chef Ben — all original Deep Enders — open the restaurant Sauce and then the club Shine in San Francisco in 2005.


  “We got lots of help for Sauce from our friends, who are our camp members, then Shine was 100 percent financed through people with Deep End connections,” Trip Hosley told me, saying the effort was a great real world manifestation of the Burning Man ethos and community.


  Just before leaving for Burning Man in 2005, Trip said that he and his brothers were finally given the opportunity to lease a great club space on San Francisco’s Mission Street that they’d been pursuing for months, agreeing to the lease before they even knew how they’d come up with the required money. And while on the playa that year, Clarkie and several other Deep Enders with a bit of savings agreed to contribute their money and time to the project.


  “A bunch of people helped build out the place — some for many weeks, some just dropped by to help paint a little. Everyone was supportive and wanted to be part of it,” Deep Ender John Garner said of the opening of Sauce. “There is a similar story for Shine. In this case, the Sauce boys invited their friends to be investors. About 10 different people invested $10,000 each in the club. All of the investors had credits to use for food and drinks at both Sauce and Shine. Shine was a big hit and the Sauce guys repaid all the investors in full. There is still a plaque on the wall at Shine with all of their names on it.”


  It was a great manifestation of the can-do energy that was swirling through the Burning Man world, where people were using the connections and know-how developed on the playa back in the default world. “We definitely always want to bring that feeling of brotherly love giving back here in the city to these places of business but also the many parties/events we co-hosted or were a part of,” Clarkie said later. “We are also applying for our non-profit 501c3 status so that The Deep End can continue to have events, but that our proceeds can go more for truly giving back to this amazing community we are all a part of — be it Burning Man, San Francisco or the world.”


  Deep Ender Christian Galindo said the businesses and nonprofit were natural extensions for a community that had grown strong and deep during their annual treks to Black Rock City: “This idea would be a natural evolution of The Deep End, from ‘gifting’ exclusively at Burning Man, to ‘gifting’ in the broader sense throughout the year.”


  In the Beginning…


  The Flaming Lotus Girls’ Wednesday night meetings started slowly, just a couple hours to discuss their grant proposals to Burning Man, Robodoc, and the Fire Arts Festival staged by The Crucible in Oakland; plans to buy a new welder and get some company to donate a couple plasma cutters (which use a beam of energy to cut even the thickest steel) to this “women’s educational organization”; schedule fundraisers like their March 18th photo show and party at Dogpatch Studios; and to get the shop ready for work that would become a chaotic daily endeavor.


  They taught me how to be one of their minions, a term they used affectionately, as I came to learn. One evening as we watched a video from a previous project, there was footage of a guy steadily pounding a large stake into the ground during a blinding dust storm, as Pouneh had instructed, prompting her to fondly recall, “he was a good minion.” She was always looking for good minions.


  “Everyone spend 10 minutes sorting nuts and bolts tonight,” Pouneh Mortazavi told the group one evening, looking first at me and waiting for me to nod my ascent before turning her gaze to the next minion. “If we can sort all our nuts and bolts, we can save hundreds of dollars,” reinforced Charlie Gadeken.


  They took stock of their tools and other equipment, which the Flaming Lotus Girls mark with pink paint or tape. Charlie showed me how it works one day, borrowing my lighter and walking me over to a shop cabinet as we talked about the group’s powers of “Obtainium,” that element important to cash-poor Burning Man artists, the ability to procure stuff for free. He found a role of pink tape and applied a strip to my lighter, thus appropriating it for the Flaming Lotus Girls. “That’s how we got a third of our tools,” he told me with a smile.


  The routine changed by the March 9th meeting, which was charged with a new excitement because the Flaming Lotus Girls had just learned that they were getting one of the biggest-ever (at least at that point) Burning Man grants: $23,000, funding everything they asked for except stickers and fireworks, which they would find a way to pay for themselves (a month later, the Hand of God would also be accepted at the Robodoc Festival, meaning they would have to simultaneously refurbish it for an event taking place in Europe just two weeks after Burning Man).


  Rebecca Anders led the discussion, dividing the Angel of the Apocalypse project up into four main areas: head (“a cool fire-spitting furnace”), body (“this awesome, bizarre, unknown thing”), wings (which will envelope a project that “is a place as much as a thing, maybe more of a place than a thing”), and systems (“its veins and nerves”). And to coordinate the groups and make sure the project is moving forward, Rebecca and Charlie would be, as she said, “in charge of the logic.”


  Although we would be free to float among the groups, we all volunteered for one of the body parts — each of us subtly encouraged into one group or another by Rebecca, Pouneh, or Charlie, who worked the room so deftly that it didn’t seem coordinated, like I had freely chosen to be on the head team.


  At this early stage, it was just a core group of a dozen that would steadily grow over the coming months with new additions and visits by old veterans until the Flaming Lotus Girls became bigger than it’s ever been, with many minions available to enhance their reputation for being on the very cutting edge of the fire arts scene.


  “It has evolved into this ridiculously huge thing from just a bunch of girls at CELLspace,” Tamara said.


  The story of the Flaming Lotus Girls really starts in 1992 when Charlie attended his first Burning Man with his best friend, Dave X, who later became the fire safety director of Burning Man, in charge of making sure all the seemingly dangerous fire contraptions on the playa are soundly built.


  Charlie was a painter back then, doing massive artworks out on the playa — over 500,000 square feet of printed imagery by his estimate — that he would burn at the end of Burning Man. He called it the Illumination Project, part of the camp he founded where he, most of the Flaming Lotus Girls, and many other artists still camp: Illumination Village. Dave got into the fire arts, an insular community that grew mostly out of the Survival Research Laboratories, with its disciples going off to form groups like The Crucible and Lightning on Demand.


  In the late ‘90s, Dave and artist Jim Mason started building flame-throwers for Burning Man as part of what they called the Impotence Compensation Project. Back in San Francisco, most of the group was working out of CELLspace, where Charlie was living and being taught metal fabrication skills by three of his friends: welder Steve Monahan, shop manager Kevin “Tony” Fifield, and Rebecca, a CELLspace board member and artist in residence.


  In 2000, Dave X had the idea of creating a female-dominated fire arts group with many of the women he knew that were becoming interested in the fire arts, including Pouneh, B’anna, Lynn, and Tamara (Tasha Berg also joined at the last minute, as I’ll explain shortly), along with Charlie. Dave wanted to call the group “Professor X and the Flaming Vixens,” but the girls rejected the idea, instead taking their name from their first project, the fire-spewing flower they called Flaming Lotus.


  Charlie moved out of CELLspace and into The Shipyard in Berkeley, an industrial art space he formed with Mason in 2001. The next year, with help from burner artist Dan Das Mann, Charlie and Tony opened the Box Shop in an industrial space on Hunter’s Point that was first built back in the ‘60s by the Hells Angels.


  As the Flaming Lotus Girls moved with Charlie, Dave X has mostly moved on to other projects, although he still visits and helps out the Flaming Lotus Girls as needed. Steve and Tamara, who have worked on every Flaming Lotus Girls project, had become these sort of elder statespersons, not as directly involved with Angel of the Apocalypse as the top trinity or even many of the newbies, but still making important contributions, often by parachuting in to solve problems or play the voice of reason and experience.


  “I’ve been cutting with a torch for 27 years. My daddy was a welder,” Steve told me one day, explaining how his grandfather started American Welding in Ventura in 1928 and showing me pictures of their welding trucks parked at Port Hueneme, where they would sometimes fix the huge ships. But he also had the eye of an artist, as he showed time and again, from teaching the Flaming Lotus Girls to make steel roses to sell at a fundraiser to crafting beautifully detailed birds of paradise from steel and copper.


  “So he’s good at helping us no matter what the problem,” Rebecca said of Steve, while Tamara told me, “Steve is the Flaming Lotus Girls MVP.”


  Yet he also had some other traits that would prove problematic, such as an impatience with women doing things slowly or the wrong way and a tendency to push back when Charlie or Tony pushed him to clean up his work area or rein in the many projects he would take on, which sometimes dominated the busy shop nearly as much as the Flaming Lotus Girls.


  In other words, as central a figure as Steve was at the Box Shop, there was also a tension in the relationship that would come to a head later that summer. But it wasn’t the only point of conflict that was developing in the mostly close and harmonious relationships among the Flaming Lotus Girls.


  Birds of a Feather


  There are a few paradoxes on which the Flaming Lotus Girls are built. They’re an exclusive group that is open to all. Most members are amateurs, but the group is regarded as envelope-pushing experts in the fire arts community. All decisions are made by consensus of the group, except those made unilaterally by small groups for reasons of time, money, expertise, or art.


  Perhaps the most interesting is the fact that a third or more of the Flaming Lotus Girls are men. And yet, despite the very macho nature of the industrial arts, the Flaming Lotus Girls retain a distinctly female energy. It is a safe, nurturing environment that encourages people to try new things and work through problems no matter what time pressures may be bearing down on the group.


  “It’s always ladies first in the shop,” Tasha told me one evening. “If a girl is taking a long time to cut something with a torch, that’s okay. It’s not about just getting it done. It doesn’t matter if they’re taking a long time.”


  Her words would ring in my ears a few weeks later when a small subgroup of us was cutting out steel sections of the head. I had recently learned to use the plasma cutter, an awesome tool that slices through steel like butter, and I was anxious to use it on the thick pieces of steel for the base of the head so I blurted out a “me, me, me” when Rebecca asked who wanted to cut first.


  Another male newbie and I cut the steel while the women did some grinding and other tasks. Very tactfully, Rebecca approached me after a little while to ask about giving the girls a chance to cut and I immediately realized what I’d done and felt like the pushy man that I was, quickly turning over the cutter and apologizing to all for my transgression. I could picture Tasha, with her dreadlocked hair, tattooed arms, and pierced nostrils and labret, telling me “ladies first.”


  Tasha is a strong woman — physically and in spirit — but not a forceful one. She smiles more than most people and loves to pop off funny, saucy one-liners, like when the first feather fired up and she said, “Oh, it made my nipple hard,” or when the head group added two days to its schedule and she quipped, “Yay, head three times a week!”


  She’s grounded in the way that massage therapists often are. That’s what she does for a living and it’s what she was doing at a resort in Hawaii when she first met Charlie, Pouneh, and Dave X, who were there on vacation.


  Tasha was excited to hear Charlie talk about Burning Man, which she’d heard about and was dying to attend. “I said, ‘I wanna go to Burning Man! And he said, ‘honey, we are Burning Man.’” And thus, Tasha became a Flaming Lotus Girl, flying out to spend a few days at CELLspace working on the first project and then going with them to the playa. She moved to San Francisco six months later.


  Tasha was new to the art world, but took to metal work like a natural and decided that she wanted to help design the faces of the Angel’s feathers, something that Kezia Zichichi also wanted to work on. The two women had different styles: Tasha was the gregarious and carefree riot grrl while Kezia was more the deliberate and cerebral artist.


  Kezia attended art school and started going to Burning Man in the late ‘90s, and then became the house manager and events coordinator at CELLspace. “The most incredible events and arts came through there,” she told me, “everything you could imagine.” She liked what Dave X was trying to do, noting “he created a lot of the culture.”


  At the April 6th meeting, Kezia unveiled her feather designs, which she made with a series of stencils that she said she’d fashioned from studying real feathers. She explained how the positioning and negative space formed abstract images of birds and angels, which the group tried to see but hung up on the fact that they weren’t very symmetrical or feather-like.


  “First of all, they can’t cross over like that because a feather has a fucking spine up the middle,” Charlie said as Rebecca, Tamara, and Tasha tried to put a softer, more diplomatic edge of the critique.


  “I think we should take this input, work on it some more, and come back,” Tamara suggested.


  The next week, both Tasha and Kezia showed up with feather designs: Tasha’s were simple, symmetrical designs done on a computer and printed on letter-sized paper; Kezia’s were more detailed, ornate, full-sized hand drawings done on long lengths of brown paper that she unfurled in the shop.


  “Should we vote on it or something?” Kezia suggested, seeming confident in her designs.


  But others had some issues with her designs. Steve said both designs were cutting away too much of the steel, which was wasteful, while Tamara offered to help Kezia widen the margins on the edge for easier welding and better structural integrity.


  “Let’s just call it a work in progress,” Tamara said, but Kezia was looking for a mandate from the group. Rebecca suggested that Kezia, Tamara, and Tasha collaborate on the design, but Kezia replied, “No, I’d rather just have a bunch of stuff and vote on them, like we do the stickers.”


  “I think we should still talk about it and not know right now,” Tamara said, reflecting the consensus of the group.


  “At some point,” Rebecca said of the conflict that was just beginning, “y’all need to come up with a design.”


  The Melding of Metals


  Rebecca offered everybody welding lessons in the spring, encouraging rookies to attend at least two of the three consecutive weekend sessions she offered with Steve’s help. But my first lesson was a private session with her March 12th.


  Her love of steel was infectious. I had never worked with metal, not even in a shop class growing up, but her descriptions resonated with me. Hook a negative charge to the objects you want to join or the steel table on which they rest. Hold the MIG welder close but not touching. Pull the trigger to activate the positive charge, creating a powerful arc of energy that melts the edges of your surfaces and the steel wire being fed by the welder, creating a puddle of molten steel protected from dust and other contamination by a heavy gas that the welder exhales as the steel cools back into solid form.


  “It’s an organic experience,” Rebecca said, one in which you move slowly and patiently to create the perfect bead of new metal.


  Rebecca confirmed my observation that the hardest part is trying to keep my hand and the welding wand poised in the right position as I nod my welding hood into position, plunging me into darkness until I pull the trigger and let the energy illuminate my work, which that day included making steel roses that we’d sell at the next week’s fundraiser.


  My mom used to solder stained glass pieces together when I was a kid, but Rebecca explained that welding is different from soldering in one important respect. The seam created by soldering is like glue, the weak spot desperately trying to hold different objects together. Welding melds the two surfaces, swirling their different properties together into an amalgam that is entirely new, making them stronger than what came before.


  It struck me as the ideal metaphor for the Flaming Lotus Girls.


  Fire and Steel


  All the planning and preparation by the FLGs turned into actual work with fire, steel and wood just as Daylight Savings Time began, giving the shop a cleaner and brighter feel during the evening gatherings. The people and the place were being transformed. New heads began to emerge.


  When the first small-scale models of Angel’s head appeared in the shop in April — three versions, built of cardboard and aluminum by Rebecca and Hazmatt — all had the curved beak of a raptor, rather than the straight beak Rebecca originally advocated for. “Yeah,” she confessed, “I got talked into it.”


  Soon, a huge section of the yard was cleared for longtime Burning Man artist Pepe Ozan to build Dreamer, a massive human head sunk down to its nose that Larry Harvey had commissioned for prominent placement between the Man and the Temple, planning to surround it with Angel of the Apocalypse and other fire sculptures. The Dreamer’s expressive eyes would grow more detailed each week, watching over the scene at the Box Shop.


  From April through June, the project seemed to move forward quickly. Inside the shop, the small Angel’s head was turned into a full-scale cardboard model, with its individual sections becoming the patterns that would be used to cut the steel. When most of the Flaming Lotus Girls first saw the massive head at the May 18th meeting, 10 feet tall from neck to the tip of the beak, its beak was drooping in half. “The only bad part,” Rebecca said, “is our beak went limp.”


  The group batted around some impotence jokes, but Rebecca was showing a few signs of wilting herself. She got a cell phone for the first time specifically for this project and it kept interrupting her day job of steel and aluminum fabrication. She’d found herself working on the project everyday handling its various details, from mediating the feather design dispute and other personality issues to materials decisions to coordinating the delivery of steel and how it would be cut (she had wanted the wings to be cut by a computer-driven system at a special shop but later bowed to fiscal realities and group dynamics to cut it by hand using the new plasma cutter that Pouneh had gotten donated).


  Back in March, Rebecca was feeling phat. “We have an obscene sized grant to make this thing,” she said then. “It’s just a huge amount and I don’t think we’re going to have any problems.” But now, the budget was getting tighter after steel prices shot up by 40 percent in just a couple months. And that situation was made all the worse by the group’s decision to buy stainless steel for the wings, which is more expensive and heavier than the mild steel they usually work with, but which doesn’t turn into the rusty mess that some of the past projects have become. It was partly a decision that they want the Angel’s wings to endure and be available for future shows, just like the Hand of God.


  “Once you start welding stainless,” Steve told a skeptical Tamara one evening, trying to sound sexy, “you’ll never go back.”


  One other stressor on Rebecca was also a blessing: there were a huge number of new Flaming Lotus Girls, drawn to the group through friends, last year’s Fire Arts Festival, the fundraiser the group held in March, and just by the Flaming Lotus Girls’ growing fame within the Burning Man world. It was more of a management challenge, but they also had enough people to work on the project just about every day as the various subgroups started convening on different days.


  They were discovering what I already had, something that I thought rookie Jordana Joseph put very well one evening: “You get sucked in. You give them your money, your time, anything they ask. They’re the Flaming Lotus Girls.”


  Best of all for the group, several of the rookies knew what they were doing. Sarah had a woodworking background that she seemed to easily translate into cutting and welding the feather frames with Michael and they were already cranking them out at a rapid clip by mid-May.


  “Two to three people can do one in an hour,” she told the group during the May 18 meeting, adding a piece of counterintuitive truth that all the Flaming Lotus Girls veterans recognized. “If you have more, it takes longer.”


  Rosa Anna De Filippis and Caroline Miller (aka Mills), British friends new to both Burning Man and the Flaming Lotus Girls, seemed to fit in so naturally, had shop experience, and were such quick studies at learning to build the plumbing for the fire effects (learning from Tamara, Lynn, and Pouneh) that the Flaming Lotus Girls were testing the inner feather fire effects ahead of schedule.


  “It’s different every year. One thing about this year is the rookies have skills,” Tamara told me. “Rosa Anna and Mills are the rookies of the year.”


  The meeting of May 18th was kept fairly short so everyone could get working (including the iron-on Flaming Lotus Girls T-shirt logos that veteran Nicola was making for people), but most dropped what they were doing as it got dark and Mills and the fire effects crew prepared for their first big test.


  Charlie and Pouneh had gotten all dressed up and left for an evening wedding, but everyone else was excited to poof a big fireball up into the air above the Box Shop. Steve cautioned that neither Charlie nor the shop neighbors were going to like it but the ball was already in motion. Nothing could get between the girls and their fire.


  The feather’s long ambient flame was working fine, but something was wrong with the poofer, the term given to propane accumulation chambers that pressurize the flammable gas and then quickly release it to create a fireball. They tinkered with it as about 15 of us stood around, talking, sipping our beers, the anticipation building. Finally, they got it; Tamara did the countdown, pushed the button and then, “POOOOFFFFFF!!!,” a massive fireball mushrooming maybe 30 feet into the air.


  “That’s a pretty impressive poof,” said John, a veteran of the group, as Charlie walked out of the darkness of the yard’s entrance, all clean shaven (a rare occurrence) in his white linen jacket and black dress pants, a well-dressed Pouneh on his arm. In a voice mixing irritation with amusement, he declared, “Half that poof would have been fine.”


  Birth of an Angel


  Crews of Flaming Lotus Girls started making beach treks in May and filling corners of the yard with driftwood that would form the angel’s body. The head design was done and its steel was being cut. The shop rafters were being filled with feather frames. And the feathers were beginning to poof. But they still didn’t have skins yet because of the lingering dispute over design.


  Much of the problem was legitimate creative differences that illustrated the difficulties of large groups trying to create art. But some of it was personality driven because, as Kezia told me in late April, “I’m really intimidated by Tasha.”


  So others in the group — Rebecca, Lynn, Tamara, Colinne — tried to mediate the conflict while delicately tip-toeing around the sensibilities on both sides and assuring the rest of the group that this was a healthy and normal process. But frustrations were starting to bubble up, like when Kezia bristled at input from Tamara and said to others, “I don’t know why she’s picking on me.”


  By late May, the group began to conclude that a division of design labor was the answer: Tasha would design the inner feathers and Kezia would do the outer, both in consultation with the group. Tasha’s designs had been embraced for the most part, causing Kezia to tell the group, “My designs aren’t incorporated, how can we be at that point? We haven’t even worked collaboratively yet.”


  Rebecca tried to be diplomatic. “Well,” she said sheepishly, searching for what to say, “we will work collaboratively.”


  But when Kezia — fuming cross-armed in her camo pants — kept pushing, Rebecca departed slightly from the uber-patient approach that was her hallmark, a hint of frustration sneaking into her voice for the first time I’d heard it as she said, “I don’t want to talk about it in the group right now because we already have a breakout group.”


  Later in the evening, Tamara was itchy to get more involved in the project, at which Rebecca asked her, “Where do you want more input?”


  “Well, I don’t want to input more drama,” she replied.


  But the feather design drama was winding down, at least in the group setting. At the June 15th meeting, Tasha announced that the patterns (which were being hand cut into long plastic banners to use as guides) were almost done and the cutting of the steel faces for the inner feathers would begin the next day.


  Kezia soon stopped coming to the Wednesday meetings and didn’t return until early August, although she was still as active as any of the Flaming Lotus Girls, working closely with Charlie to refurbish the Hand of God for Robodoc and the Fire Arts Festival and honing her design of the outer feathers.


  Meanwhile, Angel’s body was starting to take shape in the yard as summer set in, the team led largely by an unlikely Flaming Lotus Girl, a then-62-year-old rookie named James Stauffer. He had been a literature graduate student back in the ‘60s before going back to land to work in collectives in the forests of Oregon and Washington. Building a huge structure out of nothing but driftwood and bolts was “a chance to use the skills I had developed out in the forests.”


  When I first climbed onto the body, I was amazed at how strong it was, but to James and another experienced rookie named Phil Spitler, who was working on the body, it was simple geometry. “It’s a triangle,” Phil deadpanned. “Triangles are strong.”


  James moved to San Francisco in 1986, selling newspaper ads and running in literary circles before switching gears and being drawn to Burning Man events, struck hardest by the Flaming Lotus Girls at 2004’s Fire Arts Festival, where he made contacts and decided to join them in 2005. As hip and sexy as this female-dominated group is, James’ energies fit right in and all have embraced him as one of their own.


  For his part, James only grew more impressed by the group as the months wore on: “The most interesting thing about the Flaming Lotus Girls is how they manage conflict.” While they smooth over interpersonal conflicts, the Flaming Lotus Girls like to create artistic and mechanical conflicts for themselves. That’s part of the fun. For example, Rebecca didn’t know exactly how we would be placing a gentle curve in the 3/16-inch steel to form a bird’s head, but together we began the process of figuring it out on June 22nd, with occasional oversight from Steve.


  “Where’s your tangent?” he asked the two of us as we started to slip a long skinny piece of steel into the hydraulic press. “Tangent?” Rebecca replied, launching Steve off into a lecture on geometry and physics and advising us to “count our clicks” so we knew how much each bend bent. Using the unwieldy machine, Rebecca and I spent over two hours and considerable energy to put a jerky curve in the smallest piece. Clearly, we would need to find a better way.


  The next week, a half-dozen of us puzzled through the problem. The bigger pieces of steel wouldn’t even fit into this press. Could we use weight? Heat? Finally, Steve mentioned that he had a more portable hydraulic press. “Would it move that piece of steel if we put a proper die on the end?” Rebecca asked. Steve nodded quietly and said a simple, “Yes.”


  So we searched the shop to find the pieces and parts we’d need: a chain, a long pipe, metal pieces to weld and cut into clamps. The idea was to bend the steel like an arrow-shooting bow, using the torch as needed to soften the steel at the bend point. Rebecca had Epona and I work on the clamps one way, but Steve shortly directed us to do it differently, telling us, “There’s always shortcuts.”


  Steve definitely knew what he was doing and Rebecca seemed okay with his approach, but I couldn’t help think back to Tasha’s philosophy on how the Flaming Lotus Girls work. There are always shortcuts, but it’s not just about getting something done, a warning that was illustrated a few weeks later.


  Rebecca, Matthew, and I were working on the head, adding greater bends here, lessening them there by jumping up and down on the curved, heated sections. The head was forming up within a pattern that Rebecca had painted on the shop floor, using tape to label it “head space.” Some slots had been cut into the metal, forming tabs that we were going to bend in toward one another.


  Rebecca used the torch to soften the base of one tab and had me pull it down by a chain, but even after I’d gotten fully inverted in a mountain climber position, pulling with all my might, it was barely budging. Steve saw what was happening, walked over with a big crescent wrench jammed into a pipe, waved me off, and easily used the tool to bend the tab into place.


  A few minutes later, Rebecca was working on removing a pull point that had been welded onto another head section when Steve approached, mumbling how she didn’t learn her lessons and brusquely using his tool with one hand to wrench the metal piece back and forth as she tried to steady the head section.


  Finally, the piece snapped off and the pipe crushed one of Rebecca’s fingers against the steel. Steve apologized and tried to help, but Rebecca calmly waved him off, tended by others as she ran her hand under cold water. The injury wasn’t too serious, but it seemed to illustrate some issues we’d discussed earlier about when male energies charged into the Flaming Lotus Girls’ world.


  But she wasn’t biting on this larger theme as I tried to draw her out, twice saying only, “He was just going too fast.” Later, when I tried to draw out a more feminist critique of the episode, Rebecca said she was content with more incremental progress, saying of male members of the crews, “It’s enough that they’re here and calling themselves girls.”


  The Grand Diversion


  Tamara had been traveling for a few weeks and returned to the Box Shop on July 6th to find the Flaming Lotus Girls frantically preparing for the Fire Arts Festival at the Crucible, a fire and industrial arts training facility in Oakland, a hub for lots of local tribes whose members were seeking skills and a broader community of artists.


  The Fire Arts Festival had become the premier Bay Area event for showcasing the work of various Burning Man tribes to a larger audience and the Flaming Lotus Girls planned to show some of its past projects: Hand of God, Alcyone, Mini-Mega Junior, and some yet-to-be completed feathers from Angel.


  “How many are we planning to bring to the festival?” Tamara asked at the Flaming Lotus Girls weekly Wednesday meeting.


  “At least two,” Rebecca answered.


  “And they need to be ready by Tuesday,” added Pouneh.


  “So,” Rebecca said, turning to the rest of the group, “none of you are leaving.”


  “We have to do a feather binge every night and through the weekend,” Pouneh said.


  “I think it’s too much,” Tamara said.


  Pouneh explained that the deal had already been cut and the contract signed with the Crucible, which was paying the Flaming Lotus Girls’ costs.


  “I’m sorry to be a bitch about it, but I haven’t been around as much and I’m a little horrified,” Tamara said. “Personally, I don’t want to work that hard at the fire festival. That’s a lot of fucking work.”


  “But it’s a good chance to get things ready,” Pouneh offered.


  Indeed, the Fire Arts Festival proved to be both a major motivator and a huge distraction. Kezia and Charlie had almost completely checked out from the Angel project to pound and shape the Hand’s copper skin until it appeared lifelike. And everyone had to interrupt their work schedules to set up, tend, and break down their festival exhibit.


  But they were the hit of the festival. The Hand of God had grown long golden fingernails just before the show, which seemed appropriate. And the complete group got their first taste of what it would be like to work together on the playa, getting everything working just right, each fire-poofer connected to pink control box buttons that passersby could press, creating the interactivity that was a feature of all the Flaming Lotus Girls art.


  “This has become the staple warmup for Burning Man,” Tasha said as we worked together. “I’m starting to get really excited.”


  Pouneh had me and another rookie minion, Chris, screw together some propane fittings called pig-noses, which would connect to the propane tanks and fuel the feathers. They twisted in the vice grips we used, but we did our best to make them as tight as possible.


  An Oakland fire marshal had inspected the whole setup in the afternoon and everything looked okay to her. But the real test came in the evening when Dave X came by with a sensor that detected any flammable gases, a machine that let out a low buzz as it ran past our connections.


  “The things you made are not tight enough,” Pouneh told me in an instructional tone. I felt utterly incompetent, a feeling that had periodically plagued me throughout my work at the Box Shop.


  “Every one of those pig tails has to be tightened,” Rebecca told us frantically, as stressed out as I’d seen her.


  “Pig noses,” Dave corrected her gently. He didn’t seem too concerned, overseeing the work as he played with the sensor, letting Tasha exhale on it to see how it groaned from the small amounts of methane contained in the air humans breathe out.


  Cathy, who joined the Flaming Lotus Girls the previous year, saw that I seemed down and consoled me. She also felt like an idiot through much of her first year, and after getting carpal tunnel syndrome from drilling hundreds of holes in Alcyone, she wondered just what the hell she was doing.


  But the feeling passed as she saw their creations lighting up the playa, and passed even more once she got home and realized that she’d learned how to change out all the plugs in her house and take on other previously unthinkable tasks. She summed up her Flaming Lotus Girls experience with, “You make art, make fire, hang out with people who are cool, and get skills.”


  And when darkness finally fell and the pair of complete feathers were fired up, I began to understand what she meant. It was thrilling to see them come alive, moreso than I expected. The whole thing glowed in evocative patterns, flames licking out of the corner of the cutouts to form new feathers of fire that danced against the night sky.


  We just sat together on the asphalt parking lot and watched our creations and those around us — the tornado of fire, the huge pendulum with four-way fire jets, the flaming tree organ, Dance Dance Immolation — waiting for the $75 per head gala crowd to emerge from dinner at the Crucible for their fire tour, gleefully poofing the feathers and smiling every time.


  “We’re going to have 20 of them dueling,” Tasha told me as a feather spit a fireball into the sky. “You gotta think of it in context.”


  Fun as it was, the festival also came in the context of the push to Burning Man, which was starting to slide behind schedule. And just a couple weeks after the festival, the tensions between Charlie and Steve would explode as they openly taunted each other during the July 27th meeting.


  “He asked me to leave the shop for good,” Steve told me, attributing the decision to a minor dispute over money from a fence project they were welding for the Bayview Boat Club and the fact that, “Charlie power trips things and I just don’t buy it.”


  Later, I would hear from others that some incidents over the summer involving Steve and violence — once when he got tasered in the yard by some guys who showed up, another time involving a pushing and shoving incident — had something to do with it. Or that some of the shop’s live-in caretakers objected to Steve’s omnipresence.


  Whatever it was, both men had calmed down after a few days and both agreed that Steve just needed some time away from the shop, making his home base at one of the many other shops where such an experienced welder was welcome, although he would stay involved with the Flaming Lotus Girls.


  “Steve Monahan is a great friend of mine, he can stay at my house if he ever needs to, but he needed to take a break from the shop. It’s hard to run a shop,” Charlie told me. “He’s a piledriver, a seriously great welder, but there’s a bunch of women around here. It’s hard to balance things, but there have to be rules around here.”


  After a few months, Steve might be welcomed back. But for now, Charlie was taking what he considered a principled stand that was best for the Box Shop, although he also admitted, “I’m not going to make it to heaven as a landlord.”


  Push to the Playa


  Rebecca looked a bit anguished when I arrived on Sunday, July 31, to work on the head. She was huddled with a small group debating what kind of burn platform to build under the body, which would be set ablaze amid a glorious fireworks display after the Man burned. Sheet rock was cheaper, but it might crack under the intense heat, and they knew more about working with steel.


  “We’re short on money, period, and we’re looking at expensive purchases coming up, particularly if we have to buy more stainless,” Rebecca said, noting that they still need more steel for the beak and crest sections of the head.


  The first frames for the longest feathers had just come out of the jig that week and Mills and Rosa Anna were using water to pressure-test the long lines that would carry the kerosene — which burns hotter and more erratically than propane — Pouneh insisting that they be able to withstand 100 psi in pressure even though they’ll only run at 10 psi.


  By evening, they were fire testing the first long feathers and the shop was a whirl with activity as burners raced to finish their various projects. But the test didn’t go very well. The fuel wasn’t moving steadily up the line. It could have been vapor lock or some design problem…they just didn’t know.


  During their August 4th meeting — 19 days before the Flaming Lotus Girls needed to leave for Burning Man — Mills and Rosanna briefed the group on the status of the feathers. The smaller feathers are all done. “Yay!” said the group. “Unfortunately,” Rosa Anna said, “the outer feathers are not going as well.”


  The kerosene-fueled fire wasn’t even staying lit, let alone achieving the fabulous drip effect they were hoping for. Rosanna called around to several fire arts groups around the country but none knew what to do — although they were impressed that the Flaming Lotus Girls had the audacity to even try a 20-foot-long kerosene drip line.


  “The problem is nobody has ever done this,” Rosa Anna learned from her inquiries. “They said, ‘You guys are the cutting edge and once you figure it out, we’ll copy it.’…But we’re working on it really, really hard and we will overcome.”


  Rebecca got the group’s attention and said she had something important to say. Everyone listened. She praised how well they were doing, but warned of problems being caused by that success. She referred to some of the minor accidents that have occurred recently, including her own smashed finger, cited the lesson her welding teacher once instilled in her about not “getting greedy” in the shop.


  “We cannot let our speed and our progress get in the way of our safety,” Rebecca told the Flaming Lotus Girls. “This is why I like working with a female-dominated group because we all have a little bit of mom in us and we take care of each other…Let’s just check each other because it’s all about love and about safety.”


  She also announced that at long last, the designs for the outside feathers were done and ready to be cut, the work taking place on Tuesday and Wednesday afternoons. “Kezia made a fabulous design for the outer feather,” Rebecca said.


  In a conversation with me, Kezia bounced some of the praise right back at Rebecca saying the two of them worked on a computer to transform the designs into something that meshed with the inner feathers and was going to be easier to plasma-cut. “A lot of the essence of what was there is still there, but we just refined and simplified it.”


  Reflecting on her conflicts with Tasha, Kezia said, “We both had strong work and we needed a way to display it.” But she said that the relationship was still strained, although they did have a civil phone conversation that week to discuss some logistical matters. “That’s one of the things that happens where you work collaboratively. These things happen,” Kezia said. “I’m just happy that both of our work is being honored and utilized.”


  It was a big week. KQED television would be at the Box Shop the next day filming for a story about Burning Man and the following day, Friday night, the Flaming Lotus Girls were holding a final open house to display the eight inner feathers and a couple of the big ones. Burning Man seemed closer than ever and they started talking about what it will be like.


  On the day of the burn, they’ll all need to lift the body and build the burn platform underneath. For that and all the other work, Rebecca shared the time-honored trip for recruiting new minions on the playa.


  “Dress up in a really cute outfit then stand with a heavy thing and go, ‘ugh, uh, oh,’” Rebecca said, playing the damsel in distress. “And then, big guys will come by and say, ‘Can I help you?’ And then you say,” she continues, switching into her assertive, minion-commanding voice, “Yes, move that over here and this over there…”


  Everyone laughed. Despite all the work still to be done, the mood was lightening and the excitement was building. The open house was a low-key but first-rate party, drawing old friends, new admirers, and a range of other supporters, including Larry Harvey. In anticipation of group photos for my Guardian article, they broke out their cute outfits, swigged beer, and celebrated their pending accomplishment, which they continued to tinker with during the party.


  At one point while I was talking with Charlie, Mills came up to us, a giddy grin on her face. They had figured out how to overcome the vapor lock problem on the large feathers, which had been burning for more than a half-hour now, leaving the Flaming Lotus Girls what would seem to be a clear path to the playa.


  “It’s working, man, it’s working,” she said and we all came over to see.


  The more I learned and the more time I spent with them, the more I wanted to learn and the more time I wanted to spend time with them, helping the Flaming Lotus Girls transform fire and steel into art, even as I started doing work for own camp, Opulent Temple, which was putting a fire poofer on top of the DJ booth.


  I started off in January as just a journalist working on a story. Then I became a minion. And now, as all these beautiful characters have told me over and over, I was one of them, in for life, a Flaming Lotus Girl. But even more importantly, I was starting to understand what was driving this culture at the moment when it was about to explode in unexpected ways. [image: feather_02.jpg]


  [image: larry_at_fly_hot_springs.jpg]


  [image: ChickenDammit_odeon.jpg]


  
    Burning Man founder Larry Harvey runs Black Rock City LLC, aka The Borg. ~ Photo by John Curley

  


  
    Arts impresario Chicken John launched the Borg2 rebellion at his old bar, The Odeon. ~ Photo by Alita Edgar
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    The Flaming Lotus Girls, based in San Francisco, has become Burning Man’s premier fire arts collective.

  


  
    Hand of God, back.
 ~ Photo by Karl Seifert
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    Hand of God, front.
 ~ Photo by John DeVenezia

  


  
    The Flaming Lotus Girls’ Hand of God lit up the Fire Arts Festival in 2005. ~ Photo by Karl Seifert
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    Bassnectar built a successful musical career on the reputation he developed spinning epic sets at Burning Man. ~ Photo by Gina Grandi

  


  
    Sound camps rock the Burning Man nightlife and have helped fuel the event’s growing popularity. ~ Photo by MV Galleries
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    Paul Oakenfold with DJ/promoter Syd Gris (right), who has drawn other top DJs to play at his Opulent Temple theme camp. ~ Photo by MV Galleries
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    The Flaming Lotus Girls have created some of Burning Man’s most ambitious and evocative fire sculptures. ~ Photo by Gary Wilson

  


  
    The Flaming Lotus Girls’ 2005 piece, Angel of the Apocalypse, was a gathering place surrounded by fire-spewing feathers. ~ Photo by Caroline Miller (mills)
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